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A'T.& T.s Bad

| Connections

By GERALD C. MEYERS

pany could give lessons in how to blaw ftina
crislg, Itz mistaikes, which affected millions of
cusiomers, are shining examples of what not {0 do.

Two weeks ago, failed equipment disrupted
phone service for milliong of customers, paralyzed
alrports and affected thousands of travellers na-
tipnwide, Hundreds of flights were canceled.
ATRT. was paralyeed by the enormity of s
misfortune. Officiala blamed innocent technicians,
then babbled shockingly poor explanations to the
press.

The baoss didn't help. At first, AT.& T.'s chair-
man, Rpobert E. Allen, temained invisible. His
etfort to minimize hiz company’s error is the knee-
jerk reaction of any unprepared chief executive
confronted by a grave, sudden mishap, He neither
apologized nor acknowledged etror, and hid be-
hind othet company executives,

A week later, however, in a full-page newspaper
ad, he apologized and admitted management er-
ror. He exprassed conicern, which he should have,
and promised his cornpany would do better, which
it must, A.T.& T. now gets points for candor. It is
performing better than Source Perrler S.A. did
when faced with a tainted-water crisis a few years
ago, and it is light years ahead of the cave dwellers
at the Exxon Corporation who mismanaged the
Valdez oil spill.

But A TA T. still hotched the fob and may be
doing toe little too late. After service failed, Mr.
Allen was a no-show. Leaders must act declsively
when trouble sirikes because the credibility hattle

THE‘. American Telephone and Telegragh Com-

Gerald C. Meyers, a professor at Carnegie Mel-
lon University Groduate School of Industrial Ad-
minislration, is & crisis management consultant.
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}5 woh o Jost in the first 72 hours. When credibllity
goes, the ball game is over. Further, ton much of
the ad was self-serving puff about how wonderful
AT.& T service ig. An apology is no place for a
cormerclal, And A.T.& T. still hasn't 5aid exactly
what happened. If it dossn’t know, it should say 50
— and not guess, try to find scapegoats or fabri-
cate. Npw it has been branded a liar by its union.

keting battle has escalated. The MCI Communi-

cations Corporation and U.5. Sprint are having
u field day, raising questions ahout who can de-
liver. And they have a case, It's hard ta compre-
hend how A, T.& T.'s system failure went unnoticed
for six hours, especially after two other shutdowns
in the last 20 months,

A.T.& T. is not the first to fall into the credibility
crevice. Audi gambled and lost when it blamed
sudden acceleration problems on unsophisticated
American driving habits. Drexel Burnham Lam-
pert insisted on its innocence for two yeers before
collapsing under the weight of evidence uncoverad
by the Justice Department. The National Aeronau-
tics and Space Administration burled its head in
the gand after the Challenger exploded.

IN the meantime, the telecommunlcations mar-
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A.T.& T. thould have learned frowm these failares
— or from companigs that reacted well to crisis.
The H. J. Heinz Company’s Starkist division, Ash-
land 0§l and British Petroleum all faced serious
trouble: Starkist, when critics lambasted it for
buyitg tuna from fishermen who kill dolphins in
drift nets, Ashland for spilling heating fuel into &
Pennsylvania waterway and B.P. for a tanker
wreck a faw years ago, But alt three pledged to fix
tkeir failings witheut hegitation,

Misfortune is manageable, but there are rules
for executives: Take charge or take it on the chin.
Don’t follow your first impulse to minimize the
problem. Assume the worst 50 you will extend
yourself to your maximum capacity. Don’t wait
for the facts: there probably won't be many. Head
for the 5cene 1o assess the damage, Draw tonclu-
sions and aci fast. Ducking blame will derail your
recovery. Be the spurce of bad news, not the vietim
of it. Above all, act Jike & human being first, no
matter what. Don't hesitate If you're forced to
choose hetween helping people ar saving money.

AT.%& T, now faces severe marketing implica-
tions. Critics have raised safety and public securi-
ty issues, and those who paid the price will not
eagily forgive the cornpany. [ ]



