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ABSTRACT 

This study sought to assess the crisis response strategies employed by Silverstone 

Airline in managing its corporate reputation during their crises of October-November 

2019. The management of reputation aspect runs parallel to the situational crisis 

communication theory (SCCT) framework that guided this study. SCCT provides an 

empirically tested model for selecting the most appropriate crisis response strategies 

for crisis situations experienced in order to protect organizations’ reputations. The 

study’s objectives were to examine the crisis clusters under which the Silverstone 

Airline crises fell, analyze the crisis response strategies used by the airline, and assess 

how the airline managed its corporate reputation during the crises. To obtain the study’s 

sample from the identified target population, the study applied non-probability 

purposive and census techniques to pick all the five (5) crisis-related communication. 

Silverstone Airline disseminated and all the 509 feedback messages generated by the 

airline’s crisis-related communication. The study utilized primary qualitative data that 

was coded and thematically analyzed. It analysed the crisis situations and the effect of 

crisis intensifiers on their progression and eventual clustering. The major finding of the 

study was that Silverstone Airline failed in clearly understanding and clustering its 

crisis situations, yet this is the first and most critical aspect in managing reputations. 

The findings, therefore, indicate that Silverstone Airline mismatched the response 

strategies with the crisis clusters in a majority of its crisis cases. The study recommends 

that the airline dedicates officers who are well trained in dealing with crisis 

communication in real-time to handle its social media pages. This would help the airline 

take control of the crisis at the earliest stage. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY 

Introduction 

A crisis is an occurrence that has a potentially negative result that affects an 

organization's reputation, interferes with its normal business operations, and threatens 

its survival (Fearn-Banks, 2017). It is an unforeseen occurrence that has potentially 

negative consequences, including financial losses, loss of lives, injuries, and 

reputational damage for an organization, its stakeholders, and the sector (Coombs, 

2012a). In Wartick’s (1992) opinion, increased negative outcomes lead to a general 

assessment by stakeholders on how effectively an organization is satisfying the 

expectations of its stakeholders based on its previous behaviours. Thus, reputations 

become valuable and intangible assets (Coombs, 2007b).  

Reputation as an asset can attract customers as well as garner positive comments 

from the public. According to Fombrun and van Riel (2004), reputations are built via 

the information received by stakeholders concerning the organization. The authors 

defined reputation, in the corporate sense, as an assessment of an organization based on 

the perceptions held by the organization’s stakeholders. A crisis has the potential to 

injure an organization’s reputation and impact the organization’s interactions with its 

stakeholders. We can, thus, apply effective communication during a crisis to remedy 

the reputation and/or prevent damage to reputational capital (Coombs & Holladay, 

2005). In agreement, Fearn-Banks (2017) stated that handling a crisis effectively 

includes crisis communications to eliminate the crisis and improve the organization’s 

reputation. 
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Coombs (2007b) added that strategies used in response to a crisis are used for 

reputational repair, reduction of the negative impact, and prevention of negative 

behavioural tendencies. Many researchers agree that the steps observed and response 

strategies used significantly affect the reputation of the organization (Coombs, 2006). 

Response strategies used against a crisis have three key aims concerned with 

reputational protection namely, to shape crisis attributions, alter organizational 

perceptions regarding crisis, and minimize the negative impact created by the crisis 

(Coombs, 2007b). It is on this basis that this study assessed the crisis response strategies 

used by Silverstone Airline (referred to as Silverstone Air Services or Silverstone Air 

in online communication) to manage its corporate reputation during the five crisis 

events that took place in October and November 2019. The study examined the crisis 

clusters that Silverstone Airline’s crises fell under, examined the crisis response 

strategies as guided by the situational crisis communication theory (SCCT) framework, 

and established the impact of the crisis on the airline’s corporate reputation.  

This chapter presents the study’s background, statement of the problem, purpose 

and objectives of the study, justification and significance of the study, scope of the 

study and the limitations and delimitations of the study. Finally, at the end of the 

chapter, the key terms used in the study are defined within the study’s context. 

Background to the Study 

In first-world nations, airplane accidents are uncommon, largely because of the high 

safety protocols put in place by the countries’ national and international authorities 

(Transportstyrelsen, 2010). However, whenever such accidents occur, a high death rate 

among passengers occurs. “An airline accident can be considered a true crisis and 
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something that all airlines consider to be their worst nightmare” (Scandinavian Airlines 

[SAS], as cited in Hansson & Vikstrom, 2011, p. 4). This is because most airlines 

consider safety as their highest priority and a selling premium for their brand (Air 

France, 2010b).  

Airline accidents attract dominant media and public attention. With this in mind, 

an airline’s communication and actions following an accident are of high importance 

as the airline tries to influence its stakeholders’ perceptions during the crisis. When a 

crisis happens, organizations have to respond soonest to reduce the injury meted on 

stakeholders due to the crisis occurrence. Equally, timely communication minimizes 

the negative impact on the organization’s legitimacy and reputation (Coombs & 

Holladay, 2007; Hale, Dulek, & Hale, 2005). 

When its airplane crashed and killed all the people on board in Lockerbie in the 

year 1988, Pan African World Airways (PanAm) remained silent (Jebson, 2018). The 

company tried to hide the fact that it had been pre-warned of a terrorist attack 

possibility. Instead of visiting the accident site, the airline’s management decided to 

stay at home (Jebson, 2018). Due to how the airline handled the crisis, passengers 

moved to rival companies because they lost confidence in this company. The situation 

exacerbated the airline’s financial crisis, and two years after the crash, the airline 

became bankrupt (Jebson, 2018).  

Conversely, when one of British Midland’s Boeing 737 aircraft crashed in 1989, 

killing 47 people on board, the chairperson of the airline, Michael Bishop, left his home 

and got to the accident scene within 30 minutes. Presently, Bishop is remembered for 

his immediate, assertive, and reliable response to the crisis. Within a very short time 

after receiving the news, he was available to the media and the public and provided 
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updates about the accident as soon as he received them (Media First, 2014). While on 

his way to the crash scene, he offered his first interviews to the media through telephone 

calls. He spoke with compassion and showed both humanity and control. When a crisis 

occurs, there is the urgency on the part of stakeholders to be updated on what is going 

on and what the organization is doing. Mitroff (2005) argued that it is upon the 

organizations to ensure consistent, timely, and credible communication during a crisis. 

In the case of British Midland, the public relations (PR) manager went to the 

crash site and worked with Bishop for the entire night, and by early morning, they held 

a press conference. The company’s chairperson declared an initial payment to the 

families of those who perished and the injured, heaped praises on the emergency service 

providers, and assisted the investigators (Jebson, 2018). The result was that the airline 

received public support and goodwill from the victims and their families. Further, the 

airline created a positive public perception that led to a stronger reputation. 

Communication, thus, became a reputation protection tactic as the chairperson and PR 

manager communicated to save the airline’s public image.  

Similar incidents happened with Air France, where flight AF447 entered a zone 

of stormy weather, eventually crashing into the Atlantic Ocean and killing all 228 

passengers and crew on board (Hansson & Vikstrom, 2011). Established in 1933, Air 

France is one of the oldest airlines and a significant shareholder in the international 

market. It has since grown to become one of the largest carriers, with 183 destinations 

in 98 countries. According to Ranter (2011), the accident was the deadliest in the 

airline's history and the deadliest aviation accident involving the Airbus A330 model. 

On the day the accident occurred, Pierre Henri Gourgeon, the airline’s chief executive 

officer (CEO), held a press conference at Charles de Gaulle Airport in Paris (Hansson 
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& Vikstrom, 2011), where he stated that the crew was very experienced and there were 

no problems with the aircraft’s safety records. He further stated that the airline was 

deeply touched and mourned with the passengers’ relatives. Gourgeon promised to give 

updated information as soon as it came in (Chanceisnowhere, 2009). In this case, crisis 

communication was essential in managing the accident. Through the communication, 

the airline provided updated information to its stakeholders, expressed sympathy, and 

reduced anxiety. 

The airline issued a total of 25 press releases and had its website adapted to the 

crisis situation. The website provided information on the accident and channels for 

further information (Nigam, 2009). They constantly gave updates to the public 

regarding the crisis and expressed their deepest sympathy to the victims’ families and 

friends. Through press conferences and media updates, the airline improved its 

reputation for safety. It provided specific information about the aircraft involved, such 

as its age, the period (in hours) it had been flying, and the last time it had undergone a 

mechanical check (Hansson & Vikstrom, 2011). Besides the press releases being 

unimpeachable sources of first-hand information, the frequent and timely 

communication was acknowledged by the various stakeholders who yearned for 

information (Martin & Boynton, 2005). 

Spanair Flight 5022 was involved in a crash during take-off on August 20, 2008. 

Out of the 172 passengers on board, 154 perished in the crash. The plane tried the first 

take-off but experienced technical issues and returned to the gate. At this point, those 

on board were informed that they had to move to a different aircraft (Hansson & 

Vikstrom, 2011). The technical issues were resolved, and on trying to take off a second 
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time, one of the plane’s engines caught fire resulting in its crashing to the ground from 

the height of about 60 meters. 

Spanair gave a press conference during the day of the accident, whereby its 

communication officer indicated that the priority during such a period was to attend to 

the family members of those involved in the accident. Further, they stated that qualified 

attendants would go to the accident site, Madrid, to join the crisis team that was to 

provide care to the crash victims’ relatives (Easywaytv, 2008). The airline issued three 

press releases, communicating about the accident and free hotlines to call. According 

to SAS (2008), the immediate media communication confirmed, with regret, that the 

crash had taken place, offered hotlines for the family members and friends to call for 

updates, but provided no information regarding what had occurred or the number of 

people involved in the crash. In subsequent press releases, the airline expressed their 

sympathies to the relatives and friends of the crash victims and updated them on the 

support that the airline was providing them. Spainair (2008) reported that Spanair 

mobilized all the resources right from when the crash occurred and closely cooperated 

with relevant authorities. 

Despite the communication by Spanair, their stakeholders questioned the 

airline’s safety procedures and legitimacy (Hansson & Vikstrom, 2011). The media 

highlighted the many serious technical difficulties the airline had faced prior to the 

accident. Furthermore, the media leveled accusations of lying against the airline by 

disputing efforts to change the plane prior to the second take-off attempt. That, 

including complaints of staff mistreatment, are instances of what could have led to 

injury to the legitimacy and reputation of Spanair, making it lose a third of its market 
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value. Consequently, the airline was disposed of for a mere €1 seven months after the 

accident (Hansson & Vikstrom, 2011). 

On October 8, 2001, SAS Flight SK686 was flying from Linate Airport in 

Milan, heading to Copenhagen, when during take-off, it crashed and caught fire, killing 

all those on board. The crash victims were eight: four people in the private jet and 

another four working in the hangar. At the time of the accident, there was a huge fog at 

Linate Airport. The crash was attributed to air traffic control errors. Consequently, four 

officers working at the airport were proven guilty and prosecuted (Hygstedt, 2004). On 

the night of the crash, the SAS’s manager for Europe, Middle East, and Africa convened 

a press conference (Dagens, 2001). Within 24 hours, the airline published five press 

releases, through which it regretfully informed the public about the accident and shared 

a toll-free telephone number for the next-of-kin. Moreover, it communicated that it had 

specially trained personnel to assist the crash victims’ relatives and revealed the 

aircraft’s age and date of the last major maintenance check. The airline also set up 

hotline numbers for all Scandinavian nations (SAS, 2001). Additionally, the CEO 

accompanied the crash victims’ relatives as they flew to the crash site. 

Crisis management calls for organizations to manage the stakeholders' 

expectations and their (organizations) reputational assets. Air France provided 

information to enable the public to understand that it took all the necessary precautions 

to prevent the accident. The airline’s response strategy, therefore, exempted it from any 

blame. Coombs (2007b) argued that an organization’s response strategies should 

protect its reputational assets and manage how much the publics attribute the crisis to 

the organization and how key publics hold the organization accountable for the crisis.  
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In Africa, over 30 airlines have faced aircraft crashes. Affected countries 

include Cameroon, Algeria, Egypt, Ethiopia, Ghana, and Morroco (Aviation Safety 

Network, 2020). For instance, Nigeria’s Executive Airlines Services (EAS) Airlines 

Flight 4226 crash-landed on May 4,  2002, in a residential area of Gwammaja City. The 

aircraft caught fire upon impact, killing 64 passengers and 78 civilians on the ground. 

Following this, Olusegun Obasanjo, the then Nigerian president, suspended his tour of 

South Africa and ordered an investigation of the crash (Robson, 2002).  

Further, on March 10, 2019, the Nairobi-bound Ethiopian Plane ET302 had an 

accident in Bishoftu Town, six minutes upon taking off. All the 157 passengers 

perished. The first news update about the accident came when Abiy Ahmed, Ethiopia's 

prime minister, expressed his sympathies on Twitter (British Broadcasting Corporation 

[BBC] News, 2019). The airline stated that the cause of the accident was not yet clear. 

Speaking to reporters at Bole International Airport in Addis, the airline’s  CEO, 

Tewolde Gebremariam, told reporters that “at this stage, we cannot rule out anything. 

We cannot also attribute the cause to anything because we will have to comply with the 

international regulation to wait for the investigation” (BBC News, 2019, para. 6). He 

regretted the fatal accident and expressed deep sympathies to relatives of crash victims, 

as stated by Ethiopian Airlines’ official Twitter page.  

Closer home, Kenya Airways (KQ) has experienced two major casualty plane 

crashes in its history (Kubania, 2018). In January 2000, the airline’s Flight KQ431, 

flying the Abidjan-Lagos-Nairobi route, crashed into the Atlantic Ocean, minutes after 

take-off from Ivory Coast. In the crash, 169 passengers and crew perished. Only ten 

persons survived the crash. (Kubania, 2018). Eight years later, another flight, Flight 
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KQ507, also flying from Abidjan, with a stopover in Douala then onwards to Nairobi, 

crashed into a swamp right after take-off and killed all 114 people on board.  

For the Douala crash, KQ established a crisis management center at the Jomo 

Kenyatta Internationational Airport (JKIA) in Nairobi. The CEO then, Mr. Titus 

Naikuni, issued information regarding the accident (BBC News, 2007). As stated by 

West (2019), immediately after the crash, KQ dispatched a team from Nairobi to Douala 

and set up an emergency command center to assist the crash victims and families. The 

team included reservations staff to re-route passengers and psychologists to handle 

stress (West, 2019). 

Kenya Airways wholly outsourced the services of a South African Company to 

handle the repatriation of human remains, with none of its staff to oversee the exercise; 

a fatal mistake that would come to haunt the airline (West, 2019). This caused a 

substantial delay in the repatriation of the bodies to families, leading to a public outcry. 

West added that KQ somehow lost its soul after the crash, and its journey downhill 

started, partly due to pride and arrogance by its leadership.  

We have witnessed other plane crashes involving smaller aircraft in Kenya, 

including Eurocopter AS 350, which had an accident in 2012 where the then internal 

security minister, Prof. George Saitoti, and his assistant Orwa Ojode, perished (Capital 

FM, 2013). Other planes have skidded off the runway without fatalities, including 

Rudufu Airline’s plane that slid off the flight strip at Takaba Airstrip on October 20, 

2019, and Safarilink’s aircraft that slipped off the runway at Wilson Airport in 2019. It 

is, therefore, important to thoroughly study airlines that have experienced accidents and 

incidents to establish the effectiveness of the response strategies they employed. 
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A Brief History of Silverstone Airline 

Silverstone Airline (also referred to as Silverstone Air), a privately owned 

airline operating in Kenya, was founded in 2017 to operate commercial flights to 

several destinations, including Mombasa, Ukunda, Malindi, Lamu, Lodwar, Eldoret, 

and Kisumu (Silverstone Air, 2019). The airline offered private charter, commercial 

cargo, evacuation, and humanitarian and relief services. It operated its domestic flights 

from Wilson Airport, Nairobi, and had a fleet comprising six different aircrafts, 

including six Fokker 50s, four Dash 8-100s, three Dash 8-300s and one CRJ-200 

(Silverstone Air, 2019).  

On November 12, 2019, Silverstone Airline suspended all its flights after an 

accident in the previous month that badly injured a woman and an incident in which a 

plane was forced to make an emergency landing after a wheel fell off (Reuters, 2019). 

In a press briefing on October 11, 2019, the airline’s accountable manager, Sheila 

Muturi, stated that, “we have had an outstanding safety record and have been re-

certificated by Kenya Civil Aviation Authority”. Notwithstanding its excellent services, 

the airline experienced crises episodes in October-November 2019 that forced it to halt 

its operations (Mwita, 2019).  

The airline’s first major accident happened on October 11, 2019, when it's 

Fokker 50 aircraft that was heading to Lamu Airport veered off the runway at Wilson 

Airport. The aircraft ran over the airport’s perimeter fence and stopped in the bush after 

one of its wings hit a tree. Two hours later, at 11:11 a.m., the company, through its 

Twitter page, @Silverstoneair, shared a press release stating that “the passengers and 

crew have safely disembarked.” Nine minutes earlier, at 11:02 a.m., the Kenya Airports 

Authority (KAA) had issued a press release confirming the runway incident, adding 
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that “two passengers were slightly injured and were receiving appropriate medical 

attention.” At 11:47 a.m., the aviation sector regulator Kenya Civil Aviation Authority 

(KCAA), through its official Twitter page @CAA_K circulated a press release in 

contrast to Silverstone Airline’s statement, stating that “the aircraft had 55 persons on 

board with no fatalities but three seriously injured passengers have been taken to 

hospital and three others are being attended to for shock.”  

Silverstone Airline’s Fokker 50 aircraft hit another airline’s aircraft on Sunday, 

October 27, 2019, at Wilson Airport. Interestingly, the company did not give a 

statement about the incident until two days later, October 29; thus, going against the 

“golden hour” practice in crisis communication. Their untimely response led to 

speculations and inaccurate information doing rounds on various social media 

platforms that grabbed the attention of mainstream media outlets. On October 28, 2019, 

Muriuki (2019) reported on Citizen TV’s Citizen Digital platform that “a Silverstone 

aircraft hit and damaged another plane at the Wilson Airport in Nairobi on Sunday 

morning” (para. 7). When the airline later issued a statement on the incident on October 

29, 2019, through its official Twitter handle @Silverstoneair, it put the blame on the 

congested status of the airport, declaring that “Wilson Airport ramp is congested with 

active and disabled aircraft.”  

Further damage occurred when the airline experienced yet another accident on 

October 28, 2019, whereby one of its aircrafts’ rear-right wheels fell off during take-

off. A Kenyan blogger with 1.7 million followers on Twitter (as of September 9, 2021) 

was among the first Kenyans to tweet and share photos of the aircraft’s wheel that fell 

at 11:20 a.m. He said, “Silverstone flight from Lodwar diverted to Eldoret after losing 

a wheel on departure.” The same incident was reported by Standard Digital at noon. On 
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the same incident, Citizen TV at 12:38 p.m. stated that “Silverstone aircraft makes an 

emergency landing at Eldoret Airport after tyre falls off during flight to Nairobi from 

Lodwar.” Yet again, the airline’s response came after over two hours, at 1:45 p.m. On 

November 5, 2019, the airline had to respond to fake news that circulated online 

regarding one of its planes. Consequently, after a sequence of mishaps, KCAA 

provisionally suspended Silverstone Airline’s Dash 8 series aircraft operations for 

seven days, effective November 12, 2019 (Star Reporter, 2019).  

On November 18, 2019, Silverstone issued a one-month redundancy notice to 

its staff (pilots and crew members) amid the pending closure of its operations (Mwita, 

2019). In the termination letters leaked to media houses, the management said, 

“Silverstone Air Services Limited has become redundant. We have made this decision 

as a result of the recent decision by KCAA to ground the company’s fleet, thereby 

grounding our passenger services” (para. 3) The statement further read “this has 

resulted in irreparable damage to the company’s brand equity as evidenced by mass 

cancellation of tickets. The company cannot therefore continue to operate 

commercially” (Mwita, 2019, para. 4). By this action, at a time investigation was 

coming to a close, the airline prematurely folded its commercial operations. On the 

following day, November 19, 2019, KCAA lifted the suspension of the Dash 8 Series 

Aircraft operations, stating that the “airline has provided satisfactory corrective 

measures as per the Civil Aviation Regulations 2018” (Owino, 2019, para. 3). The 

airline never responded to the KCAA statement about the lifted ban, and its commercial 

flights have since been out of operation. 

The SCCT theory suggests the usage of adjusting information and rebuild 

strategies as the most effective tactics to reduce negative emotions (Coombs, 2007b). 
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Adjusting information includes the expression of concern for victims and the 

reinforcement of compassion through compensation and/or full apology, as these will 

soothe negative feelings towards organizations. A crisis creates an urgent desire for 

information, and the uncertainty the crisis creates produces stress for shareholders. To 

deal with the psychological stress, SSCT proposes the provision of information to 

stakeholders about what has happened and taking corrective actions to mitigate the 

future occurrence of similar crises (Coombs, 2007b).  

The SCCT further emphasizes that the crisis type, crisis history, and prior 

relationship reputation, allow managers to anticipate how stakeholders will perceive 

and react to both the crisis and the organization in crisis. The theory also points out that 

understanding these reactions permits crisis managers to anticipate the level of 

reputational threat posed by a crisis. Studies have substantiated how crisis types, crisis 

history, and prior relationship history influence stakeholder reactions (Coombs, 2007b).  

Stakeholder perceptions suggest the crisis response strategies that can best serve 

to protect the organization’s reputation. Further, studies such as Cooley & Cooley 

(2011) have tested and determined that crisis response strategies impact both 

stakeholder perceptions and an organization’s reputational assets. The SCCT models 

the crisis by providing a set of guidelines for using crisis response strategies in a way 

that benefits organizations. This study, therefore, examined strategies taken by 

Silverstone Air to manage its corporate reputation considering the SCCT context.  

Statement of the Problem 

The SCCT model has been applied in many research studies, among them the 

General Motors (GM) bankruptcy crisis of 2008-2009 (Cooley & Cooley, 2011), 

American Red Cross's crises between 1997 and 2007 (Fussell, Collins, & Zoch, 2009), 
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and the Westgate Mall terror attack in Kenya (Nyarang’o, 2016). Also, Lee and Lariscy 

(2008) tested the effectiveness of response strategies in a food health crisis through the 

prism of the SCCT model. In the case of GM, the selected response strategies by the 

company almost exclusively matched those suggested by the SCCT. On the other hand, 

Nyarang’o (2016) tested SCCT’s strategies on a defensive-accommodative continuum.  

Lee and Lariscy (2008) study found that even though diminish strategies were 

the most appropriate in their research as proposed by SCCT, denial strategies were more 

successful. This calls for further testing of the efficiency of the system of matching 

crisis situations to response strategies as laid out by SCCT. Additionally, a study 

conducted by Ki and Nekmat (2014) examined the effectiveness of using Facebook by 

Fortune 500 companies to manage crises. Of the companies that communicated with 

their stakeholders during a crisis, 60.7% had inappropriately matched their crisis 

responses to the crises they faced.  

These studies reinforce Coombs’ (2007b) suggestion that researchers should 

conduct more tests on the SCCT. To push the envelope further, the relationship between 

response strategies and corporate reputation within the SCCT framework and in the 

Kenyan context is under-researched. It is also appalling that despite the guidelines by 

the SCCT that guarantee the protection of organizations' reputations during crises, 

many companies still incorrectly match their response strategies to the crises they find 

themselves in.  

Therefore, this study sought to assess the crisis response strategies employed by 

Silverstone Airline in managing its corporate reputation within the guidelines outlined 

by SCCT.  
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Purpose of the Study 

This research aimed at assessing Silverstone Airline’s crisis response strategies 

in managing its corporate reputation during the October-November 2019 crises.  

Objectives of the Study 

This study was driven by the following research objectives as guided by the 

SCCT framework: 

1. Examine the crisis clusters under which the Silverstone Airline crises fell. 

2. Analyse the crisis response strategies employed by Silverstone Airline. 

3. Assess how Silverstone Airline managed their corporate reputation 

Research Questions 

The following research questions, as guided by the SCCT framework, directed 

the study: 

1. Under which clusters did Silverstone Airline’s crises fall? 

2. What crisis response strategies did Silverstone Airline use in dealing with its 

crises? 

3. How did Silverstone Airline manage its corporate reputation? 

Justification for the Study 

Winston Churchill (as cited in FocusCFO, 2020) once said that “never let a good 

crisis go to waste” (para 2). He said that because he acknowledged that crises offer 

lessons that can prove useful in future crises events. There are many reasons to show 

that this study was worth carrying out. Airline crises are events that receive enormous 

attention that place a substantial amount of pressure on the organizations managing the 
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catastrophe. On this basis, the response strategies used by an airline during a crisis are 

of high importance to the reputation of airline companies and firms that will find 

themselves in crises.  

This study provided information that can help in identifying the cluster an 

organization’s crisis falls under and the appropriate response strategies to be applied. 

The organizations in the aviation industry would understand and analyse the crisis 

communication within their organizations, identify those aspects of crisis 

communication that are less effective, and suggest ways to improve their crisis 

communication strategies. The suggestions for improvement were based on the lessons 

learned from the literature reviewed, the recommendations on managing crises, and 

strategies to use to build, maintain, and/or protect corporates’ reputations.  

Crises in the airline industry are rare both in Kenya and globally. All the more, 

the crises at Silverstone Airline were not only rare but their frequency and nature were 

also different. This allowed this study to interrogate the SCCT’s underpinnings that if 

a similar crisis occurs, new strategies must apply since the second (but same) crisis 

shifts from one cluster to the next. The Silverstone Air crises, therefore, allowed for the 

study to probe the crisis progression and the gradual change of crisis response strategies 

against facets of the SCCT. Hence, this study would contribute to the visibility of the 

airline crisis and the safety of the airlines, as well as create an understanding of the 

complexities of crises. 

Significance of the Study 

As a scholarly work, this study is an important addition to the literature on crisis 

communication. It would significantly provide useful information for researchers, 

professionals, and academicians operating in crisis communication. This is because the 
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findings comprehensively explained the nature and framework of the crisis 

management process and considered the strategies and contextual environment in 

which crisis communication operates.  

Additionally, through the study findings, policy makers and researchers in crisis 

communication, corporate reputation, corporate communication, and the airline would 

better understand the crisis management process for improvement, regulation, and 

replication. The findings have created awareness of the effectiveness of SCCT’s system 

of matching strategies to clusters for effective crisis management. 

Assumptions of the Study 

This study held the following assumptions: 

1. Silverstone Airline employed crisis response strategies to manage its corporate 

reputation. 

2. Silverstone Airline received feedback from the public regarding their 

communication during the October and November 2019 crises. 

3. Silverstone Airline had a crisis communication strategy. 

4. The crises that Silverstone Airline experienced in October and November 2019 

affected its reputation. 

5. The feedback received from the public was truthful, and that they were all 

disseminated by humans not bots. 

6. Silverstone Airline would never delete the crisis-related posts and feedback 

received on Twitter. 
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Scope of Study 

The study focused on the crisis communication actions and strategies used by 

Silverstone Airline during the crises the company experienced in October and 

November 2019. Although the company used several channels to communicate, this 

study limited itself to the crisis-related tweets posted on its Twitter account and 

feedback received on the posts. 

Limitations and Delimitations of the Study 

Silverstone Airline’s Twitter account is not necessarily a demographic 

representative of the population. In consideration of this, the researcher used purposive 

sampling to identify a sample that was deemed to possess the greatest potential to 

advance the understanding of crisis response strategies employed by the airline in 

managing its corporate reputation. 

Given the sensitivity of the crisis, I found difficulty in accessing respondents 

and materials from Silverstone Airline. Every organization is apprehensive about 

giving information that may be used or published outside of the organization. To 

mitigate this, I used the airline’s Twitter page to access information relevant to this 

research, which aided in answering the research questions. 

Definition of Terms 

Crisis: This is a major event that has potentially negative results impacting a 

company plus its stakeholders, service and product offerings, or its reputation and can 

interrupt its operations and even threaten its survival (Fearn-Banks, 2017). In this study, 

a crisis referred to an event with a potentially negative result that could affect 
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Silverstone Airline’s reputation, products, and services, and disrupt its operation, 

threatening its survival. 

Crisis communication: Fearn-Banks (2017) stated that crisis communication is 

the communication between the organization and its stakeholders before, during, and 

after the occurrence of a crisis which determines the strategies and procedures aimed at 

minimizing injury to an organization’s reputation and image. In this study, the term was 

used in reference to the communication between Silverstone Airline and its 

stakeholders, including the crisis response strategies and procedures the airline 

employed to reduce injury to its reputation during their crises. 

Crisis communication plan: This is the framework that eases and directs 

effective crisis management objectives and allocates various duties to employees during 

a crisis (Fearn-Banks, 2009) and provides the opportunity to communicate the correct 

information, at the correct time and to the right individuals (Leighton & Shelton, 2008). 

In addition, it gives guidelines on who should relay the message. In this study, the term 

referred to the framework that provided the guidelines, policies, and objectives of 

communication during Silverstone Airline’s crises.  

Crisis management: Refers to the process of strategic planning for a crisis, 

which eases some level of the risk from the crisis and thus enables a firm to have greater 

control of a crisis if it occurs (Fearn-Banks, 2017). In this study’s context, the term 

‘crisis management’ indicated the process of strategic planning through which 

Silverstone Airline sought to minimize the negative outcomes of the crisis events they 

faced with the aim of ultimately protecting the organization and its stakeholders from 

harm. 
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Corporate reputation: Refers to the perception held by an organization’s 

stakeholders - the individuals to be affected in the event of a crisis (Mitchell, Agle, & 

Wood, 1997). In this study, reputation encompassed the opinion and beliefs of 

Silverstone Airline’s key stakeholders based on their interactions, direct or indirect, 

with the company. 

Reputation management: Involves understanding stakeholder needs and 

behaviours that help organizations design effective crisis response strategies that help 

manage reputation during and after a crisis. Thus, reputation management is defined as 

the process of creating a positive company image through an overall open and honest 

policy of sharing information with stakeholders (Fearn-Banks, 2007). In this study, 

reputation management referred to Silverstone Airline’s transparent and ethical 

dialogue with its various stakeholders. 

Response strategies: The actual responses the concerned agents employ to solve 

a crisis (Seeger, 2006). In this study, response strategies comprised the responses and 

tactics Silverstone Airline used in managing its corporate reputation. 

Stakeholders: The individuals and firms whose actions and attitudes influence 

the success of an organization (Linton, 2019). They are the individuals that can affect 

or be affected by a company’s conduct. In this study, the term ‘stakeholders’ meant 

individuals without whose support Silverstone Airline would not survive.  

Summary 

This chapter has introduced and captured the essence of this study. It has 

elaborated on the background issues that informed the desire to undertake this study 

and clearly stated the problem that the study sought to address, the perceived knowledge 

gap it sought to plug, and the practical ways in which the study results can be used. The 
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chapter has also provided definitions of key terms used in the study. The next chapter 

captured the reviewed relevant literature from various authors of various schools of 

thought. The theoretical framework upon which the study was anchored is also 

discussed 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

This chapter presents studies and findings relevant to the importance of crisis 

communication strategies in managing corporate reputation. The first section 

introduces the theoretical framework of the study. The second section discusses general 

literature in crisis communication, crisis communication strategies, and corporate 

reputation management during crises. The third section gives an analysis of studies 

conducted on the crisis communication strategies organizations utilize to manage their 

corporate reputation. Finally, a conceptual framework for the study is discussed.  

Theoretical Framework 

A theoretical framework is a structure that provides a lens through which a 

researcher can examine a topic and interpret results. This study was guided by SCCT. 

The theory is based on the attribution theory, which states that people look for the 

causes of events and make attributions, particularly in those events that occasion 

negative and unexpected outcomes (Weiner, 2006). In 2007, Timothy Coombs 

conceptualized the idea of SCCT to guide studies in choosing crisis response 

procedures and the communication strategies to be employed in guarding a firm’s 

reputation in the event of a crisis (Coombs, 2007b).  

Consequently, the theory offers a mechanism for foreseeing how stakeholders 

may respond to the strategies deployed to manage a crisis. This experimentally based 

theory further provides an evidence-based framework for selecting crisis response 

strategies proportionate to the level of crisis responsibility and reputational risk and 
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improving the reputational protection achieved after crisis communication is effected 

(Coombs, 2007b).  

According to Coombs (2006), the SCCT is premised on three key components, 

namely the situation of the crisis, crisis response procedures, and a framework for 

matching the crisis scenario and crisis response procedures. SCCT suggests that the 

fundamental approach to deciding on the most suitable crisis response depends on 

understanding the crisis scenario regarding the type of crisis and the degree of 

reputation risk posed by the crisis. Additionally, Coombs’ (2012b) study added to his 

2006 findings that the reputational risk presented by a crisis is assessed based on the 

type of crisis, initial crisis responsibility, crisis history, and past reputation.  

Crisis type, as described by Druckman (2001), is a frame through which you 

interpret the crisis or simplified further, as the way through which a crisis is framed. 

Frames help in organizing information for knowledge acquisition and retention. Thus, 

frames in communication determine the mental frames. How we frame a message, 

according to Cooper (2002), determines how individuals understand problems, and 

associate responsibility and solutions to the said problems. Coombs and Holladay 

(2002) posited that crisis managers should shape the crisis frames based on crisis 

causes, which include rumours, boycotts, deaths, explosions, technology failure, or 

human error.  

Crisis types have various traits but tend to fall into different categories (Coombs, 

2007b). The frames guide on how much responsibility is attributed to a crisis by the 

organizational stakeholders (Coombs, 2007b). As stated by Coombs (2007b), each 

crisis cluster forms a frame that evokes a certain level of crisis responsibility. SCCT 
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clusters the crisis types into three major categories: the victim, accidental, and 

preventable. 

In the victim category, the firm is similarly a victim. Natural disasters and 

rumours fall in this category. In the accidental cluster, Coombs (2007b) noted that the 

actions of an organization leading to the crisis are not intentional. There are weak or 

low crisis responsibility attributions that result in mild reputational risk. Examples of 

accidental cluster crises include technical mistakes, accidents, and the harm caused by 

a product. The preventable class of risk is one in which an organization intentionally 

exposes people to risk via inappropriate action or law violation (Coombs, 2007b), and 

this poses strong crisis responsibility attributions with serious reputational risk. 

Therefore, these clusters shape how stakeholders interpret situations.  

The second stage in assessing reputational risk involves the history of a crisis 

and the reputation that has existed before the occurrence of the crisis. In evaluating the 

degree of reputational risk a firm faces, crisis handlers must understand the history of 

the crisis and whether the firm had previously suffered the same crisis type. Within this 

understanding, Coombs (2007b) assessed the effects of how well or poor a company 

has previously treated its stakeholders. The organization’s previous reputation equally 

plays a key part in evaluating reputational risk. Porritt (2005) stated that previous 

reputation is deemed not favorable if the firm mistreated its stakeholders in the past. 

These two factors have the potential of heightening crisis responsibility attributions and 

may pose a direct and indirect impact on the reputational risk posed by a crisis.  

Reputational threat and crisis responsibility impact emotional and behavioural 

changes (Coombs & Holladay, 2010). An individual who considers an organization to 

have a high crisis responsibility will most likely be angry with the firm. On the other 
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hand, a low degree of crisis responsibility held may trigger sympathetic feelings. These 

feelings may influence the stakeholder behaviours and result in either negative or 

positive feelings toward an organization.  

Upon determining the degree of crisis responsibility and reputational risk, 

SCCT offers a theoretical basis to the crisis responses, assuming that the firm has 

accepted some degree of responsibility for the crisis event. Cooley and Cooley (2011) 

showed that organizations employ crisis response tactics for reputational repair and 

protection against negative behavioural intentions. Put differently, Coombs (2007b) 

indicated that crisis response procedures are intended to shape crisis responsibility 

attributions, shift perceptions towards the organization in crisis, and minimize the 

negative impact occasioned by the crisis. Coombs (2007b) identified three primary and 

one secondary response strategies to crises. The three primary response strategies 

include denying, diminishing, and rebuilding crisis response strategies. These strategies 

serve the organization in transmitting its account of the story to its key stakeholders. 

How the crisis is framed shape’s how the firm’s stakeholders perceive the situation. 

Coombs (2007b) stated that the strategy of denying is essential in distancing a 

firm from perceived link to a crisis. If the firm is not involved, or if the crisis arises 

through rumours that the organization can dispute, the stakeholders and the media will 

understand that there was no crisis in the first place and hence no reputational injury. 

In this stage, the organization can use these three key tactics: attack the one accusing, 

deny, and scapegoat.  

The diminish strategy assures the organization's stakeholders that the crisis is 

not as severe as portrayed or that the organization did not play any role in the crisis 

occurrence. This reduces the link between the organization and the crisis to ensure that 
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the stakeholders perceive the crisis from a lower negative light (Coombs, 2007b). In 

the event of conflicting crisis frames, the stakeholders will accept whatever frame 

originates from the most trustworthy source. Therefore, the crisis response strategy 

employed must be strengthened with believable evidence to avoid contradictory frames. 

At this stage, crisis managers can use two tactics: excuse and justification.  

The rebuild strategy helps in changing perceptions of a firm during a crisis by 

either providing help to victims or apologizing. These tactics try to shift focus away 

from the crisis by accepting positive action. The organization can use the following 

tactics: compensation and apology.  

Bolstering is the secondary type of response where an organization tries to 

heighten positive reputational perceptions by portraying fresh, positive information 

regarding itself and reminding the organization’s publics of its previous outstanding 

performances (Coombs & Holladay, 2001). These tactics can improve goodwill and 

evoke sympathetic feelings toward the organization. However, Coombs (2007b) 

cautioned that the strategy should be employed to complement the primary responses 

and not as replacements. Crisis managers can use the following tactics in bolstering: 

reminder, ingratiation, and victimage. The belief is that the more accommodative the 

strategy is, the more effective it is at reducing anger and the negative communication 

dynamics (Coombs & Holladay, 2009). 

The SCCT observes that how a firm dialogues with its stakeholders affects the 

stakeholders’ perceptions regarding the organization. Consequently, the stakeholders’ 

perceptions shape how the publics emotionally react to or behave toward the 

organization and define the corporate reputation. Crisis managers, therefore, need to act 
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strategically to protect the firm’s reputation. Thus, this study examined actions taken 

by Silverstone Airline management to protect its corporate reputation.  

Coombs (2007b) further incorporated McLaughlin, Cody, and O'Hair’s (1983) 

ten strategies continuum, which begins with the defensive strategies, including placing 

the firm’s interests first, to accommodative strategies, which put the victim’s interest 

first. Through this continuum of strategies, the crisis teams can align the crisis response 

to the degree of crisis responsibility. Denial and diminish postures fall under defensive 

strategies that protect the organization’s image and are dominant in cases where crisis 

responsibility towards the organization is weak. The rebuild category falls under 

accommodative strategies that fundamentally address the concerns of victims, resulting 

in the perception of a firm assuming a higher responsibility for the crisis (Coombs & 

Holladay, 2010). Along with the SCCT theory, the higher the crisis responsibility, the 

more accommodative the strategies have to be. The implication here is that the degree 

of accommodation involved in responding to a crisis is directly proportional to the 

organization’s crisis responsibility since this is equally directly proportional to the 

reputational injury suffered (Coombs, 2007b). Crisis responsibility is a threat to a firm’s 

reputation, considering that higher crisis responsibility attributions trigger higher 

reputational damage (Coombs, 2007b). Therefore, organizations in crises with strong 

attributions of crisis responsibility should embrace more accommodative response 

strategies. This study sought to establish occassions when Silverstone Airline leaned 

towards defensive or accommodative strategies in line with SCCT. 

Matching the crisis situation with the crisis response strategy is the third step of 

SCCT. The principle is justified by the crisis responsibility and reputational damage. 

At this stage, a crisis situation is evaluated and attached to the most appropriate 
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response strategies. Hence, the significance of this step is that strategies employed in 

crisis response are to be chosen based on the organization’s perceived acceptance of 

crisis responsibility. 

The SCCT was deemed relevant in this study as it offers an evidence-based 

guide to evaluating and reacting to crises, enabling the organization to arrive at effective 

and strategic decisions in the event of a crisis. The study applied SCCT’s clusters and 

four-step response strategies to assess and determine Silverstone Airline’s 

understanding of the crises they faced, the attribution level(s) of crisis responsibility, 

level(s) of the reputational threat posed, the response strategies used, and if the 

strategies were correctly matched with the crises experienced.  

Further, the theory offers an evidence-based structure for knowing how to 

achieve maximum protection of an organization’s reputation. It outlines the procedures 

to be taken in matching the strategic crisis responses to the crisis informed by the levels 

of crisis responsibility and reputational threats. Thus, the study assessed the crisis 

type(s), crisis history, and reputation status of Silverstone Airline before, during, and 

after the crisis. These elements helped the study establish the extent to which 

Silverstone Air rightly predicted the level of reputational threat that the crises presented 

and how the stakeholders attributed crisis responsibility.  

The study acknowledges that there are other corporate communication theories, 

such as stakeholder’s theory, apologia theory, and image repair theory that could have 

been utilized in this study. However, the stakeholder theory is greatly applied in 

organizational management under normal circumstances and not during a crisis. The 

theory postulates that an organization is anchored on its ability to satisfy all its 

stakeholders and should create value for all. On the other hand, corporate apologia and 
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image repair theories are concerned with how an organization’s image is damaged or 

threatened and repaired through communication. They make the assumption that only 

a single type of crisis situation (accusation) exists with a singular response strategy 

(apologia), with the sole agenda of crisis communication being the protection of an 

organization’s image (image repair). 

Drawing from the elements of SCCT that give guidance and procedures of 

determining crisis types and appropriate response strategies for maximum reputation 

protection, this study sought to utilize the theoretical underpinnings outlined in SCCT. 

The focus was to assess the response strategies used by Silverstone Airline in managing 

its corporate reputation during the crises of October and November 2019. The study 

sought to establish the impact of the crises on the company’s corporate reputation while 

determining the key stakeholders’ perceptions about the crises. 

General Literature Review 

Crisis Management 

Crisis, crisis management, and crisis communication are closely related 

variables that work together and have to be studied in a progression beginning with a 

crisis, crisis handling, to crisis communication. As Coombs (2010) reasoned, there are 

three definitions that collectively maintain that crises may occasion either positive or 

negative results. Further, a crisis can also be an opportunity and threat, and that 

irrespective, the opportunity and risk are mostly a function of the results of crisis 

management.  

The most critical role of crisis management is the prevention of crises, as this 

will guarantee the protection of people, property, financial resources, and reputational 
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assets. In this regard, there are actions that, if implemented by crisis management, can 

prevent a crisis or fundamentally reduce the injury that can be inflicted on stakeholders 

(Coombs, 2010). Crisis management goes beyond reaction and includes preparation 

and prevention. Characteristically, crises are viewed as threats, but it is how they are 

managed that will determine whether the results are risks or opportunities for 

organizations. Successful risk management can lead to stronger organizations, though 

“management by crisis” would heavily affect stakeholders (Coombs, 2010). 

According to Fearn-Banks (2007), management of a crisis is a process of 

strategically planning on how a crisis will be effectively managed - a procedure that 

alleviates the risks, threats, and uncertainties from a crisis event - allowing 

organizations to be in control of their destinies. It is a process with many parts that 

comprise a collection of four related elements, namely preparation, response, 

prevention, and revision (Coombs, 2012a).  

Preparation involves having the crisis management plan (CMP), which 

encompasses diagnosing vulnerabilities of a crisis, establishing and training a crisis 

management team (including a spokesperson), establishing a crisis portfolio, and 

updating a crisis communication framework. Response to a crisis refers to the use of 

the preparation elements to a crisis, whether in simulation or real, and must be tested 

often via drills to establish the fitness of the CMP. Prevention includes actions observed 

to avoid crises through the detection of warning signs and acting on them. An airline’s 

crisis experience acts as a warning sign for other airlines. For instance, KQ’s flight 507 

crash in 2007 immediately after take-off was a warning sign for all airlines, including 

Silverstone Airline. Similarly, Silverstone Air’s accident presents a warning sign for 
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other airlines. On the other hand, revision consists of evaluating the firm’s response 

during crisis simulation or actual crisis. 

Crisis management is not just about drafting a plan and waiting to execute it 

during a crisis but rather an ongoing process that tests and improves components that 

are crucial to the successful handling of a crisis. Being a process, crisis management 

has evolved, with many scholars having in the past come up with various models. These 

include Fink’s (1986) four-stage model (prodromal, acute, chronic, and crisis 

resolution) to Mitroff’s (1994) five-stage model that encompasses signal detection, 

probing and prevention, damage containment, recovery, and learning. Coombs (2012a) 

would later collapse the various models, organizing them around three simplified 

phases: (a) pre-crisis, (b) crisis event, and (c) post-crisis, which are helpful since they 

offer a framework for assessing the quality of crisis communication. 

Pre-crisis 

The pre-crisis phase deals with planning, prevention, and preparation. It is a 

component of a firm’s risk management exercise, seeking to reduce known risks that 

could explode into a full-blown crisis. Coombs (2010) and Ying and Pheng (2014) 

documented that at this stage, it is essential for organizations to have: (a) a CMP that is 

reviewed at least once a year, (b) an identified team for managing a crisis, (c) crisis 

simulations through drills to assess crisis management plans at least yearly, and (d) pre-

drafted crisis messages. These four activities enable crisis management teams to 

respond quickly and arrive at effective decisions. Hence, as Fearn-Banks (2010) noted, 

a CMP is timesaving in the event of a crisis since it pre-allocates tasks, collects crisis 

information in advance, and acts as a source of reference. 
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Coombs (2007a) noted that crisis management protocols and players are of 

limited value if they are not tested. Management will never know how effective an 

untested CMP is, but through simulations, they can gauge the performance of the crisis 

team and improve on their plan if need be. Lastly, crisis management may develop crisis 

message templates that consist of news releases and communication channels, 

including dark websites (Business Roundtable, 2002; Corporate Leadership Council, 

2003). Templates provide blank spaces where key information and messages, approved 

by the key crisis team can be inserted during a crisis. 

Crisis event 

This stage begins when the crisis occurs and ends when the crisis is resolved. It 

is at this point that crisis managers must realize that they are in a crisis that requires 

appropriate actions. The stage has two sub-stages: (a) crisis recognition and (b) crisis 

containment. At this stage, the management realizes the existence of a crisis 

(recognition) and must respond to the crisis event through words and actions 

(containment). Crisis containment focuses on how organizations respond during a 

crisis, highlights the importance of an initial response, and emphasizes 

communication’s relationship to reputational management. 

Coombs (2007a) advised that the initial response must be quick, accurate, and 

consistent. This facilitates the firm to be in total control of the crisis by telling its side 

of the story through key messages regarding the crisis as approved by the firm’s 

management. Therefore, the importance of the actions at this stage cannot be 

overemphasized as they have the potential to not only make or break an organization 

but also enhance or destroy its reputation. The study investigated the speed with which 
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Silverstone Air responded to the crises it experienced and the effect(s) of its responses 

and actions on its reputation. 

Post-crisis 

Post-crisis is the learning stage that offers the organization an opportunity to 

evaluate its crisis management efforts and find better ways for better preparation in 

future crises. It recognizes post-crisis steps, such as follow-up communication with 

stakeholders to maintain positive organization-stakeholder relationships, cooperation 

with investigators, and confirmation of the end of the crisis, thus protecting the 

organizational reputation (Coombs, 2007b). This study assessed Silverstone Airline’s 

crisis management efforts, including the post-crisis actions and/or communication with 

their stakeholders.  

Crisis Communication 

Communication during a crisis is a key element in the successful management 

of a crisis, and it includes collecting, processing, and relaying the required information 

for addressing a crisis event (Coombs & Holladay, 2010). There are two main types of 

crisis communication, namely crisis knowledge management, and stakeholder response 

management. Identification of sources, collecting information and analysing it, 

disseminating knowledge, and making decisions constitute crisis knowledge 

management. It encompasses behind-the-scenes initiatives by the crisis management 

teams intended to create public reactions to a crisis. Stakeholder response management 

constitutes communicative initiatives intended to shape stakeholder perception about 

the crisis facing an organization.  
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Crisis communication has three objectives. The first one is crisis meaning, 

which involves explaining what a crisis means for those involved (National Crisis 

Centrum, 2010). In this study, it was critical to consider and indicate the perception and 

feelings of the victims in Silverstone Air’s crisis, including the public's perception. The 

unpredictable occurrences experienced by Silverstone Airline, how such occurrences 

threaten stakeholder expectations, and the subsequent negative outcomes to the airline 

were analysed. 

The second objective of crisis communication is the provision of enough 

information about what has happened and what is currently happening. As a result, 

crisis communication comes in handy as it is at the heart of crisis management. 

Communication allows for the collection and processing of information into knowledge 

that is then shared with the public. It is, therefore, critical throughout the entire crisis 

management process. This study examined Silverstone Airline’s crisis communication 

messages and how sufficient they were.  

Thirdly, crisis communication aims at informing citizens about possible 

threatening situations. This is in a bid to limit the potential damage to reputation, which 

might be caused by rumours; hence, refuting such rumours is key. Additionally, crisis 

communication is concerned with disseminating information to stakeholders to avoid, 

prevent, or recover from a crisis to protect reputational assets. On this account, it 

demands speed and transparency because this will decrease the reputational damage 

that an organization can suffer as a result of a crisis and can prevent a decrease in 

purchase intentions created by a crisis. This study looked at Silverstone Airline’s 

communication about possible threatening situations, transparency while disseminating 
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information, and the speed with which the airline responded to the crises it experienced 

to stakeholders. 

Crisis Response Strategies 

Crisis response strategies are words and actions employed by organizations hit 

by a crisis; what management says and does after crisis (Coombs, 2007a). They are 

strategic communication approaches available to crisis communication teams that are 

used in response to a crisis. According to Coombs (2010), there are two major tactics 

for crisis response: information and meaning management. Information management 

involves collecting and disseminating crisis-related information while meaning 

management relates to the efforts put in place to influence people’s perception of the 

crisis and/or organization facing the crisis.  

In a study by Holladay (2010), crisis response strategies were broken into two 

strategies, namely information giving strategies and reputation repair strategies. 

Holladay’s first strategy involved directing information, which informs people of the 

steps to take to avoid physical and financial damage. The second strategy involved 

adapting information, which guides on who, what, where, and when, concerning the 

crisis to assist people in coping psychologically. Holladay added that strategies are 

often understood through a continuum spanning from defensive to accommodative 

strategies and include diminish, denial, rebuild, and reinforce, which form her second 

strategy- the reputation repair strategy. These are in line with Coombs’ (2012b) refined 

strategies organized into four postures: denial, diminish, rebuild, and bolster 

(equivalent to reinforce).  
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Corporate Reputation 

Corporate reputation is the cumulative assessment stakeholders make regarding 

how effectively a firm satisfies their (stakeholders) expectations based on previous 

behaviours. Being grounded on evaluations, reputations are either favorable or 

unfavorable (Zaremba, 2010). Therefore, reputation is largely understood as an 

important asset that attracts clients, generates interest in investing, promotes financial 

performance, attracts employee talent, improves asset returns, develops a competitive 

edge, and attracts positive assessment from financial analysts (Van Riel & Fombrun, 

2007). A reputation is created via the information that stakeholders get regarding an 

organization, and to this end, media coverage plays a crucial role. 

The strength of an organization’s reputation is determined by how the 

organization manages its stakeholder communication (Argenti, 2013). A sudden and 

unexpected event (crisis) that threatens and disrupts an organization’s operations poses 

a reputational threat. While Meer, Verhoeven, Beentjes, and Vliegenhart (2017) noted 

that no organization is immune to crises, other researchers have added that a crisis has 

the potential to negatively affect the reputation of an organization (Claeys & 

Cauberghe, 2012; Ulmer, Sellnow, & Seeger, 2011; Ziek, 2015). This is largely because 

a reputation is an important and valuable organizational asset that is susceptible to 

damage during a crisis (Snoeijers, Poels, & Nicolay, 2014). 

A favorable corporate reputation is important to an organization as it can protect 

it in times of crisis and may maintain a positive reputation after a crisis since it has a 

stronger reputational capital to spend. This is in contrast to an organization with an 

unfavorable reputation before a crisis hits (Shamma, 2012). A positive reputation before 

a crisis implies that a company suffers less and regains faster from a crisis. Stakeholders 
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are also most likely to choose companies with a favorable reputation and can accept to 

pay more for such an organization’s services (Graham & Moore, 2007). A good 

reputation thus allows an organization to be differentiated in a saturated market 

(Belasen, 2008).  

Similarly, the injury of an organization’s reputation is commonly positively 

associated with the perception of the firm’s crisis responsibility and critical traits of the 

crisis (Coombs & Holladay, 2010). This means that when attributions of responsibility 

are high, the danger of reputational threat is highest. This calls for organizations to 

communicate in ways that develop a favourable reputation. This study endeavoured to 

assess Silverstone Airline’s reputation before, during, and after the crises it 

experienced. It also examined Silverstone Airline’s stakeholders’ perception of the 

airline’s responsibility for the crisis. 

Corporate Reputation Management During a Crisis 

During crises, organizational reputations are at stake and could be damaged. As 

a result, crisis managers should increasingly use accommodative strategies for 

reputation management to mitigate reputational damage from crises (Coombs & 

Holladay, 2010). Stakeholders are likely to intensify the pressure on affected 

organizations through various media (Meer et al., 2017). As a result, stakeholder 

management becomes an integral component of an organization, especially during a 

crisis. Because organizations work in unstable environments, they must assess their 

relationships and interactions with their stakeholders (Stephens, Malone, & Bailey, 

2005).  

During a crisis, stakeholders “can be less supportive of an organization or sever 

ties with the organization” (Coombs & Holladay, 2014, p. 44). When stakeholders 
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support the organization, they can enhance the organization’s crisis management 

efforts. The severity of a crisis on stakeholder attitudes or behaviours towards an 

organization is determined by how it manages its corporate reputation. Kim (2016) 

argued that if reputation is poorly managed, after a crisis, “stakeholders may not only 

have negative perceptions of the organization’s reputation but can also stop buying its 

products and no longer support the organization” (p. 35). Understanding stakeholder 

needs and behaviours is, therefore, crucial as it can help the organization design 

effective crisis communication strategies and manage its reputation during and after a 

crisis.  

Stakeholders need to be informed and to know what the organization is doing 

to protect their interests. Stakeholder reactions are crucial because they can indicate 

whether they (stakeholders) have accepted the crisis as explained. These responses are 

important in shaping organizational reputations (Coombs & Holladay, 2014). Crisis 

communication, therefore, influences the stakeholder perception of the organization to 

keep/restore a favorable image and presents the organization with a chance to inform 

the stakeholders about their values, mission, and activities (Stephens et al., 2005).  

Several researchers have provided different strategies on corporate reputation 

management in a crisis. Coombs and Holladay (2008) observed that communication 

strategies such as “compensation” and “sympathy” were as successful as an “apology” 

in developing the perceptions of stakeholders concerning the organization taking crisis 

responsibility. Radtke (2011) found out that crisis communication strategies are 

effective in shaping the perceptions of various stakeholder groups following a crisis 

involving Google during its introduction of “Street View” in Germany. The findings 

from the study revealed that Google employed the “deny” strategy, thereby absolving 

Daystar University Repository

Library Archives Copy



39 

 

 

 

itself from the crisis, which led respondents to have a positive attitude towards them 

and the new Street View service. Hence, this study assessed Silverstone Air’s corporate 

reputation management during its time of crises. 

Empirical Literature Review 

Crisis Communication Strategies and Corporate Reputation 

There have been several studies focusing on various communication strategies 

employed by companies during crises to protect their corporate reputation. This study 

narrowed down to studies done using the SCCT strategies during crises. Many scholars 

have focused on cases that provide guidelines for matching crisis situations to 

appropriate crisis response strategies. A case in point is Grundy and Moxon’s (2013) 

study of British Airways. The airline experienced a crisis when on January 17, 2008, 

one of its Boeing 777 crashed at Heathrow Airport. The airline benefitted from its low 

crisis record, for it had kept an excellent safety history since its inception in 1974 

(Grundy & Moxon, 2013).  

In terms of its operations, activation of the emergency procedures at British 

Airways was exceedingly effective. Grundy and Moxon (2013) reported that members 

of the cabin crew made sure that every passenger disembarked from the airplane within 

90 seconds. According to Court (2010) and Webster (2008), the accident occurred at 

12:45 with BBC News 24 breaking the news at 13:05, two minutes after the British 

Airways crisis management had been convened. The team immediately issued a 

statement to the media providing specific flight information. The communication was 

timely, consistent, accurate, and included instructing information likely to have been 

pre-drafted (Grundy, & Moxon, 2013). A later news update attributed to the airline’s 
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CEO, Willie Walsh, and a holding statement, were made available on the company 

website. Grundy and Moxon (2013) further elaborated how British Airways tried to 

minimize offensiveness by using a minimization tactic and positively reporting the 

crash. They employed a bolstering response strategy to explain the training that was 

used to avert the crash. Allport (2010) noted that after the crash, the airline worked from 

a press log that was always updated with fresh information.  

Through its “BrandIndex”, YouGov conducts daily analysis by measuring 

clients’ perception of various global brands (British Airways included). This gives an 

in-depth assessment of how the corporate brands have reacted to the initial crisis vis-à-

vis the risk exposure that comes afterward. YouGov’s research interviews 2,000 British 

adults daily, with responses being about perceived value, quality, satisfaction, corporate 

image, recommendation, and the general feeling for the brand (YouGov, 2010). On 

January 18, 2008, a day after the British Airways’ Boeing 777 accident, the 

“BrandIndex” score of the airline rose by 22%, indicating positive brand health. 

In a similar study, Ki and Nekmat (2014), through the lens of SCCT, examined 

the use of Facebook by Fortune 500 companies in managing their crises. Of the 500 

companies, only 28 communicated with stakeholders during a crisis. The study focused 

on finding the most common crisis types experienced and responses employed by these 

companies and to what extent these two aspects were correctly matched. Forty-eight 

crisis-related company messages were identified and analysed. Of the 48 cases, the 

most prevalent crisis type was “accidental” with the most popular response strategy 

being “justification.” The research also established that most of the crisis-related 

messages posted by the companies did not match the appropriate response strategies to 

the crisis types they were confronted with as proposed by SCCT.  
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Although some of the companies (n=16, 33.3%) had correctly matched their 

response strategies, such as “denial” and “justification” to the appropriate crisis types 

of “victim” and “accidental” respectively, others responded inappropriately by offering 

“justification” and “full apology” messages yet their crises fell under low responsibility 

“victim” cluster. Of all the inappropriate responses, the worst cases observed found 

companies that provided “excuse” strategy in “intentional” crisis situations or others 

that used “scapegoating” during an “accidental” scenario (Ki & Nekmat, 2014).  

Another similar study was conducted by Cooley and Cooley (2011), examining 

GM’s financial crisis (bankruptcy) intending to identify the crisis communication style 

employed by the company after the financial crisis. This was done by evaluating the 

company’s messages via the lens of the SCCT theory. Cooley and Cooley identified the 

following six classes of available sources for coding: press conference, press release, 

CEO blog, CEO speech, YouTube page, and presidential speech. For every source 

class, all the sent messages were coded and assessed through the 10 crisis 

communication tactics under the three response strategies: diminish, denial, and deal. 

Cooley and Cooley (2011) found that out of the 133 strategies employed by 

GM, 48% (n=64) comprised the diminish category, 46% (n=61) comprised the deal 

category, and 6% (n=8) comprised the denial category. The researchers further sought 

to find the dominant, most frequently employed crisis communication tactic from the 

SCCT theory. They established that the “justification strategy” was the most used at 

28% (n=37), followed by the “excuse strategy” at 20% (n=27), then “ingratiation 

strategy” at 19.5% (n=26), “concern strategy” at 14% (n=19), “compassion” 10.5% 

(n=14), “scapegoat tactic” 3.5% (n=5), “attack” response tactic at 2% (n=3) and 
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“regret” at 1.5% (n=2). This implies that the commonly employed crisis communication 

strategies were diminish (n=64) and deal (n=61).  

Cooley and Cooley (2011) further looked at how consistently the crisis 

communication tactics were employed for all sent crisis communication messages. 

They identified consistency in message tactics that fell under either diminish or deal 

class strategies. The strategy of justification was the most employed via press releases 

(n=20), YouTube broadcasts (n=4), and President Obama’s speech (n=5). The strategy 

of excuse was the frequently employed one in press conferences (n=13) and CEO's 

speeches (n=3). Further, the concern strategy was commonly employed in corporate 

blogs (n=7). 

Moreover, Cooley and Cooley (2011) sought to find out the extent to which the 

response strategies chosen by GM matched the response tactics as advanced by SCCT 

theory. The SCCT theory recommends the use of deal and diminish crisis response 

strategies when confronted with a situation such as bankruptcy. The research revealed 

that GM employed these crisis response strategies almost exclusively, especially 

excuse, justification, and concern (Cooley & Cooley, 2011). “Diminishing” strategies 

were most often employed in all except one class of messages - blogs. The findings 

revealed that the ‘new’ GM crisis response strategies focused on three key components. 

The justification and apology tactics from the diminish category were applied to justify 

their acceptance of public funds. Secondly, the study established that concern, 

ingratiation and compassion tactics from the deal category were used to address the 

pain of the shareholders and employees. Thirdly, GM admitted to previous failures, 

never apologized for them but looked forward to a successful future (Cooley & Cooley, 

2011). 
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The lack of apology or denial strategies was partly a way for the organization 

to accept crisis responsibility and its weaknesses and avoid conflicting its justification 

and excuse tactics. Cooley and Cooley (2011) also noted that GM’s communications 

team used a strategy of showcasing the CEO’s leadership skills. The CEO was a key 

component in all communication through the crisis period. This was in line with 

Hearit’s (as cited in Cooley & Cooley, 2011) argument that one of the fundamental 

traits of crisis handling is the visible and active function of the CEO. 

It is evident out of the empirical studies reviewed that many organizations still 

wrongly attach response strategies to inappropriate crises, thus creating a mismatch that 

goes against the ideals of the SCCT. This calls for more studies that will guide crisis 

managers. This study contributes to the available literature by assessing the crises faced 

by Silverstone Airline, establishing the strategies that the airline used, and determining 

if such strategies were correctly matched with the relevant crisis situations. Its findings 

reveal the relationship between crisis communication strategies and corporate 

reputation in the Kenyan context, specifically in the aviation industry.  

Conceptual Framework 

A conceptual framework refers to the researcher’s knowledge of how the 

specific variables in his or her study relate to each other (Regoniel, 2015). Variables 

are defined by Rubin and Babbie (2011) as the concepts under investigation in research. 

They can be classified into independent, dependent, intervening, control, and 

extraneous variables. A conceptual framework acts as a guide for the researcher towards 

achieving the objectives of the study. “It explains either graphically or in a narrative 

form, the fundamental things to be studied, the key factors, concepts and variables; and 

Daystar University Repository

Library Archives Copy



44 

 

 

 

the presumed relationship between them” (Maxwell, 2005, p. 18). For this study, the 

conceptual framework is illustrated in Figure 2.1. 

 

Figure 2.1: Conceptual Framework 

Source: Author (2020) 

Discussion 

This study’s conceptual framework demonstrates how the research constructs 

were investigated in line with SCCT towards understanding the crisis communication 

strategies employed by Silverstone Airline in the management of its corporate 

reputation. Silverstone Airline’s corporate reputation (the dependent variable) is 

hypothesized to have resulted from crisis communication strategies (independent 

variable). Hall (2008) defined an independent variable as the variable that is regarded 

as causing or influencing the dependent variable. In this case, the independent variable 
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was represented by SCCT’s response strategies: deny, diminish, rebuild, and bolster 

(see Figure 2.1) that have a significant impact on the reputation of organizations in 

crises. On the other hand, intervening variables included initial crisis responsibility, 

crisis history, and prior relationship reputation. The intervening variable is caused by 

the independent variable and is a determinant of the dependent variable (Mugenda & 

Mugenda, 2012). Through the framework, the study sought to determine the 

relationship between the dependent and independent variable and establish the extent 

to which Silverstone Airline appropriately matched its response strategies to the crises 

situations it grappled with. The framework also highlights the critical role played by 

the intervening variable in the management of Silverstone Airline’s reputation. 

Summary 

This chapter has discussed the literature review in the area of crisis 

communication, including crisis management, crisis communication strategies, 

corporate image and reputation and corporate reputation management. It has also 

covered the empirical literature review. The literature review paid attention to the 

principles and theories in crisis communication and the impact of a crisis on an 

organization’s reputation. A conceptual framework that details the various variables 

involved in the study and how the variables relate to the selected theory was equally 

developed. The next chapter discusses the study’s research methodology. 

  

Daystar University Repository

Library Archives Copy



46 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

This chapter details the methodology employed in the study to collect data and 

a discussion of the data analysis plan. It includes the research design used, the study 

population, sample size and sampling procedures, data collection tools and procedures, 

pretesting of the data collection tools, data analysis plan, and the ethical aspects that the 

study took into consideration. The overall aim of the chapter was to ensure the validity 

and reliability of data collection and the soundness of the study’s findings. 

Research Design 

Nassaji (2015) described a research design as the general strategy that a 

researcher utilizes to to ensure the problem being studied is empirically addressed. 

Kothari and Garg (2013) added that research design is a framework within which a 

study is carried out. It can be considered as a framework of research that sticks together 

all the elements or variables of a study (Akhtar, 2016). Basically, it is a plan and strategy 

of inquiry employed in attempting to meet the study’s objectives.  

A descriptive research design was adopted in this study. This entails describing 

the observed phenomenon as it is without attempting to manipulate the variables 

(Oladipo, Ikamari, Kiplang’at, & Barasa, 2015). Notably, Berg and Lune (2012) 

asserted that descriptive research requires a researcher to illustrate a descriptive model 

that establishes the general structure for the researcher to refer to. In line with this 

assertion, Frandsen and Johansen (2010) applied Hearit’s (2006) rhetorical model of 

apologetic ethics to examine and evaluate the series of apologies offered by the Vatican 
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and the Pope following Pope Benedict XVI’s lecture at the University of Regensburg, 

Germany, in 2006. Consistent with Frandsen and Johansen’s research design, this study 

utilized SCCT to organize its theoretical framework.  

The study sought to identify if Silverstone Airline’s crisis response strategies 

impacted its corporate reputation while looking at crisis type, crisis history, prior 

relational reputation, and initial crisis responsibility as the key drivers of corporate 

reputation. Moreover, the study aimed to describe and explain the relationship 

identified between the independent and dependent variables as well as the latent 

variables in this study and to validate the study objectives. Thus, the descriptive 

research design was used.  

Population 

A population entails all items in a field of research. It is the total elements upon 

which a researcher wishes to make inferences (Cooper & Schindler, 2011) and has been 

defined by Sekaran and Bougie (2011) as the entire group of people, events, or things 

of common observable characteristics which differentiate it from other populations 

under investigation. It is the group that a researcher is interested in to answer their 

research questions. A careful selection of the population is critical to facilitate the best 

outcomes; otherwise, the study will yield different outcomes. 

A majority of organizations, including Silverstone Airline, have consequently 

resorted to social media, more so Twitter, as their regular part of daily news outreach 

due to its instant reach to their publics coupled with its ability to generate instantaneous 

feedback. This is cemented by findings from Jung et al. (2018) that unearthed Twitter 

as the most preferred social media platform for enterprises. Silverstone Airline utilized 

their official Twitter and Facebook pages for dissemination of information since its 
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inception. It used both platforms to relay similar information regarding their crises. For 

this study, the population was the communication sent out by Silverstone Airline, and 

the feedback received via the airline’s verified Twitter handle before, during, and after 

the crises they faced in October and November 2019.  

This study picked Twitter mainly because it is by far the most news-friendly of 

the major social media platforms where news is packaged in a form that can be grasped 

at a glance. This assertion is reinforced by Benton (2020), who articulated the reasons 

that make Twitter the most favorable. The reasons are connected directly to the structure 

of the platform, whose arrangement allows it to highlight the most talked about topic in 

real-time. Such a topic is then listed under the trending topics.  

Equally, Twitter is the most preferred platform by journalists (including those 

in mainstream media houses) as it is built around the brevity of content (280 characters) 

with a supplementary option of adding URL links for in-depth analysis. Notably, Nation 

Media Group’s Editorial Director Mr. Mutuma Mathiu stated thus, “Newspapers no 

longer break the news; news happens live on social media and sometimes on TV. So 

good journalism must kick in when the trending stops to provide background, analysis 

and more information” (Mathiu, 2020. p. 14). This study hence picked Twitter over 

Facebook supported by the sentiments and findings highlighted above after 

investigations carried out by Jung et al. (2018), Pew Research Center (2011), and 

Rosenstiel et al. (2015), among others. 

Target Population 

A study’s target population refers to the population that the study is interested 

in investigating (Majid, 2018). As defined by Akinade and Owolabi (2009), a target 

population is a group of all participants under investigation to which the outcome of the 
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inquiry can be applied. It is the group of individuals that the study intends to focus on 

to elicit conclusions from. The target population in this study was Silverstone Airline’s 

crisis-related communication (five posts) and feedback received (509 comments) on 

Twitter during the crises. 

Sample Size 

The best sample represents the larger population being studied and is 

sufficiently large to respond to the research questions (Majid, 2018). A sample is 

defined by Privitera (2017) as a part of the population being studied. It is opposed to 

the general population and is beneficial and economical to a researcher for it saves both 

money and time. Kothari (2011) maintained that the sample size of the research should 

neither be too large nor too small. For this study, a census was applied in obtaining the 

sample size from the target population. Through this sampling technique, the researcher 

picked all the five (5) crisis-related communication Silverstone Airline disseminated 

and all the 509 feedback messages its crisis-related communication generated. 

Table 3.1 depicts the sample distribution. 

Table 3.1: Sample Size 

Category Strata Population Sample Size 

Feedback messages Tweet 1 (11th Oct) 22 22 

Tweet 2 (28th Oct) 188 188 

Tweet 3 (29th Oct) 149 149 

Tweet 4 (5th Nov) 55 55 

Tweet 5 (12th Nov) 95 95 

Total 509 509 

Sampling Techniques 

This study applied non-probability purposive and census techniques in selecting 

the sample size. Crossman (2020) defined purposive sampling as a non-probability 
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sampling where participants are selected premised on the characteristics of a population 

and the study objective. It helps in selecting subjects with specific characteristics and 

eliminates those subjects that fail to meet the established set of criteria. This is 

supported by Mugenda and Mugenda (2012), who averred that in purposive sampling, 

subjects are hand-picked by research because they are informative and possess the 

required characteristics for the study. Following these definitions, purposive sampling 

was found to be the most appropriate for this study. This is because it allowed for 

selecting and sampling of only the content deemed to bear the greatest potential in 

advancing an understanding of Silverstone Airline’s crisis response strategies in 

managing the airline’s corporate reputation under the SCCT structure.  

The study purposively chose Silverstone Airline and their crisis-related 

communication posted on Twitter during October and November 2019. This was 

because of the message by @silverstoneair (Silverstone Airline’s official Twitter 

handle) that for the two years of its operation, it had safely carried over one million 

passengers in over 10,000 flights. Despite this success, the airline had, in October 2019, 

experienced one major accident and two other incidents. The number of crisis-related 

communication on Silverstone Airline’s official Twitter account during this period was 

five; thus, the study used census due to the small sample size of five posts and examined 

all the posted communication.  

The study equally employed the census method to examine all the feedback 

generated (509) from all the five posts/tweets from Silverstone Airline. Krippendorff 

(2013) defined a census as a body of texts that includes all of its kind and adds that a 

complete set of texts connected to the study constitutes a census. Census presents a 

probability that all the people in the target population would be included in the sample, 
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and if the set of texts are manageable, there is no need to reduce it (Krippendorff, 2013). 

In the case of Silverstone Airline, the set of five posts and 509 feedback messages were 

manageable, especially because of the briefness of communication on Twitter. Census 

is quite an ideal method in sampling as sampling problems will not arise when analysts 

can answer all their research questions and achieve their study objectives by examining 

all texts of a particular population of texts (Krippendorff, 2013). Thus the text-based 

elements sampled would not bias the responses to the research questions. 

Types of Data 

According to Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill (2009), there are two major data 

classes, namely, primary and secondary. Primary data is the newly collected 

information, while secondary data is the data already collected by other people for their 

own use, but which other researchers can reference while carrying out their studies. 

This study utilized primary qualitative data consisting of sentences and phrases in the 

form of tweets that were used as the unit of analysis. For tweets in the form of images, 

sentences contained therein were used. The paper looked for crisis communication 

themes in the sentences and phrases. 

Data Collection Instruments 

The tweets were systematically collected and analyzed using rhetorical textual 

analysis, according to Renegar and Malkowski's (2009) observation. The researcher 

first conducted text searches on Twitter and filtered tweets based on crisis-related 

communication on Silverstone Airline’s Twitter page that fell within the months of 

study: October and November 2019. Text searches encompass the skimming of large 

textual databases accessible by analysts but not in their possession (Krippendorff, 
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2013). Krippendorff added that text searches are discharged to obtain, enumerate, 

and/or retrieve texts that comprise information that will aid in answering the research 

questions. The study labeled the large word-based database by dates and keywords for 

easy information mining and retrieval, as supported by Krippendorff (2013). The data 

retrieved was then organized and transferred to a code sheet for qualitative content 

analysis. 

Data Collection Procedures 

The researcher required permission to conduct the study. Consequently, as a 

first step, ethical clearance from Daystar University’s Ethics Review Board (DU-ERB) 

was sought and obtained. After this, the researcher sought and obtained consent to 

conduct the study from the National Commission for Science, Technology and 

Innovation (NACOSTI). By this, the researcher registered the research with the Kenyan 

Government. 

After receiving the green light from the DU-ERB and NACOSTI, the researcher 

used an advanced search for tweets within the Twitter user, @silverstoneair. This was 

guided by the criteria oscillating from tweets posted and feedback received from the 

time of the first crisis, October 11, 2019, to the time the last crisis occurred, November 

12, 2019. The focus was on a specific time range: October to November 2019. The 

search for tweets was undertaken on an hourly and day-to-day basis, based on the 

chronological occurrence of crisis events. Each page of the search was then saved in 

the form of portable document formats (PDFs). Subsequently, the researcher recruited 

two coders who, after being trained and briefed on the nature and intended purpose of 

the study, assisted with data coding. The researcher certified that the coders were 

conversant and interacted with the coding sheet and content analysis regularly. 
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Pretesting 

Pretesting of data collection instruments entails administering the instruments 

to a group of people or a population that is deemed to have the same kind of 

characteristics in order to test the validity and reliability of the research tool (Kothari 

& Garg, 2013). Pretesting helps the researcher to improve the quality of data and 

reduces errors associated with research. Such errors could be ambiguity, 

misinterpretation of questions, sensitive questions framing, and questions that confuse 

respondents (Kothari & Garg, 2013). The process alerts the researcher to various flaws 

and uncertainties that the research process can experience based on the research 

instrument’s inadequacies (Fusch & Ness, 2015). 

This study’s instruments were pretested using Silverstone Airline’s crisis-

related communication posted on Facebook on the 30th of October 2019, and 10% of 

the feedback messages were received on the same day. This choice was guided by the 

fact that the said post attracted the least amount of feedback on Twitter yet received a 

good number of responses on Facebook. Based on the pretest, the researcher ensured 

that the study objectives were met and that each coder was familiar with the coding 

sheet and the instructions as prescribed by the inquiry. The study further sought expert 

opinion to help in discovering gaps and areas of correction in wording and sequencing 

problems before the actual study, as supported by Mugenda and Mugenda (2012). 

Through this, ways of improving the overall quality of the study were identified and 

utilized. 
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Reliability and Validity 

Mugenda and Mugenda (2012) observed that the validity and reliability of 

research instruments determine the quality of the collected data. It is critical to test the 

validity and reliability of research instruments applied in any data collection to certify 

that all the study objectives are met through the collected data. For this study, the pretest 

outcomes assisted in determining the degree to which the research instruments 

measured that which was supposed to be evaluated. This helped in determining the 

validity of the research instruments and final results.  

Cooper and Schindler (2014) proposed that one of the most preferred methods 

of confirming content validity was through the guidance of expert opinion. In the case 

of this study, the researcher’s supervisor and lecturers fell in this category. They hence 

played the role of scrutinizing and giving competent opinions that guaranteed that the 

research instruments covered all the study variables. They also double-checked the 

research instruments to certify that the theoretical dimensions emerged as 

conceptualized. Similarly, the study ensured that every ethical and scientific process in 

obtaining data was followed to guarantee the validity of the final outcomes.  

Reliability, on the other hand, refers to the consistency of the data collection 

instruments. It is the measurement of the extent to which research instruments generate 

consistent outcomes/results after repeated trials (Oladipo et al., 2015). To establish the 

reliability of the research instruments, this study applied the test and re-test method. 

Equally, the study trained two coders who assisted in the coding of the data. The 

training ensured that the coders understood the research objectives and unit of analysis 

that would be analysed. In ensuring reliability, the researcher ensured that the coders 

had a clear and unified understanding of the concepts and coding system, promoting 
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the possibility that the coders coded the same items in the same way. There was a clear 

understanding of the concepts to be analysed by the two coders. Based on this, the 

researcher proceeded to collect the data.  

Data Analysis Plan 

Data analysis embodies one of the most fundamental mechanisms in the 

research process that permits the investigator to present findings accurately. Kombo and 

Tromp (2014) defined data analysis as the coding and classifying of quantitative and 

qualitative data, while Healey (2011) described it as the act of organizing and 

summarizing a mass of raw data into meaningful form. Since this study adopted 

qualitative content analysis, the qualitative content was analysed using a code sheet 

containing the analysis parameters.  

First, raw data was collected then cleaned to ensure that the dataset was void of 

outliers and erroneous or doctored information, such as material from internet bots. 

Once raw data had been cleaned, it was organized and prepared for qualitative analysis. 

This involved sorting and arranging it into different types depending on its source, 

reading through the whole data to note general ideas/similar topics, coding it, and 

thematically categorizing it, as espoused by the SCCT framework. Silverstone Airline’s 

crisis-related communication on Twitter and the feedback received was content 

analysed to reveal crisis clusters, crisis response strategies, and the level of reputational 

threat, as guided by the SCCT model. Since the SCCT framework outlines the 

relationship between the crisis and the strategies used during a disaster and the impact 

on corporate reputation, this study employed the framework to establish the relationship 

between the study’s two key variables. By extension, the study determined the level 

through which Silverstone Airline correctly matched its response strategies to the crises 
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it faced while managing its corporate reputation. The analysed data was presented in 

the form of tables and graphs by use of Microsoft Excel Spreadsheet Software. 

Coding Scheme and Coding Instructions 

The coding scheme employed in this study was centered on the SCCT model, 

the research questions, and the social media structure, in particular - Twitter. The data 

retrieved from Twitter were grouped into categories that were classified and coded as 

follows: 

1. Days/dates under study were coded based on the days Silverstone Airline posted 

crisis-related communication on Twitter  - in October and November 2019. 

2. Crisis clusters (as guided by the SCCT theory): 

a. Victim cluster was coded as natural disaster, rumour, workplace 

violence, product tampering/malevolence that translated to weak 

attribution of crisis responsibility and mild reputational threat. 

b. Accidental cluster was coded as challenges (stakeholders claiming an 

organization is operating inappropriately), technical-error accidents, 

technical-error product harm that lead to minimal attributions of crisis 

responsibility and moderate reputational threat. 

c. Preventable/intentional cluster was coded as human error accidents, 

human error product harm, organizational misdeed with no injuries, 

organization misdeed management misconduct and organizational 

misdeed with injuries. These translate to strong attributions of crisis 

responsibility and severe reputational threat. 

3. Crisis response strategies  

a) Deny strategies were coded as attack the accuser, denial, scapegoat. 
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b) Diminish strategies were coded as excuse and justification. 

c) Rebuild strategies were coded as compensation and apology. 

d) Bolster strategies were coded as reminder, ingratiation, and victimage. 

4. Reputation management: This was coded by looking at the extent to which 

Silverstone Airline matched its crisis response strategies to the correct crisis 

cluster, based on the level of crisis responsibility and the reputational threat 

posed by the crisis. It also included the crisis intensifiers that comprised crisis 

history and prior relationship reputation.  

5. Crisis perception was based on feedback messages and was coded as positive, 

neutral, and negative. 

Ethical Considerations 

An empirical inquiry should recognize the special ethical considerations 

comprising matters of consent, harm, deception, privacy, and confidentiality in 

research. This is in agreement with Mugenda and Mugenda (2012) submission that 

ethical concerns in research relate to elements of the principle of respect for persons. 

Therefore, the researcher took the following steps to address the various ethical aspects 

associated with an empirical study: 

Permissions: Before proceeding to collect data, the researcher obtained ethical 

clearance for the study from DU-ERB and consent to collect data from NACOSTI.  

Objectivity: The data collection and analysis processes were conducted in an 

objective manner. The researcher ensured that the findings were hinged on the nature 

of what was under study rather than on his personal beliefs and values. Thus, bias was 

eliminated. The study also employed the services of an expert to double-check the 

Daystar University Repository

Library Archives Copy



58 

 

 

 

research instruments and offered competent opinions that guaranteed that the study met 

the research objectives.   

Respondents’ confidentiality: In research, the supreme concern when the 

interests of respondents arise is safeguarding their identity. Babbie (2011) suggested 

that a research project guarantees anonymity when the researcher and the people who 

read the project cannot link a particular response to a particular respondent. 

Respondents’ names in this study were converted into codes to ensure that their 

identities were withheld. Likewise, the respondents’ responses were paraphrased in a 

manner that did not reveal their identities. This offered a profound measure of 

confidentiality to participants. 

Summary 

This chapter has explained the research process that was used to conduct the 

study. The chapter began by discussing the research design and approach that the study 

used. It has also described the study population, sampling techniques, and the data 

collection instruments and procedures utilized. Additionally, the chapter has addressed 

the validity and reliability of the research, the data analysis plan, and the ethical 

considerations. Chapter four focuses on the presentation of the analysed data, as well 

as its interpretation. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

DATA PRESENTATION, ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION 

Introduction 

The study set out to answer the following questions: under which clusters did 

Silverstone Airline’s crises fall, what response strategies did the airline utilize when it 

was experiencing crises, and how did the airline manage its corporate reputation. The 

researcher relied on the SCCT framework as a guide.  

The chapter starts with an examination of the crisis clusters in each case to 

establish the crisis types Silverstone Airline encountered. The next steps cover analysis 

of the response strategies that the airline employed and to what extent the strategies 

correctly matched to the appropriate crisis, as espoused by SCCT. 

To abide by the principles of the SCCT framework, a code sheet (see Appendix 

I) guided the qualitative data analysis. Contained in the coding sheet are pre-set codes 

derived from the context of the theory. These are themes and sub-themes, as indicated 

in Table 4.1, developed by aggregating similar codes. 

Table 4.1: Coding Themes and Sub-themes 
Themes Sub-themes 

Clusters Victim 

Accidental 

Preventable 

Attribution of responsibility 

and threat to reputation 

Weak attribution/mild reputational threat 

Minimal attribution /moderate reputational 

threat 

Strong attribution / severe reputational 

threat 

Response strategies Deny 

Diminish 

Rebuild 

Bolster 

Public perception Positive 

Neutral 

Negative 
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Using the code sheet, all the publicly available crisis-related statements released 

by the company were coded together with the feedback received in chronological order. 

Each of the communication relevant to the study was picked as a unit of analysis. This 

was done to ensure that the complete picture of the crisis was examined. Each response 

message was analysed using the ten response tactics that fall within the response 

strategy bands connected linearly to the crisis types under the SCCT framework. Thus, 

for instance, the use of justification tactic that falls under the diminish strategy equates 

the crisis to the accidental type. Further confirmation of the crisis types was illuminated 

through analysis of the feedback messages.  

Analysis and Interpretation 

To answer the research questions, a qualitative analysis following Creswell’s 

(2013) approach was picked as an appropriate method. The approach included five 

stages broken into (a) initial exploration of the data reading through the tweets posted 

by Silverstone and feedback received, (b) coding the data by segmenting and labelling 

the texts, (c) using codes to develop themes by aggregating similar codes together in 

line with the code sheet, (d) connecting and interrelating themes, and (e) constructing a 

narrative. 

At the very beginning, the researcher read and revisited all the tweets and 

feedback garnered for purposes of immersion and a deeper understanding of the 

information. This aided in establishing the central and recurring ideas that helped in 

identifying the crisis clusters under which Silverstone Airline crises fell, the attribution 

of responsibility, and the response strategies used.  

The researcher then coded the texts by scanning word for word to draw the 

codes. To achieve this, underlining the words that captured key thoughts and concepts 
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based on the SCCT guidelines was performed. The study further noted down 

impressions and preliminary analysis derived from the texts. The report consequently 

labelled and grouped the codes under themes and sub-themes as captured by the code 

sheet that was constructed in line with the SCCT framework. The themes and 

subthemes that emerged were classified, and the procedure was repeated to the point 

that no additional new insights significant to the study could materialize. This process 

prompted the researcher to constantly revert to the research objectives, questions, and 

the theoretical provisions. 

The next step was to determine the connection and interrelationship among the 

themes and sub-themes. Finally, the researcher provided a narrative format of his 

observation and findings as the ultimate step of qualitative analysis. The notes logged 

against each tweet allowed for keeping a record of detailed comments in every coding 

category. The notes assisted the researcher in detecting potential bias borne out of 

constructions of meaning and permitted the constant re-evaluation and rethinking of the 

interpretation process during data gathering and analysis. They further assisted the 

researcher in interrogating initial interpretations and comparing them with the emerging 

meaning during data analysis. 

The first research question of the study sought to examine the crisis cluster(s) 

under which the Silverstone crises fell. This was achieved through content analysis of 

the five communication tweets on Silverstone Airline’s verified Twitter page and the 

feedback received from those tweets. To establish the clusters, Coombs (2007b) 

provided a two-pronged approach. The first was an assessment of three factors: (a) 

initial crisis responsibility, (b) crisis history, and (c) prior relational reputation. Initial 

crisis responsibility is a function of the public’s perception of responsibility. If the 
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public strongly believes that an organization’s actions caused the crisis, there will be 

strong attributions of crisis responsibility, translating to severe reputational threat, 

thereby placing a crisis under the intentional/preventable cluster. Coombs’ second 

approach relates to the responses issued by a company facing a crisis. This formed the 

study’s second research question. The evaluation of the crisis situation a company is 

facing is a function of crisis responsibility, which in turn, requires accountability. 

Accountability demands that the organization provides answers for its actions. The 

answers equate to the response strategies implemented by the organization.  

Through SCCT’s list of response strategies built around the perceived 

acceptance of responsibility, the researcher was able to thoroughly interrogate 

Silverstone Airline’s response strategies and group them into appropriate themes and 

sub-themes (refer to Table 4.1). Thus, the stronger the public perception of 

responsibility towards the organization, the higher the level of reputational threat was 

increased, and that lowered the reputational score among their stakeholders. If the 

organization is deemed responsible, SCCT provides strategies for such eventualities 

and likewise provides strategies for instances when the organization is seen as either a 

victim or not responsible at all for the crisis. The more negative the feedback, the 

stronger the reputational threat and the more accommodative the strategies should be. 

The subsequent system of matching of strategies to the appropriate clusters provided 

answers to the study’s third question that involved management of Silverstone Airline’s 

reputation. 

Analysis of each of the five tweets by Silverstone Airline was done 

independently and pursuant to the study objectives to monitor the progression in the 

crises, the response strategies, perceptions, and reputation from the first crisis of 
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October 11, 2019 to the last one of November 12, 2019. These events attracted feedback 

from the public, as graphically displayed in Figure 4.1. The highest numbers of 

feedback messages were registered on the second, third, and fifth events, in that order. 

One would assume that the first crisis received the lowest number of comments, 

considering that the airline had not experienced a crisis previously. 

 
Figure 4.1: Number of Feedback Messages from the Public 

Event one: October 11, 2019 

Crisis Cluster 

To answer the first research question, the study relied on the SCCT model and 

content analysis to establish the cluster under which the event that occurred on October 

11, 2019 fell. According to SCCT, airplane accidents fall under accidental crisis. In the 

accidental cluster, the crisis manager minimizes organizational responsibility by 

denying any intention to cause harm, claims the crisis event is out of the organization’s 

control, and minimizes the perceived damage triggered by the event. In this cluster, the 

organization’s action that led to the crisis is treated as unintentional.  
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On October 11, 2019, at 11:11 a.m., Silverstone Airline issued a press release 

notifying the public that:  

Our Fokker 50, 5Y-IZO has had an incident while taking off at Wilson Airport 

at 09:00am this morning (Silverstone Airline). 

Approximately two hours later, KAA, whose mandate is to provide and manage 

coordinated systems of airports in Kenya, posted a press release stating that Silverstone 

Airline’s aircraft had veered off the runway with 50 passengers on board, out of which 

two were injured and were receiving medical attention. Soon after that, KCAA reported 

that three passengers had been seriously injured and another three were being attended 

to for shock. This occurrence falls precisely within the definition of SCCT’s accidental 

cluster. Accidental situations include challenges such as stakeholders accusing an 

organization of operating inappropriately, technical error accidents like technology or 

equipment failure, and technical-error product harm where a technology or equipment 

failure causes product recall. Silverstone Airline’s accident was unintentional, and, 

going by the airline’s own submission, there were ongoing investigations by 

government authorities to ascertain the cause of the accident through auditing of the 

Flight Data Recorder and Cockpit Voice Recorder. This put the accident closest to the 

technical error accident (technology/equipment failure).  

Response Strategies 

In answering question two, a closer look into the content through content 

analysis unearthed a couple of strategies used by Silverstone Airline. In its opening 

statement, the airline used the adapting information strategy, in which case it provided 

information by saying the following: 
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We can confirm that our Fokker 50, 5Y-IZO has had an incident while taking 

off at Wilson at 09:00am this morning. The aircraft was operating the Wilson- 

Mombasa- Lamu- Mombasa-Wilson route (Silverstone Airline). 

A crisis creates the need for information from the public, and the adapting 

information strategy fills this gap.  

Secondly, Silverstone Airline used “adjusting information” in its response. 

Silverstone added in the press release as follows: 

The passengers and crew members have all been safely disembarked and we 

are currently working with the relevant authorities to assess the situation (Silverstone 

Airline). 

Here, the airline projected an image of having taken care of all the passengers 

and indicated they (passengers) were all safe. These strategies are supplemental to 

SCCT’s core strategies. Using the SCCT guideline, Silverstone Airline employed the 

justification tactical response that states that the crisis manager minimizes the perceived 

damage caused by the crisis. First, instead of referring to the event as an accident as the 

two government authorities had, the airline preferred the use of a softer term- 

“incident”, as highlighted by a Twitter respondent who stated as below:  

Three seriously injured passengers (according to KCAA), extensive structural 

damage to aircraft (needing major repair). This qualifies as an “accident” not an 
“incident.” KAA and KCAA confirmed that a few passengers were injured, a few others 

were in shock and that they were all receiving medical care. Silverstone Airline 

however noted that “The passengers and crew have all been safely disembarked” 
(@SA/CC/1/015). 

This was a clear case of the company once again minimizing the perceived 

damage that the crisis had caused. In the airline’s case, they had no similar crisis and 

enjoyed a relatively positive prior relationship reputation as evidenced by the number 

of clients and repeat clients they had carried- over one million in two years- before the 

crisis.  
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Despite using the two supplementary ethical responsibilities strategies (adapting 

and adjusting), Silverstone Airline’s crises fell under the accidental crisis that called for 

specific strategic and tactical response actions, either excuse or justification. The airline 

used justification, as earlier mentioned, that falls under the ‘diminish’ strategic 

response. They also employed another supplementary strategy (bolster), through 

‘ingratiation’, a tactic of praising their stakeholders. They observed as follows: 

We thank the emergency services at Wilson Airport for their quick response and 

cooperation (Silverstone Airline).  

Management of Corporate Reputation 

The third research question was about Silverstone Airline’s corporate reputation 

management, which is a system of matching strategies to the appropriate clusters. The 

study found out that Silverstone Airline employed the justification strategy alongside 

adjusting information and further used the adapting and bolster strategies. The low 

feedback that the response generated, coupled with a majority of positive feedback, can 

be attributed to the correct matching of the strategies to the cluster. The airline never 

used strategies under victim or preventable crisis clusters. The system of matching it 

employed is indicated in Table 4.2. 

In this case, Silverstone Airline correctly matched its crisis response strategies 

to the appropriate crisis state it faced, as guided by SCCT, and used supplementary 

strategies, as advocated by the theory.  
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Table 4.2: Silverstone Airline’s System of Matching Strategies to Cluster 
Crisis Cluster Strategy used 

Victim Cluster Deny strategies: 

Attack the accuser 

Denial  

Scapegoat 

Accidental Cluster* Diminish strategies: 

Excuse  

Justification* 

Preventable Cluster Rebuild strategies: 

Compensation 

Apology  

 Bolster strategies: 

Reminder 

Ingratiation* 

Victimage 

Public Perception 

Diminish response strategy, used by Silverstone Airline during the crisis of 

October 11, 2019, attempts to assure the organization’s stakeholders that the crisis is 

not as bad as it appears or that the organization was not responsible in any way for the 

occurrence. It assists in reducing the connection that an organization has to the crisis in 

order for the public to view the event in a less negative light. If the frames presented in 

the media are conflicting, the publics will pick the frame coming from the most credible 

source. To determine whether the public viewed the crisis event in a less negative way 

and that they never viewed the airline as responsible for the crisis as advocated by the 

SCCT, the researcher conducted a content analysis of the feedback received in the 

social media platform in response to the airline’s communication.  

From the feedback Silverstone Airline received out of its very first crisis 

response on October 11, 2019, its clients held it in high regard and largely supported it 

during the accident period. Out of the feedback received, most of the respondents either 

gave positive or neutral remarks regarding the airline. Below are some of the positive 

comments:  
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Silverstone Air we are with you in good times and times like this. you are a 

beautiful company that came up and offered employment to many. may this not affect 

you forever in jesus name!!! (@SA/CC/1/007).  

We will support you Silverstone. You are the best (@SA/CC/1/009). 

Notably, there were respondents who were neutral, with some offering 

unsolicited advice to the airline with the hope that the company would survive, while 

others simply acknowledged receipt of the airline’s post or requested more information. 

One of the respondents opined as follows: 

Patiently waiting the thorough report on the crash (@SA/CC/1/005). 

Despite the mostly positive or neutral reviews from members of the public, 

SCCT states that the accidental crisis type attracts low attributions of crisis 

responsibility to an organization. It is, therefore, expected that in the event of an 

accident, some people will attribute the accident cause to the organization, as observed 

in the following view from one of the respondents:  

I was onboard the Silverstone Air flight that crashed at Wilson Airport. As you 

have failed to respond to all of my communications and have failed to provide any 

updates, I have had no choice but to seek legal advice regarding your airlines failure 

to provide safe passage. I also note that Silverstone Air have offered no support services 

for the trauma caused, no acknowledgment of the accident and no offer of compensation 

for damage. The best thing you could do for Kenyan tourism is ground your planes 

(@SA/CC/1/022).  

It is important to note that on October 27, 2019, one of Silverstone Airline’s 

aircrafts was involved in an incident where it hit another airline’s aircraft. The video 

recording of that accident was uploaded online. Silverstone Airline, however, never 

responded to that video or to the comments the video generated from the public until 

October 29, 2019. The researcher analysed the event and response made based on the 

date Silverstone Airline released a statement.  
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Event two: October 28, 2019 

Crisis Cluster 

In the second scenario, the study did a content analysis to establish the cluster 

under which the event of October 28, 2019, fell. The study found out that on the said 

date, Silverstone Airline stated the following: 

We would like to confirm that earlier today our flight Dash 8 – 300 from Lodwar 

to Nairobi experienced an incident during takeoff and as a result, lost the number 3-

wheel assembly (Silverstone Airline). 

This message was posted after one of the Kenyan bloggers had earlier on (over 

two hours before the airline’s message) informed the public of the incidence, as follows: 

Silverstone flight from Lodwar diverted to Eldoret after losing a wheel on 

departure (Kenyan blogger). 

Citizen TV had also reported the incident an hour before the airline 

communicated (see below). 

Silverstone aircraft makes an emergency landing at Eldoret airport after tyre 

falls off during flight to Nairobi from Lodwar (Citizen TV). 

It took the airline more than two hours to respond to the information that was 

already in circulation on social and mainstream media. This gave room to a lot of 

speculation. 

As earlier mentioned, crisis types are forms of frames, and frames are presented 

by different sources. The frame presented by the most trusted source will carry the day. 

Through its response on October 28, 2019, Silverstone Airline once again placed its 

crisis event under the accidental cluster. Nevertheless, having earlier experienced 

another crisis, this crisis, though under the accidental cluster, is automatically pushed 

to the preventable cluster. Thus, the airline wrongly classified the crisis situation it 

Daystar University Repository

Library Archives Copy



70 

 

 

 

encountered. This observation is in line with SCCT that highlights that a crisis with a 

history of a similar event (including the incident of October 27) should use strategies 

of the subsequent stronger cluster.  

Response Strategies 

The crisis type, crisis history, initial crisis responsibility, and prior relationship 

reputation allow managers to anticipate how stakeholders will perceive and react 

towards the organization in crisis and to the crisis itself. Having had the opportunity to 

gauge the mood of stakeholders online once the news broke out, the airline had the rare 

opportunity to further anticipate stakeholder expectations and that would guide their 

choice of response. Analyzing and understanding the stakeholder reactions would allow 

the crisis manager to anticipate the level of reputational threat that the event had 

attracted. These perceptions inform the strategies that would best serve in the protection 

of a firm’s reputation. Again, research has established the effect that response strategies 

have on stakeholder perceptions and the impact of the strategies on reputational assets, 

as observed in one of the airline’s messages shown below: 

The captain of the flight decided to divert to Eldoret International Airport in the 

interests of the continued safety of the passengers and the crew. This was a 

precautionary action and the aircraft landed safely. Silverstone Air activated its 

contingency plans and the customers affected were rebooked and have since landed 

safely in Nairobi (Silverstone Airline).  

Silverstone Airline used the adapting and adjusting information strategies to 

provide information and cater to the psychological needs of the public. Furthermore, it 

provided corrective action by stating that the captain diverted the flight to Eldoret 

Airport in the interest of safety and that contingency plans had been activated. By use 

Daystar University Repository

Library Archives Copy



71 

 

 

 

of justification (minimizing perceived harm caused by the predicament), the airline 

stated the following: 

This was a precautionary action and the aircraft landed safely (Silverstone 

Airline). 

To minimize organizational responsibility (excuse) by elaborating the lack of 

intent to cause the incident and to bolster their image, Silverstone Airline stated thus: 

The safety of our customers and crew is always our top priority (Silverstone 

Airline). 

The airline further used the ingratiation tactic that comes in handy for managers 

who have had positive relationships with stakeholders and can draw upon such goodwill 

to help in the protection of their organization’s reputation. They stated that: 

We would like to thank our employees, passengers and key stakeholders for your 

continued support (Silverstone Airline).  

Thus, Silverstone Airline, in this situation, used diminish and bolster strategies 

for their accidental crisis type.  

Management of Corporate Reputation 

Silverstone Airline placed the crisis it experienced in the wrong cluster, 

subsequently using the wrong strategies. It used the diminish and bolster strategies that 

are used in the event of accidental types of crises, as summarized in Table 4.3. However, 

the airline’s crisis was classified as preventable due to the crisis intensifiers present, 

hence requiring either compensation or apology or, as some scholars including Coombs 

(2007) have recommended, the use of regret as a strategy.  
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Table 4.3: Silverstone Airline’s System of Matching Strategies to Cluster 
Crisis Cluster Strategy used 

Victim Cluster Deny strategies: 

Attack the accuser 

Denial  

Scapegoat 

Accidental Cluster Diminish strategies: 

Excuse*  

Justification* 

Preventable Cluster* Rebuild strategies: 

Compensation 

Apology  

 Bolster strategies: 

Reminder 

Ingratiation* 

Victimage 

Public Perception 

It is important to read the mood of the public and to have an understanding of 

stakeholder perceptions and reactions. This helps in the formulation of the strategies. 

Data analysis of the online comments revealed that the public strongly attributed the 

crisis responsibility to Silverstone Airline, resulting in a severe reputational threat that 

would place the event under the preventable/intentional cluster. This is consistent with 

SCCT’s postulation that a victim crisis generates the same reputational threat as an 

accidental type when there is a history of crises coupled with unfavorable prior 

relationship reputation. Similarly, the presence of these intensifying factors, with the 

inclusion of initial crisis responsibility, results in an accident crisis attracting similar 

reputational threats as those in intentional crises. Thus, the responses to be used should 

match those of an intentional nature.  

It is notable that most of the feedback messages received by Silverstone Airline 

were negative and strongly attributed the crisis responsibility to the airline: Below are 

some tweets highlighting these negative sentiments and strong attribution of crisis 

responsibility to the airline:  
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Safety is NOT your priority. Sad that you have to trend on negative issues 

always (@SA/CC/1/066).  

This is the worst response that a company could ever offer after a life-

threatening incident. #silverstone is so casual about it. No apology. No 

acknowledgement of the mistake. No assurance that it won't happen again. I wonder 

why their license hasn't been suspended yet (@SA/CC/1/161). 

This is exactly why it is important to have communication experts in your team. 

This is a bogus statement, and it says a lot about how Silverstone is handling serious 

concerns (@SA/CC/1/165).  

Amongst the negative feedback were those that highlighted that Silverstone 

Airline had experienced similar crises (accidents/incidents) in the recent past. (See 

example below).  

We thank God for the safe landing of the flight but remain concerned that this 

is the third incident in less than one month. Something is terribly a miss. How I wish 

you take time to answer to the now glaring safety gaps! I am just but a concerned 

customer (@SA/CC/1/070). 

Notably, some of the messages that touched on prior relational reputation as 

elaborated by the theory included:  

Had this to say, “U (you) din’t pick my calls useless company nor responded to 

my whatsup request (@SA/CC/1/056). 

Accident is accident but the route you took by blocking those who mock you on 

social media like Alai was also worse and wrong direction followed,,, advise your 

administrator to accept criticisms, not to hide from them... (@SA/CC/1/206).  

Negligence brings about the issue of liability in the public’s perception in which 

case some stakeholders found Silverstone Airline culpable of negligence and this has a 

negative effect on reputation. Scholars have noted that members of the public will be 

quick to punish organizations that, in their view, do not engage in proper crisis 

management. As such, the following is a message that accused the airline of negligence:  

Daystar University Repository

Library Archives Copy

https://twitter.com/hashtag/silverstone?src=hashtag_click


74 

 

 

 

Instead of confirming damages, your today plane that lost its rear tire only 

confirms the level of negligence at @silverstoneair We still insist; #ResistSilverstone 

(@ SA/CC/1/169). 

Several respondents also wondered why the airline never issued any apologies 

nor compensated any of the affected. Below is an example: 

You are not even apologetic of the incidence. You carried lives, a father, mother, 

sister, brother, child, and friends. Put your house in order. Worried citizen 

(@SA/CC/1/207).  

From the 151 negative feedbacks received, the majority of the respondents 

attributed the crisis responsibility to Silverstone Airline at the onset and talked of the 

number of accidents or incidents involving the airline that had taken place within 

October 2019. Ninety-seven (97) respondents were concerned about the safety of the 

passengers and echoed the lack of proper servicing/maintenance of the airplanes by the 

airline. Notably, thirty-three (33) respondents pointed out that the airline had 

experienced similar incidents/accidents in the recent past; hence there existed crisis 

history.  

Equally important to mention is the fact that some respondents who gave 

positive feedback mentioned the crisis history as a challenge faced by many other 

airline companies and did not warrant any punishment but support from the public. 

They instead wished the airline well. Of the respondents who were neutral in their 

analysis of the airline’s response and history, some mentioned the previous crisis events 

but never attacked nor supported the airline fully. They gave a balanced review and 

pointed towards the past crisis events in passing, as echoed by one of the respondents:  

You guys have been the best airline in terms of safety and air rates, save for a 

few incidents here and there. Operating more than 20 aircrafts without any major 

incidents though you need to put your house in order to avoid such in future coz maybe 

someone is behind this (@SA/CC/1/134).  
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Moreover, other respondents remained neutral about the situation without any 

mention of the previous events, as echoed by one of the social media users - as follows:  

How often do you do maintenance and to what level do you conduct aircraft 

check before take-off? (SA/CC/1/044). 

Out of 188 responses Silverstone Airline received, a small number were 

positive. Of the positive ones, some were fully supportive while others gave advice, 

examples of which include the following:  

Great. Don’t tire. Don’t give up. Continue offering affordable flights across the 
country (@SA/CC/1/079).  

Poleni. Cpt Kibe should address potholes on wilson airport runways 

(@SA/CC/1/183). 

Furthermore, @ SA/CC/1/183 sympathized with Silverstone and even went 

further to put the blame on KCAA by asking their CEO, Captain Kibe, to fix the 

potholes on Wilson airport runways. The respondent linked the tyre falling to the 

dilapidated state of the runways, though unconfirmed to be true. In this case, a member 

of the public had faith in Silverstone Airline as a company. In SCCT, this falls under 

the scapegoat tactic (blaming some person or group outside the organization for the 

crisis), although it never came from the company. 

Event three: October 29, 2019 

Crisis Cluster and Response Strategies 

On October 29, 2019, Silverstone Airline issued a press release that addressed 

the string of accidents/incidents the airline had experienced in October, including the 

incident that took place on October 27, in which one of its aircrafts hit East African 

Safari Express Limited’s aircraft. As earlier mentioned, Silverstone Airline had not 
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issued a statement regarding that incident despite the fact that a CCTV footage of the 

same had been shared on social media platforms, attracting negative comments about 

the company online. In its opening statement, the airline used reminder/ingratiation 

tactics (bolster) in an attempt to increase positive reputational reputations as recorded 

through the following sentiments:  

Since we began our operations, our intention has always been to provide 

reliable flight services to you. We opened up regions to business and tourist trade and 

connected family members. Our devotion to serving you is unparalleled, and this has 

always been our dream (Silverstone Airline). 

Statement regarding the accident of 11th October  

Earlier (October 11), Silverstone Airline had referred to this accident as an 

incident, but the public corrected the communication arguing that the incident was not 

an incident but an accident. The airline later termed the occurrence an accident (that 

falls within accidental cluster) in their press release of October 29. In addressing the 

issue and the communication need it created, the airline used adapting information to 

provide additional information/update by stating as below: 

There is an ongoing investigation by the AAID and KCAA and we cannot 

speculate on the cause of the accident. We will receive a preliminary report and final 

report with CVR and FDR writeups in order to provide an accurate account of what 

occurred on the aircraft (Silverstone Airline). 

This information had elements of excuse and justification strategies as the 

airline chose not to give information on the people who got hurt during the accident to 

still avoid taking unwarranted fault. In this case, the airline correctly matched its 

strategies to its situation (accidental) even though the times had changed and other 

events had occurred necessitating additional information. This also presented an 
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opportunity to give feedback on earlier inaccuracies about the event regarding those 

who got hurt, their medical status, and what the airline was doing or had done for them. 

Statement regarding the incident of 27th October  

The statement regarding this incident was issued two days later, leaving room 

for speculation and the creation of different frames by the public and media. Based on 

the statement, Silverstone Airline placed the incident under the accidental cluster. The 

technical-error accident, to be precise, which refers to industrial/workplace accident(s), 

and the organization’s action leading to the crisis was unintentional. Though correct, 

the crisis intensifiers pushed this crisis from the accidental to the preventable cluster. 

In the same statement, Silverstone Airline denied the reports that the aircraft 

was taking off when the incident occurred. This was identified through this message:  

The aircraft was not taking off for a flight as widely reported but was going for 

routine engine ground runs for purposes of maintenance (Silverstone Airline). 

In that message, the airline also used “attack the accuser” (deny strategy) by 

saying the aircraft was not taking off as widely reported, and in so doing, essentially 

and tactfully attacked those who had given the false reports regarding the incident and 

the health status of their airliners, including @ SA/CC/1/189 who said that:  

Sources within this airline will not sleep till Kenyans know how a wreckage this 

Silverstone airline is. Their plane hits another while taxing yesterday and the story was 

buried by management. Their carelessness is beyond belief. The pilot did not stop. 

Unbelievable. 

To counter the claim of being careless, the airline stated that the incident 

occurred during routine maintenance of the plane. They used the deny strategy once 

again, stating as indicated below: 
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Wilson Airport ramp is congested with active and disabled aircrafts 

(Silverstone Airline). 

This is the application of the scapegoat tactic in which a crisis manager blames 

some individual(s) or group outside of the organization for the crisis they find 

themselves in. On top of that, they used corrective action (including adapting 

information) to give information on the action taken by the company stating thus: 

This incident was reported to the relevant authorities and our insurers are in 

contact with the insurers of the affected airline (Silverstone Airline). 

In minimizing the perceived damage caused (justification tactic/diminish 

strategy), the airline countered the inaccurate information by clarifying that the aircraft 

was not taking off but was doing routine ground runs for maintenance purposes. In this 

instance, Silverstone Airline acknowledged the crisis and attempted to create a public 

acceptance of the event while at the same time weakening the linkage between itself 

and the crisis, stating that it was a routine maintenance exercise and that the incident 

occurred due to the congestion at the airport. The airline also used aspects of excuse 

and scapegoat strategies by indirectly claiming the inability to control the events that 

triggered the crisis - congestion of the airport.  

Moreover, the airline used the word “clipped” and not the widely used word 

“hit” in reference to the incident (justification tactic). Clipping is defined by the urban 

dictionary as barely hitting, scratching or skimming across something. In this case, 

Silverstone Airline used different strategies that fall under different crisis clusters, in 

complete disregard of the guiding theory, as indicated in Table 4.4. 
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Table 4.4: Silverstone Airline’s System of Matching Strategies to Cluster 
Crisis Cluster Strategy used 

Victim Cluster Deny strategies: 

Attack the accuser* 

Denial*  

Scapegoat* 

Accidental Cluster Diminish strategies: 

Excuse* 

Justification* 

Preventable Cluster* Rebuild strategies: 

Compensation 

Apology  

 Bolster strategies: 

Reminder 

Ingratiation 

Victimage 

Statement regarding the incident of October 28 

In the statement explaining the third event, the incident was placed under 

accidental and bordered between technical-error accident and technical error product 

harm, and this analysis is highlighted through the following accounts shared by the 

airline: 

Based on preliminary inspection, the likely root cause was established to be 

bearing failure… In accordance with Aircraft Maintenance Manual, the aircraft was 

inspected, certified and released back to service (Silverstone Airline). 

Technical error accidents include those where a technology or equipment failure 

causes an industrial accident, whereas technical error product harm refers to a 

technology or equipment failure that causes a product to be recalled. Silverstone Airline 

used adapting information to provide information and details of the aircraft involved in 

the incident, noting as follows: 

One of our aircrafts Dash 8-300 registration 5Y-BWG lost the number 3 main 

wheel assembly on take-off from Lodwar (Silverstone Airline). 

As its corrective action, the airline stated as follows: 
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The aircraft was diverted to Eldoret International Airport as a safety 

precaution, and the Pilot in Command (PIC) landed safely (Silverstone Airline).  

That very statement responded to the safety concerns raised and bolstered the 

image of the company.  

Moreover, Silverstone Airline used to adjust and adapting information to not 

only show concern for the passengers and address safety concerns but also to give 

further corrective action by stating as follows: 

Our maintenance department immediately dispatched a team to Eldoret 

International Airport to inspect the aircraft, establish the root cause and assess the 

extent of damage (Silverstone Airline). 

To reassure their clients (adapting information) and boost their image (bolster), 

the airline stated: 

After this incident, our entire fleet was inspected to ensure all wheel assemblies 

are in satisfactory condition (Silverstone Airline). 

In conclusion, Silverstone Airline denied reports that the landing was an 

emergency landing by stating as indicated below: 

This was not an emergency landing…an emergency landing occurs when the 

pilot declares an emergency (Silverstone Airline). 

Through this statement, the airline equally diminished the perceived risk level 

of the event. 

Statement regarding safety, quality, and maintenance of Silverstone Airline’s aircrafts  

The airline also addressed the safety, quality, and maintenance protocols of its 

aircrafts. In their statement, the airline reassured the public that safety was its top 

priority (see below): 

At Silverstone Air, Safety is our top priority and will not be compromised 

(Silverstone Airline).  
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The airline further gave a corrective action plan stating:  

We are committed to developing, implementing, maintaining and constantly 

improving strategies and process to ensure that all our aviation operational and 

maintenance activities take place under laid down National and International safety 

standards (Silverstone Airline). 

These are chiefly adapting and adjusting information strategies. However, 

Silverstone Airline majorly used bolster strategies in this communiqué as recorded in 

the following statements: 

Before each flight, the maintenance department carries out a pre-flight 

inspection in accordance with the Aircraft Maintenance Manual and the certifying 

engineer releases the aircraft to service (Silverstone Airline). 

In adherence to the Civil Aviation Regulations, 2018, the Company has 

implemented a Safety Management System and a Just Safety culture where all accidents 

and incidents are investigated objectively (Silverstone Airline). 

Management of Corporate Reputation 

Silverstone Airline used different strategies in the three events. In some cases, 

the strategies were correctly matched to the clusters, while in other instances, strategies 

from different clusters were mixed. Still, in other instances, strategies not applicable to 

the crisis were used, such as using denial strategy in a crisis that required rebuild 

strategy (October 28). 

Public Perception 

This press release attracted 149 feedback messages from the public. Out of these 

messages, 64 were negative, 15 were neutral, and 70 were positive. The negative 

perception arose partly from the airline’s negligence, as lamented by some of the 

respondents that stated thus:  

The incidents are symptomatic of bigger problems: - 1. Old equipment; and/or 

2. Poorly maintained equipment; and/or 3. Poorly trained maintenance & flight crew. 
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Ground all your planes now and do a thorough review of assets and SOPs. Otherwise, 

a major disaster awaits (@SA/CC/1/250). 

We can't wait until people die for us to stop this dangerous playing with people's 

lives (@SA/CC/1/252). 

However, some of the respondents chose to remain neutral, as echoed by one of 

them who stated that: 

 PR advice: make use of this moment (@SA/CC/1/309).  

Those respondents who gave positive messages applauded the Airline for a job 

well done, as observed by one of the respondents:  

Thank you for your feedback on recent incidents on your flights, you have built 

confidence on your passengers. Members of the public should desist from social media 

propaganda attacks on the company. Your report is genuine and accurate, be focused 

on core business, safety first (@SA/CC/1/230). 

Event four: November 5, 2019 

Cluster 

The victim cluster evokes weak attributions of crisis responsibility and mild 

reputational threat. The crisis scenarios falling under this category include natural 

disasters, rumours, workplace violence, and product tampering/malevolence.  

According to the SCCT model, the quandary that Silverstone Airline faced on 

November 5, 2019, would be placed in the victim cluster. Despite the occurrence of 

other crises, this would remain under victim bunch because Silverstone Airline had 

hitherto not experienced a similar event (rumour). On that day, @SA/CC/1/360 tweeted 

at 9:28 a.m., stating as follows:  

Silverstone aircraft Dash 8 5Y-IZK has been forced to make an emergency 

landing back to Wilson. One of the tyres was on fire.  
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However, Silverstone Airline responded to the tweet at 11:02 a.m., stating thus: 

We confirm that none of our aircraft has had such an incident as per the fake 

news circulating on social media, such as this. Safety is our top priority and will not be 

compromised, our services proceed normally as scheduled (Silverstone Air). 

This falls under a rumour classified within the victim cluster. Therefore, 

Silverstone Airline accurately clustered this event. To further augment this, below are 

messages indicating that the public categorized the situation as a victim type:  

Too sad. Someone is working tirelessly to bring the Silverstone brand down! I 

wish the airline the best of luck, remember the tree that has good fruits, gets the most 

hurls... just keep improving on the services (@SA/CC/1/374). 

I really feel for you guys. Even KQ has lots of safety issues and they never 

receive this much negative publicity and bile. What did you do to deserve this 

(@SA/CC/1/378). 

The public sympathized with Silverstone Airline during this event, with some 

attributing the events the airline was facing to unfair business practices from their 

competitors. 

Response Strategies 

Silverstone Airline denied any existence of a crisis by confirming that none of 

its aircrafts had encountered such an incident. The airline equally attacked its accuser 

by confronting the person who claimed that one of its aircrafts’ tyres was on fire. In 

cases where an accuser wrongly accuses a company, the company may choose a more 

aggressive strategy, such as attacking the accuser. This strategy is applicable in cases 

that require treatment of negative reactions or issues emanating from the management 

of a crisis. The airline termed the information as “fake news” and attached a screenshot 

of the tweet by @ SA/CC/1/360 rubberstamped with a mark of fake news, stating that 

the information circulating on social media, such as @ SA/CC/1/360’s tweet should be 
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treated as fake news. Moreover, the airline employed some aspects of bolster by 

mentioning that safety was its top priority that would never be compromised. 

Management of Corporate Reputation 

Silverstone Airline’s strategies were correctly matched with the situations the 

airline found itself in and were in line with the SCCT guidelines. In defence of the 

airline, a majority of the respondents classified the event under the victim cluster. Thus, 

the use of deny strategy was the most appropriate in the airline’s attempt to shape the 

crisis frame, as interpreted by stakeholders. This is summarized in Table 4.5.  

Table 4.5: Silverstone Airline’s System of Matching Strategies to Cluster 
Crisis Cluster Strategy used 

Victim Cluster* Deny strategies: 

Attack the accuser* 

Denial* 

Scapegoat 

Accidental Cluster Diminish strategies: 

Excuse 

Justification 

Preventable Cluster Rebuild strategies: 

Compensation 

Apology  

 Bolster strategies: 

Reminder* 

Ingratiation 

Victimage 

Public Perception 

Of the feedback received regarding this event, 5 were negative, 14 were neutral, 

and 36 were positive. This confirms SCCT’s findings that in a crisis of the “victim” 

nature, there are weak attributions of crisis responsibility and mild reputational threat. 

Most of the respondents sympathized with Silverstone and sent supportive messages as 

expressed by the following quote: 

You have delivered so many guests to us the past one year. We truly appreciate 

and would like to assure you that we will remain loyal to your airline (@SA/CC/1/381). 
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This indicates that the incident did not have a major reputational threat to the 

Silverstone Airline brand. A majority of the respondents neither attributed the crisis to 

Silverstone Airline nor believed the rumour. They trusted the airline, and the airline 

reacted in a fashion similar to SCCT’s proposal. However, some respondents gave 

negative feedback. For instance, one of the respondents lamented that:  

You guys are so careless (@ SA/CC/1/383). 

Some respondents were neutral, as can be observed in the sentiments captured 

below: 

Investigate or report such alarmist information. Let me assume it is not one of 

your competitors trying to crash land you guys (SA/CC/1/390). 

Event five: November 12, 2019 

Cluster 

On November 12, 2019, Silverstone Airline issued a press release in response 

to a directive issued by the regulator, KCAA, suspending operations of their Dash 8 

fleet that had been involved in a couple of accidents/incidents. The act of suspension 

fits into the definition of a crisis as defined in this study - a major event with a 

potentially negative result that can interrupt a company’s operations or threaten its 

existence. The airline’s suspension of its services was based on the frequency and 

number of incidents as well as the accident that had occurred involving its aircrafts in 

October 2019. Public outcry, which apportioned blame on the airline for the incidents 

and accident, brought about strong attributions of crisis responsibility and severe 

reputational threat to the airline, coupled with the history of the life-threatening 

event(s). This occasion of interruption of services, crisis history, strong attributions of 
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responsibility, and severe reputational threat naturally placed the crisis under 

preventable/intentional cluster, and Silverstone Airline was alive to this fact.  

Response Strategies 

Through adapting the information tactics, the airline provided information by 

alerting its clients of the directive to suspend its services. In its opening statement, the 

airline used scapegoat tactic that falls under the victim cluster (see below):  

In compliance with the @CAA_Kenya directive to suspend operations on our 

Dash 8 fleet, we have temporarily suspended all our scheduled services (Silverstone 

Airline). 

In the scapegoat cluster, the crisis manager blames people outside the 

organization for the organization’s crisis. Silverstone Airline was faced with the crisis 

of suspension of its flights and had to sort out travel plans for the persons who had 

booked flights earlier to ensure that they were transferred to other airlines. As a 

corrective action that equally brought about a degree of concern and care for their 

clients, they reiterated that:  

During this period, we will continue to work with our customers to help 

minimize any disruption to their travel. We are in the process of contacting all our 

clients to re-protect them (Silverstone Airline).  

This can be viewed as an aspect of remediation/compensation that falls within 

the preventable bracket. They further added the following: 

The safety of our crew, passengers and aircraft remains our highest first 

priority (Silverstone Airline).  

This similarly shows the airline’s concern for its stakeholders but likewise 

attempts to increase positive reputational perceptions by presenting positive, reassuring 
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messages that fall under bolster strategy. In this kind of scenario, SCCT advocates for 

strict application of specific strategies for specific clusters. 

Management of Response Strategies 

Silverstone Airline’s crisis fell under the preventable crisis cluster, as per SCCT 

guidelines. This demanded strict use of rebuild strategies as advocated by SCCT. 

However, the airline mixed its strategies from rebuild and deny, as it used scapegoat 

and compensation strategies that fall in different clusters. This was inconsistent with 

SCCT recommendations that advocate for avoidance of mixed strategies that fall in 

dissimilar clusters. The applicable strategies are ‘deny’ for the victim cluster, ‘diminish’ 

for the accidental cluster, and ‘rebuild’ for the preventable cluster. Silverstone Airline’s 

mixed strategies are shown in Table 4.6.  

Table 4.6: Silverstone Airline’s System of Matching Strategies to Cluster 
Crisis Cluster Strategy used 

Victim Cluster Deny strategies: 

Attack the accuser 

Denial 

Scapegoat* 

Accidental Cluster Diminish strategies: 

Excuse 

Justification 

Preventable Cluster* Rebuild strategies: 

Compensation* 

Apology  

 Bolster strategies: 

Reminder* 

Ingratiation 

Victimage 

Perception 

Silverstone Airline’s communication on November 12, 2019, attracted a total of 

95 responses, out of which 60 were negative, 21 were neutral, and 14 were positive. 

Messages that were of negative nuance included the following: 
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3months, multiple phone calls, emails and several empty promises after, 

@silverstoneair is still yet to refund my ticket fare. This is FRAUD and @CAA_Kenya 

needs to step in (@SA/CC/1/428). 

You are not re-protecting as advised. Stop lying to people. This is very 

unprofessional (@SA/CC/1/457). 

The responses with neutral connotation included statements such as this one:  

@silverstoneair any updates on the scheduled passengers tomorrow” 

(@SA/CC/1/496).  

Just maintain your aircraft as per the rules and follow the standard and 

recommended practices (SARPS)and all will be well (@SA/CC/1/467). 

From the neutral comments, you see a pattern of clients in need of more 

information or clarification, with some offering safety advice. 

Below are examples of the messages that were positive:  

Very good, I'm glad that you've taken the SAFETY-FIRST approach. This is very 

reassuring! Good luck. I'm sure you're coming back bigger and better 

(@SA/CC/1/463).   

In support of Silverstone Airline, another respondent said this:  

Government destroying businesses. Another sad day in Kenya 

(@SA/CC/1/483). 

Summary of Key Findings  

This study found out the following: 

1. Silverstone Airline correctly clustered some of its crises, used the correct 

response strategies in some instances, and, in two out of the five crises events, 

correctly matched its strategies with the appropriate clusters. 

2. In their first crisis event, Silverstone Airline correctly clustered its crisis, 

employed the appropriate response strategies, and correctly matched the 
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strategies with the appropriate cluster. This event attracted a couple of negative 

and neutral sentiments with a majority of positive messages. 

3. Regarding event two, Silverstone Airline incorrectly clustered its crisis event, 

employed wrong response strategies, and, therefore, did not match the strategies 

with the correct cluster. This event attracted an overwhelming majority of 

negative feedback. 

4. Concerning event three, Silverstone Airline incorrectly clustered some events 

and, in some instances, used different response strategies from different 

clusters. This went against SCCT principles. In other instances, the airline 

correctly matched the strategies to clusters, while in others, the strategies and 

clusters were inappropriately matched. This event attracted an almost equal 

number of negative and positive feedback, with the positive slightly higher than 

the negative. Neutral feedback messages were also registered.  

5. About event four: Silverstone Airline correctly clustered its crisis, employed 

SCCT approved response strategies for the crisis, and correctly matched the 

strategies to the cluster. This event attracted a majority of positive messages, 

followed by neutral ones, then lastly, negative messages. 

6. For event five, Silverstone Airline was alive to the fact that the crisis it found 

itself in was a culmination of events that placed it in the preventable cluster and, 

in negative light among its stakeholders. This led the airline to apply rebuild 

strategy, specifically “compensation” tactic, and deny strategy (scapegoat 

tactic). It however mixed right and wrong strategies falling in different clusters, 

incongruent with SCCT principles. Resultantly, the airline faced majorly 
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negative feedback, followed by some neutral messages, with the lowest being 

the positive messages. 

Summary 

In this chapter, the researcher has described the key findings as per the research 

questions that guided the study. The focus was on establishing the different clusters 

under which the Silverstone Airline crises fell in. The response strategies employed by 

the airline in its crisis communication have been analysed and highlighted, and the 

airline’s management of its corporate reputation has been assessed. Furthermore, the 

researcher has examined the public’s response and perception of the airline. Chapter 

five will discuss the study findings as well as provide the conclusions and 

recommendations. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSIONS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

This chapter presents the discussions, conclusions, and recommendations of the 

study. The study assessed the crisis response strategies employed by Silverstone Airline 

in managing its corporate reputation within the framework of SCCT. The findings of 

this study discussed herein were based on the objectives of the study. The objectives 

were to examine the crisis clusters under which the Silverstone Airline’s crises fell, 

analyze the crisis response strategies employed by the airline, and assess how the airline 

managed its corporate reputation. Additionally, the study described the public’s 

perception of the airline and its response strategies.  

Discussions of Key Findings 

During a crisis, an organization’s reputation is largely dependent on how well 

the organization responds to the crisis event. Silverstone Airline, in almost all of its 

communication, made it clear that safety was its number one priority and treated it as a 

focal point of its strategies. The following section discusses the findings of the study 

from the first event to the last, based on the research objectives. 

Examination of the Crisis Clusters Under Which the Silverstone Airline Crises Fell 

For a start, it is important to note that the Silverstone Airline experienced all 

three crisis clusters outlined by SCCT. Noteworthy, however, is that it was only in one 

of the incidents that there were physically wounded passengers and a seriously damaged 

aircraft. Interestingly though, of all the incidents, the October 11, 2019 one attracted 
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the least number of responses (22) online. This can be attributed to the fact that the 

airline had hitherto never experienced a crisis and that its response strategy, which met 

the expectations of SCCT, contributed to the public’s largely supportive messages. This 

can be attributed to the airline’s proper analysis of the crisis situation/cluster it had 

encountered. In similar scenarios, stakeholders are likely to increase the pressure on the 

troubled organization through various media. Thus, once the organization provides 

information and assures that everyone is safe as the airline did, the public’s 

psychological stress is deflated, and the need for more information weakened (Meer et 

al., 2017). This corroborates Coombs’ (2007b) findings that crisis uncertainties or 

situations elicit psychological stress among the stakeholders who require information 

about what happened. It further supports Coombs and Holladay's (2010) proposal of 

using the adapting information strategy as part of the organization’s ethical 

responsibility when issuing initial crisis response.   

Ideally, Silverstone Airline’s crisis would be classified as accidental. 

Additionally, according to SCCT, an organization facing an accidental crisis cluster 

will face minimal attributions of crisis responsibility and moderate reputational threat. 

However, despite not having a crisis history and facing minimal attributions of crisis 

responsibility and moderate reputational threat (accidental cluster) - as advocated by 

SCCT’s principles - the findings reveal that Silverstone Airline encountered weak 

attributions of crisis responsibility and mild reputational threat (that fall under victim 

cluster).  

Thus, in the same vein that an accidental event with crisis history and 

unfavourable prior relationship reputation, generates the same reputational threat as the 

subsequent preventable crisis, the researcher found out that the reverse can be true 
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where an accidental crisis with a strong/favourable prior relationship reputation and no 

crisis history may generate the same reputational threat as the precedent victim crisis. 

Considering that the Silverstone Airline’s incident (skidding off the runway) was in the 

accidental crisis type and that the airline had a strong and positive history/reputation, it 

is fair to speculate that some crisis managers would have used the scapegoat tactic to 

place the blame on the airport’s dilapidated state, just as some airport users had 

attributed the airline’s accident to the airport’s dilapidated state. The airline would have 

presented the incident as being beyond its (airline) control, making the crisis more of a 

victim of circumstances and less of the status of its aircraft.  

The above assessment is consistent with a study by Park and Reber (2011) that 

examined organizational responsibility and how organization-public relationships 

affect public perceptions of a crisis and attitudes toward the organization. The 

researchers partially agreed that the publics with a favorable relationship with a 

company have a more positive attitude towards the company. They also found out that 

regardless of the level of relationship, crisis responsibility attribution is influenced by 

what the public perceives to be the cause of the crisis. This can mean that if the public 

does not perceive the company as responsible for the crisis, even when it is, the 

company will be treated not as the cause but probably as a victim.  

Faced with a history of crisis events or incidents (October 11, 2019, and October 

27, 2019) that evoked worry from the public, the airline should never have treated the 

October 28, 2019, event that ordinarily fell under accidental cluster as accidental. The 

SCCT guides that in events where there exist stronger attributions of crisis 

responsibility and in which an organization suffers more direct/indirect reputational 

damage, they should be placed in the next stronger cluster, which in this case is 
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preventable. Therefore, the October 28, 2019 event fell under the preventable cluster, 

as suggested by Coombs (2007b).  

The above is further validated by Kim’s (2014) findings on Namyang company 

that saw the company’s crisis fall under the preventable cluster due to past crisis history 

(10 violation records) that brought a high level of presumed responsibility for the crisis 

and intensified the company’s reputational damage. This case is aligned with the 

conceptual framework that enumerates the impact of crisis intensifiers on the 

determination of the clusters and their attendant strategies. The presence of crisis 

intensifiers affects the cluster a crisis falls under and eventually the strategies to be 

used. Hence, the strategies move as far as the cluster shifts. 

The event of October 27, 2019 that was responded to on October 29, 2019, 

likewise fell under the preventable cluster. With several crises categorized under 

preventable clusters, the findings validated the assessment by Coombs (2007b) that in 

such crises, the organization is perceived to have knowingly either placed people at 

risk, taken inappropriate actions, or violated a law/regulation. Silverstone Airline went 

silent regarding the event. Such scenarios attract strong attributions of crisis 

responsibility that lead to severe reputational threats. This can be equated to the highly 

negative perception that was registered regarding the response issued by Silverstone 

Airline on October 29, 2019.  

The event of November 5, 2019, fell under the victim cluster, the first of its kind 

to have occurred. In the victim cases, weak attributions of crisis responsibility are 

registered, and they lead to mild reputational threats. The findings under this event 

endorsed the views of Coombs (2007b) and the SCCT suggestions that a victim crisis 

attracts weak attributions of crisis responsibility and mild reputational threat. This is 
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supported by many responses that were positive/neutral, with many of the respondents 

viewing the airline as a victim of unfair business activities by its competitors. 

The last crisis event, November 12, 2019, fell in the preventable cluster 

precisely because of the strong attributions of crisis responsibility and severe 

reputational threat the airline suffered. Thus, with several crises falling under the 

preventable cluster that attracts strong attributions of crisis responsibility and severe 

reputational threat, the findings of the study vindicate Silverstone Airline’s admission 

that due to “irreparable damage to the company’s brand equity as evidenced by mass 

cancellations of tickets, the company cannot, therefore, continue to operate 

commercially.” This confirms that a company with a poor reputation will find it very 

hard to succeed, and the cluster determines the reputational threat of the company, 

which has a bearing on the overall company reputation based on how the situation is 

handled. The conceptual framework further permits us to appreciate the direct link and 

influence of crisis response strategies on crises and, by extension, the corporate 

reputation. Thus, the crisis clusters are somewhat at the centre of it all such that an 

analysis of the crisis situation is critical in the identification of strategies that come in 

handy to protect reputations. 

Crisis Response Strategies Employed by Silverstone 

Silverstone Airline built a strong relationship with its stakeholders and enjoyed 

a relatively positive prior relationship reputation, as evidenced by the number of clients 

and repeat clients the airline had carried before the crisis - over one million in two years. 

The airline acted in line with Park and Reber (2011), who suggested that the most 

effective strategy is cultivating the relationship between the organization and the public. 

The study noted that the public’s perception of the cause of a crisis will equally be 
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influenced by its relationship with the affected company. Thus, stronger relations will 

attract lenient perceptions and attitudes during crisis. Over and above this, Silverstone 

Airline employed different response strategies during their crises. 

In the case of October 11, 2019, crisis event, Silverstone Airline showed 

concern and projected an image of having taken care of all passengers. As well, the 

airline thanked its emergency service providers, communicating that their quick 

response played a big role in the reduction of negative behavioral intentions towards 

the airline. This further substantiates Coombs’ (2007b) assertion that crisis response 

strategies are used to reduce negative effect and to prevent negative behavioral 

intentions. The airline succeeded in doing this as its clients stated that they would still 

use the airline’s aircrafts. In order to move away from attributions of crisis 

responsibility, the airline noted that it had safely disembarked all passengers and crew, 

showing that everything was under control and that it had ensured the safety of all. That 

was a strategic step of handling anticipated adverse reactions as it brought about 

calmness and assurance.   

The study further found out that on October 11, 2019, Silverstone Airline 

employed the justification strategy together with adjusting information and further used 

adapting and bolstering. However, Coombs and Holladay (2010) added that using a full 

apology during accidental crisis type is no greater in providing reputational benefit than 

an excuse strategy with adjusting information. The airline used justification instead of 

excuse, going against Coombs and Holladay’s recommendations but still registered 

positive results because excuse and justification fall within the same bracket of the 

‘diminish’ strategy.  
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Some of the negative responses received (lowest in comparison to the positive 

and neutral messages) could have been formed due to the lack of trust created by 

contradictory statements on the number of those injured/affected. This is identical to 

the findings by Nyarang’o (2016) study on the Westgate Mall terror attack that revealed 

erratic and inherent inconsistencies in messages released by the ministry of interior that 

negatively shaped the public’s perceptions of the ministry’s leadership. Silverstone 

Airline hid/indirectly denied the fact that some of its passengers got hurt. The airline 

used justification to minimize the perceived damage caused by the crisis. This went 

against the SCCT principles and suggestions by Heath and Coombs (2006), which state 

that crisis managers should not mix the deny posture strategies with strategies under 

other postures so as to sustain consistency and authenticity. Moreover, inconsistent 

crisis responses employed by Namyang company caused the loss of confidence from 

the public (Kim, 2014). The same was experienced by Silverstone Airline. 

Scholars have advised the need to respond quickly-the golden hour rule, in the 

event of a crisis. Silverstone Airline was a little slower in relaying the information about 

the event of October 28, 2019. Because of this, the airline lost control of the frame that 

was picked by the public and essentially of the crisis. This is highlighted by the public’s 

perception of the crisis that was heavily negative as a majority of the respondents were 

unhappy, angry, and dissatisfied with the airline. The airline similarly disregarded the 

public’s perception and irritation that had been building up, yet with a proper 

assessment of the public mood, it could have employed better strategies that could have 

yielded better results. This event attracted the highest number of feedbacks in all the 

crisis events the airline had experienced, indicating the high level of frustration that led 

to increased pressure from the public on the airline.  
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While diminish and bolster strategies used by Silverstone Airline were correctly 

aligned with and matched with a crisis that fell under accidental as was the case of this 

incident, the airline, however, overlooked the fact that it had had similar (accidental in 

nature) events not so far back. A case in point was one incident that had just taken place 

the previous day, and these events pushed the airline’s crisis essentially from accidental 

to preventable. Therefore, the use of preventable response strategies would have been 

more applicable. As Coombs (2012a) advocated, every crisis situation needs to be 

evaluated and the most appropriate crisis response strategies chosen.  

Negligence produces liability, which negatively affects firms’ perception and 

reputation, translating to negative behavioral intentions. With a vast majority of 

respondents having had negative perceptions towards Silverstone Airline, some 

attributing that to negligence, the use of compensation, compassion, regret and/or 

apology would have been most appropriate. Compensation or full apology are both 

positive reputational actions that can serve to blunt feelings of anger. Simply for 

companies’ fear of litigation or financial constraints, Coombs (2007b) recommended 

the use of excuse strategy together with adjusting information as opposed to the apology 

strategy.  

Nevertheless, this incident had no substantial financial/legal bearing regarding 

compensation as nobody sued or threatened to sue the airline, and consequently, an 

apology/regret would have been quite effective. Apology, in this case, could have taken 

the shape of the company admitting responsibility/regret. Domino’s Pizza’s case of 

2009 presents a good case of the effective use of apology. The company admitted that 

its mistakes caused the crisis, and its CEO apologized (Kim, 2014). The apology 

strategy did not further aggravate the situation, and Domino’s Pizza resolved the crisis 
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and bounced back bigger and better. This is in accord with scholars, such as Patel and 

Reinsch (2003), who argued that apologies do not necessarily constitute evidence of 

guilt and sometimes have a positive impact on the apologist. Some scholars, for 

instance, Lee and Lee (2006) and Yun and Choi (2008), believed that apology is the 

best strategy within every crisis and that the public prefers more accommodative 

strategies such as an apology. Nevertheless, companies tend to use the apology strategy 

for crisis events that involve a high level of responsibility for the avoidance of legal 

liability.  

On October 29, 2019, Silverstone Airline gave updates, new information, and 

response to events that it had earlier responded to, including one that it had not issued 

a statement on. The events fell in various crisis clusters, including victim, accidental, 

and preventable. The airline used several strategies, including denial, attack the accuser, 

scapegoat, justification, corrective action, adapting information, and bolster. Again, in 

this instance, the airline incorrectly matched its strategies to the crisis it encountered.  

In order not to prejudice the ongoing investigation on the cause of the accident 

that had taken place on October 11, 2019, Silverstone Airline was right to state that it 

could not comment on or speculate the cause of the accident. This corroborated Kim 

(2013) findings where Asiana Airlines also employed silence strategy regarding the 

cause of its aircraft’s crash on July 6, 2013. However, in the same incidint, Asiana 

Airlines still issued information on the passengers who got hurt and updated their 

medical status, as well as information on what they and their insurance firm were doing 

or had done for the injured. This was, therefore, a good opportunity for Silverstone 

Airline to set the record straight and to show some empathy/concern towards the 

passengers, but they never exploited the opportunity. Hence the responses led to a near 
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equal perception of either negative or positive. This shows that the stakeholders were 

split almost at the center regarding their perception of the airline. Perhaps the lack of 

clarification contributed to the negative perception recorded. 

Regarding the October 27, 2019, event, the findings agree with Kim (2014) 

finding that at the initial stages of a crisis, most Korean companies employ at first a 

strategy of evasion of responsibility, justification, or simply issue no response but later 

use apology when the crisis deeply affects the community. Kim also noted that 

companies rarely use the apology, only doing so in crisis events involving high levels 

of responsibility to avoid legal liability. Silverstone Airline chose the “no response” 

strategy, and on no occasion did it give any statement on the matter until after another 

incident occurred the following day. Interestingly, the airline issued a statement on 

October 28, 2019, regarding the day’s incident but never responded to the previous 

days’ event. However, due to online pressure from the public, the airline later responded 

on October 29, 2019. Nevertheless, in its response, the airline did not issue any 

apology/regret for the lack of timely communication about an issue that concerned the 

public’s safety. It also never publicly apologized to East African Safari Express Limited 

for clipping their aircraft. This would have perhaps softened the hearts and minds of 

the stakeholders. It is, however, possible that Silverstone Airline apologized to East 

African Safari Express Limited airline through other platforms that were not in the 

scope of this study.  

The use of different strategies falling under different clusters leads to the 

ineffectiveness of responses. Coombs (2007b) championed the maintenance of 

consistency in crisis response strategies. In this event, Silverstone Airline mixed deny 

and diminish strategies even though mixing strategies erodes the effectiveness of the 
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overall response. Perhaps this mix and the lack of response in the initial stages resulted 

in the ineffectiveness of their strategies as the number of negative and positive 

responses were almost equal, 64 against 70, respectively. Evidently, some respondents 

called out the airline for hiding information, misinforming the public about what 

transpired, and not confessing their mistakes. 

On October 28, 2019, Silverstone Airline used adapting, adjusting, bolster and 

deny strategies. It largely used bolster strategies to paint a picture of an airline that took 

the safety of its clients seriously by mentioning that the pilot in command landed the 

aircraft safely, that they quickly dispatched a team to inspect the aircraft, and that the 

aircraft was later certified and released back to service. These are subliminal messages 

with the intention of showing an airline that takes safety matters seriously and that has 

aircrafts that are in robust condition with a solid team behind their maintenance and 

servicing on standby. To boost and strengthen the confidence among members of the 

public, the airline stated that its entire fleet was inspected to ensure that the aircrafts 

were all in satisfactory condition.  

Silverstone Airline’s strategy of focusing on safety was good as safety is of 

prime concern in the airline industry. Nonetheless, the airline could have given 

additional information comprising technical information about the aircraft's engine type 

and age; safety records, including the last date the aircraft was serviced; the pilots’ 

experience and their flight hours in service; and perhaps a link for further information. 

Hansson and Vikstrom (2011) found that these are the pieces of information that Air 

France released when one of its planes crashed in 2009. Furthermore, the public had 

been questioning the experience of Silverstone Airline’s pilots. This is an issue that 

should have been responded to expansively as it was a serious safety concern. The 
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airline could have given details, such as the training they had received since their 

employment. This would have brought some level of transparency and honesty, leading 

to a higher level of trust formation towards the airline and ultimately a higher 

percentage of positive reviews.  

By withholding crucial information from the public, Silverstone Airline placed 

the company interests above those of its stakeholders and lost credibility in the eyes of 

the public. This is evident in the negative feedback received on October 28, 2019, and 

October 29, 2019. Anthonissen (2008) further recommended the use of openness and 

disclosure to build relationships. In essence, then, there seems to be a consensus that 

lack of disclosure of crucial information during a crisis gives rise of anger towards those 

companies. In contrast, transparency generates support. Silverstone Airline employed 

denial, justification, and corrective action tactics, just like Asiana Airlines. However, 

Asiana Airlines further employed apology, albeit belatedly (Myung, 2013). 

Nevertheless, both events were met with negative feedback (Silverstone Airline) and 

chilly reception from the victims (Asiana Airline), and the accidents damaged both 

airlines’ reputations. 

Moreover, on October 29, 2019, Silverstone Airline issued a statement on 

safety, quality, and maintenance of its aircrafts. It majorly used the bolster strategy by 

reminding the public about the safety measures/procedures it had in place. It talked of 

their maintenance department that did frequent maintenance of the fleet and its safety-

first culture, among other safety-related statements. Of importance is that this statement 

was intended to address safety concerns raised by stakeholders. The statement must 

have contributed to the positive reviews that the airline received as safety was the 

number one issue that many stakeholders had raised regarding the incidents and 
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accident. Though the communication came a little late in the day, after some 

impressions had been formed, it still evoked some feelings of a caring company that 

gave safety the topmost priority. The two strategies (bolster and adapting information) 

may have contributed to the tremendous turnaround in positive reviews, a day after 

most of the respondents had given negative responses.  

In the same statement, Silverstone Airline gave an elaborate description of the 

pre-flight inspections of each flight by the maintenance department, pre-flight 

inspection by the pilot in command in accordance with standard operating procedures, 

scheduled and non-scheduled maintenance, and mandatory inspection as laid down in 

the aircrafts’ manufacturer’s maintenance manual and the civil aviation regulation 

2018. This was similar to what Asiana Airlines had done as they mentioned their 

preparation plan, among other information (Kim, 2014). With such intricate systems 

and measures in place, many were baffled by how a tyre would fall off during takeoff. 

In such instances, the expectation and common practice are that heads would roll and 

that Silverstone Airline would have, at the very least, informed the public about 

whoever slept on the job, as has been the case in similar scenarios encountered by other 

airlines. However, the airline never gave any statement to this effect and took no action 

against those who were accountable. This brought about a lot of contradiction as to the 

extent to which safety was a priority to the airline 

Had Silverstone Airline suspended or sacked those liable and issued a promise 

that in the future, the safety procedures would be abided to conscientiously, it would 

have experienced different results, and its image would have gained some reputational 

capital. A similar strategy was used by the management of the Daily News newspaper 

of Tanzania after an intended congratulatory message to President Samia Suluhu from 
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the State Mining Corporation (STAMICO) instead erroneously condoled with 

Tanzanians over her death (Lubanga, 2021). The newspaper issued an apology, 

promised to publish the corrected version, and terminated with immediate effect the 

services of the acting head of communication, the head of customer care desk, and the 

independent advertising agent for what they termed as “failure to avoid unnecessary 

mistakes… laxity and incompetence” during publishing (Lubanga, 2021, para. 3).  

It is interesting that despite Silverstone Airline having experienced a series of 

negative events, the public could still afford to sympathize with the airline on 

November 5, 2019, with a majority offering supportive or positive responses. The 

strategies the airline used worked in its favour. Since its first crisis on October 11, 2019, 

to November 5, 2019, it was on only one occasion that the public blisteringly gave a 

vote of no confidence in the company. Thus, Silverstone Airline had the opportunity to 

strongly flow with the public’s narrative of sympathy and to remind them that they were 

victims too (victimage) in order to win over their support and sympathy in large 

numbers. Nonetheless, the airline did not utilize this strategy at a time it mattered and 

was most convenient. Its claim of being victims coupled with sympathy and public’s 

calls for investigations to establish the perpetrators of the rumour and other crises it 

encountered would find support in Choi’s (2013) finding. According to Choi, Namyang 

company’s unethical trade practices (inaccurate advertisement against competitors) 

were intentionally used to land heavy blows to the competitors, and clearly violated fair 

trade law (Kim, 2014). Similarly, a majority of Silverstone Airline’s customers strongly 

felt that the company was a victim of unfair and unethical business tactics from its 

competitors.  
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On November 12, 2019, Silverstone Airline employed corrective action, 

scapegoat (deny), rebuild (compensation), and bolster strategies (reminder), among 

other strategies. This is identical to Asiana Airlines who employed rebuild strategies 

(compensation and apology) and corrective action initiatives (Kim, 2014). Asiana 

Airlines used these strategies to repair damages caused by its actions, show the steps it 

took to prevent recurrence of a similar event, and downplay wrongful acts. This was 

also the motive at Silverstone Airline. 

Silverstone Airline’s Management of its Corporate Reputation 

Management of reputation is the act of matching the crisis response strategy to 

the appropriate cluster. Mismanagement would be the opposite. Silverstone Airline 

correctly matched its strategies to clusters in only two scenarios out of the five crisis 

events. For instance, on November 5, 2019, using denial, attack the accuser, and bolster 

strategies in response to fake news/rumour was appropriate and thus correctly matched 

the strategies to the correct cluster. Fundamentally too, the airline’s crisis manager did 

not consider the effect of past crisis history in determining the clusters and appropriate 

responses for the other three events as advocated by SCCT. Thus, the airline failed in 

critically analyzing most of the crises it faced.  

Findings by Kim (2014) indicated that Asiana Airlines and Namyang company 

crisis managers did not adequately analyse the crisis situations they encountered and 

hence did not choose appropriate response strategies as suggested by SCCT. Just like 

the two companies, Silverstone Airline employed multi-response strategies that were 

inconsistent, thus proving ineffective in handling its crises in some settings. A similar 

occurrence was witnessed in Ki and Nekmat (2014) findings which indicated that 

60.7% of the Fortune 500 companies that communicated with their stakeholders during 
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crisis inappropriately matched their crisis responses to the situations faced. For 

instance, they used “full apology” tactic for low and mid-level responsibility crisis 

situations, yet SCCT advocates full apology in cases of high responsibility and high 

reputational threat. 

It is important to note that on November 12, 2019, Silverstone Airline’s 

response strategies (adapting information, deny, rebuild and bolster strategies) 

disregarded SCCT principles and therefore mismanaged the event by mixing strategies 

from different clusters. The scapegoat strategy was used in an attempt to shift the 

public’s attention from the core reasons that led to the suspension. The airline stated 

that it suspended all its services following KCAA’s decision to suspend the operation 

of its Dash 8 fleet. Instead of mentioning the reasons (accident/incidents) for the 

suspension, the airline blamed and shifted the motivation behind its action to KCAA’s 

decision. Unfortunately for them, the public did not buy into that narrative. 

In this event, yet again, Silverstone Airline received more negative responses 

than positive. You can almost tell that the perception kept alternating, and this is a clear 

example of the lack of focus on what stakeholders were saying. An example of this was 

@SA/CC/1/430, who initially shared neutral sentiments and was mostly interested in 

whether he would get a refund. Silverstone Airline ignored him, and soon he ran out of 

patience and would rapidly issue negative sentiments about the airline. Many others 

followed suit after being treated poorly regarding refunds. This shows that clients react 

negatively in cases where they are mistreated. Consequently, this had a bearing on 

Silverstone Airline’s reputation. Coupled with the numerous events and poor treatment 

of clients, at this point, it would be fair and accurate to conclude that Silverstone 

Airline’s clients had lost faith in the airline. The take-home, therefore, is that it is 
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important to always exercise great customer care more so when the situation demands, 

such as when a company is facing suspension or the risk of termination of its business 

operations.  

A shocking finding in the management of crises by Silverstone Airline is the 

lack of response action corresponding to their responses (words). They never matched 

what they said with what they did. For instance, they promised to compensate clients 

affected by their suspension but never compensated many of them. The same was 

witnessed by Asiana Airlines, who used compensation and corrective action by 

constantly promising to support and compensate the affected passengers, yet they never 

acted on the promise. The two companies experienced similar reactions of 

disappointment, dissatisfaction, and anger from the public as well as action in support 

of the public by the government. This, therefore, calls for crisis managers to match their 

words with action. 

Conclusion 

This study looked at and identified the crisis clusters that Silverstone Airline 

crisis events fell under. The first crisis event fell under accidental while the next two, 

though falling under accidental, were pushed to preventable due to the crisis 

intensifiers. The fourth fell under victim, and the fifth, under preventable.  

The study also looked at the response strategies employed by Silverstone 

Airline and uncovered that out of the ten tactical actions under the four response 

strategies, the airline neither used apology nor victimage even though there were 

scenarios that the tactics were most preferable. It, however, used the other eight 

strategies in different events and applied bolster strategy in all cases. This was 
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consistent with Kim, Avery, and Lariscy’s (2009), finding that bolstering was the most 

used strategy by organizations in crisis. 

The findings further revealed that of the numerous crisis events, Silverstone 

Airline correctly matched its response strategies with the appropriate clusters only in 

two occasions. On the other hand, in a majority of the cases, the airline mismatched its 

response strategies with the crisis cluster. This can be attributed to the mistaken 

classification of the airline’s crises into the wrong clusters. Once you get it wrong with 

the cluster, you will apply the wrong strategies; thus, it is critical to understand the 

theory and internalize the clusters so as to place the crisis an organization faces into the 

correct band. 

During a crisis, feedback from stakeholders is important in understanding the 

crisis situation and in the choice of effective response strategies. The stakeholders’ 

feedback may help in evaluating response strategies. Most data collected comes from 

news articles and quotes based on official statements from companies, and there are no 

quotes associated with the crisis from stakeholders (Kim, 2014). Hence the need to use 

stakeholder quotes and feedback in order to find the pros and cons of crisis response 

strategies and their effectiveness in SCCT (Kim, 2014). This study thus further filled 

this gap by analyzing official statements and the garnered feedback. 

Recommendations 

During a crisis, accuracy in the dissemination of information is key. During 

Silverstone Airline’s crisis communication, the information the airline gave was 

contradicted by the information shared by the regulatory bodies (KCAA, KAA), which 

are government agencies. It is fundamental that companies work in partnership with 

such organizations and other supportive sector partners to have a centralized and clear 

Daystar University Repository

Library Archives Copy



109 

 

 

 

communication where those involved read from the same script and, therefore, enhance 

the unity of purpose that is crucial during a crisis. 

In dealing with crises generated on social media, it is important to have 

communication officers monitoring stakeholder comments/feedback real-time. This 

will help the affected organization take notice of and react to negative information/ 

issues before they become a crisis. It is imperative to have dedicated officers handling 

the social media pages. Such officers should be well-trained in dealing with crisis 

communication in real-time as incidents/accidents unfold. This is a sure way of taking 

control of the crisis at the earliest stage. Additionally, instead of blocking critics online, 

using better social media strategies such as constant monitoring of rumors and the swift 

provision of correct information to counter misinformation is key. 

Moreover, it is important for organizations to constantly audit their crises 

response strategies during each crisis by looking at the effect the strategies will have 

had on stakeholders and the resultant stakeholder perceptions of the organization. This 

would reveal the mood of the public, its thoughts on the organization’s responses, and 

the overall reputational health of the organization. Consequently, this would inform and 

help improve future strategies by highlighting the most effective responses/strategies.  

Recommendations for Further Research 

This study focused on the response strategies issued by Silverstone Airline and 

the feedback received online. It would be critical for future studies to investigate the 

formulation of crisis responses and at what point crisis managers develop such 

responses. This can be achieved best by interviewing crisis managers to determine the 

level of SCCT adoption in their formulation and execution of strategies.  

Daystar University Repository

Library Archives Copy



110 

 

 

 

Further, a company can face similar accidents (such as hurricanes or plane 

crashes due to poor weather conditions) and, therefore, have a history of the same crisis. 

In such cases, SCCT assumes that the crisis should fall under the subsequent stronger 

cluster. However, regarding crisis events where the prior relationship reputation is still 

very strong (positive) due to wonderful customer care and explanations/provision of 

adequate information and initial crisis responsibility not being attributed to the 

company despite the previous occurrences, there would be a question of where such 

scenarios would fall. This calls for further research into whether all the three crisis 

intensifiers must be considered or whether situations exist where only one or two 

intensifiers can have an effect in pushing a crisis from one cluster to the next. The role 

of local culture in influencing public perceptions should also be studied, including the 

role of languages, demographics, preferred channel of communication, and literacy 

levels.  

Equally, SCCT assumes that the public will react in the same way during 

different crises. Nevertheless, data indicates that the public who have interacted with a 

company for a longer period and never faced any challenges/crisis during the duration 

of that interaction will be more patient and lenient with the company in comparison to 

clients who have interacted with the company for a comparably shorter period. 

Additionally, an accident involving a Toyota automobile will not be viewed at a similar 

wavelength as an airline accident involving Boeing, just in the same way as a fire at a 

Kentucky Fried Chicken restaurant will not be treated in the same manner as a fire in 

an Ethiopian Airline’s airplane. This is because accidents in the field of aviation are 

fatal in nature. This, therefore, calls for a study of the influence of long-term 

relationships versus short-term ones on SCCT principles and a comparative analysis of 
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the reputational/perceptual impact of different accidents in varied industries under the 

SCCT prism. 

Finally, there is a need for a study on mainstream media’s coverage of 

Silverstone Airline’s crisis communication, including press conferences that were held 

during that period. The beauty of press conferences is that they are lengthy and provide 

platforms for additional information, thereby delivering well-rounded assessments of 

crises and the response strategies utilized.  
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A: Code Sheet 

Date Unit 

of 

analy

sis 

Clusters Attribution of responsibility & threat 

to reputation 

Response strategies Public 

perception 

Victim Accidental Preventable Weak 

attr/mild 

rep. threat 

Minimal 

attr/modera

te rep. 

threat 

Strong 

attr/sever

e rep. 

threat 

Deny Diminish Rebuild Bolster + N - 
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