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Critical Thinking:  
 
List or mark the specific words that indicate regret and offer an apology.  
See the marked-up document that follows and the third document with labels 
and explanations.  
 
Does the CEO’s apology and his message come across as sincere? 
Most readers probably find Greg Armstrong believable and trust that he is 
genuinely sorry about the oil spill.  If some students suspect that the chief 
executive’s regret may be slightly self-serving, it’s helpful to point out that 
few companies enjoy being the target of an investigation and receiving 
negative public scrutiny. 
 
One potentially contentious point in corporate apologies is the use of 
euphemisms. Armstrong, too, uses phrases and words that could be 
perceived as euphemistic, i.e. expressions that tend to make the event seem 
less drastic or harmful. Instead of saying oil spill or accident, the CEO calls the 
environmental disaster that despoiled a pristine coastline an accidental 
release of crude oil, the incident, and the release.  
 
Why is timeliness important in crisis communication? When might a 
fast response be risky? 
Generally, responding quickly to a crisis is important. Companies lose the 
goodwill of the public and are met with suspicion if they keep mum about a 
developing crisis. They may be perceived as hiding something.  
 
On the other hand, an ill-conceived, rash response can cause harm if the full 
extent of the damage is not yet known or if it can be construed as a direct 
admission of liability thus inviting lawsuits. Savvy companies communicate 
with the public and the media to demonstrate their willingness to be 
transparent while promising full disclosure once more is known about the 
crisis. Acknowledging the event, pledging to investigate the accident fully, 
and disclosing what’s known in a timely manner goes a long way in 
reassuring the stakeholders. 
 
In this case the company apparently delayed sending proper resources to 
contain the spill and arguably made the accident even worse.  An eloquent 
letter of apology by the CEO is just one of many measures needed to restore 
public trust in the wake of an environmental disaster and similar crises. 
 
Why is it important that the communication come from the top 
executive? What signal does it send? 
A message from the chief executive shows leadership and demonstrates that 
the company is taking the crisis seriously. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Marked-Up Copy of the Plains Message Indicating Expressions of Regret and Apology 
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