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The Situation: On April 20, 2010 the Deepwater Horizon Oil Rig in the Gulf of Mexico 

exploded and caused a huge release of oil.  The fire only burned for 36 hours, but the leak 

was not stopped for 87 days.  The primary cause of this catastrophe was because they lost 

control of the pressure in the well and the back ups in place failed.  Once the problem 

occurred, it was exacerbated by the fact that they could not reach the well due to its depth 

too shut if off, so oil just continued to spill into the ocean. 

 The aftermath of the explosion was also a huge tragedy.  Eleven workers died 

from the explosion, while others were injured.  Naturally, the gallons of oil being 

constantly leaked into the ocean caused the environment to be adversely affected.  

Animals became covered in oil, which caused them to be less buoyant, and therefore 

sinking into the water, which caused their body temperature to change.  Even worse, they 

could not eat their normal food because it was covered in oil, so they were emaciated 

when workers would pull them out of the spill area.   

 Another negative outcome of the spill was also the economical repercussions.  BP 

itself has spent over $17.7 billion dollars in relief efforts, attempting to engineer a way to 

stop the leak, and the thousands of claims that are issued against BP.  At opening bell on 

the day of the explosion, BP’s stock price was $60.45, but now a year later, BP’s price 

has stagnated around $44.96.  Not only did BP cost themselves and their shareholders a 
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profit, but they also ruined many local businesses, especially in the fishing and tourism 

fields.  

 

BP’s Response:  BP has spent the past year attempting to atone for their sin.  They have 

made it easy for people to submit claims in order to compensate those affected.  All one 

must do is go onto BP’s website and click on the tab that says “Gulf of Mexico 

Restoration” and go to “Claims Information.”  BP also hired everyone they could to try to 

stop the leak in order to stop the flood of oil getting into the ocean.  Sadly, it took BP 

several tries to be able to shut down the well.  Simultaneously, BP also worked to stop 

the oil from reaching land by skimming the oil off the water.  However, when the oil did 

reach land, BP paid to clean up the animals, shore, and water that their oil ruined. 

 From the onset of the problem, BP has acknowledged the problem and has 

attempted to provide transparent communication with every constituency affected.  On 

April 21, 2010, BP released a press release that told everyone that there was a problem 

and said they would keep the public informed as they found out more.  However, they 

also mentioned that a primary concern were their workers that were on the rig, and said 

they could not disclose more about them until they accounted for workers and spoke with 

the families.  Putting the efforts first into finding their employees demonstrates that they 

are dedicated to helping their workers, more than just appeasing every critical onlooker.  

After accounting for their workers and assessing the situation, BP came back the next day 

with their plan of action.  They included information about how much oil that is expected 

to be leaking into the ocean, as well as how much they can remove from the water daily. 
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 BP’s transparency through these initial press releases has set the tone for their 

extensive communication plan to resurrect their company.  BP was honest about what 

happened, and put in a great amount of effort in figuring out the problem and finding a 

solution.  Even a year later, BP is still responding to the crisis.  They still have a tab on 

their website dedicated to helping in the Gulf with plenty of information.  One can just 

simply click around to see what happened, how BP has reacted, and how to submit a 

claim.  BP’s transparency is highlighted in the fact that they have a pictured outline of 

every action taken since the accident.  The pictures are not always flattering for BP (i.e. 

the rig in flames), but they included it in order to show everyone the magnitude of the 

problem, and just what executives were going to do to fix it.    

 Another great communication tool that BP has utilized is a 20-minute video with 

several executives of the company reflecting on the past year.  “A Year of Change” began 

with Bob Dudley, the Group Chief executive, apologizing for the accident, and then there 

was a montage of pictures, audio, and video about the problems BP faced and the future 

of the company.  The video was a great idea because it is proof that BP is still heavily 

concerned with the problem, and that they are not running away from it.  The presence of 

several key executives also puts a face to the company, and their well-rehearsed speeches 

are a great way to try to gain more public support. 

 

Communication Steps: When one looks at the eight steps to communicating in a crisis, as 

explained in Paul Argenti’s text, Corporate Communication, BP did a sufficient job 

following each step well.  In accordance with the eight steps, one can apply each step to 

see how well BP did with each of them 
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Step 1: Get Control of the Situation: Step One primarily means that the company must 

be able to define the problem and explain it to their constituencies. 

 BP succeeded in step one because they were able to immediately recognize that 

there was a problem, and went straight to the media on April 21 in order to share that 

there had been a problem the night before.  They then came back with the explanation 

that there was a problem with the well pressure that caused the explosion. 

Step 2: Gather as Much Information as Possible: Step Two involves gathering a 

deeper understanding of the problem and being able to search through all the conflicting 

stories in order to fix the problem. 

 BP struggled more with step two because it took time in order to find all their 

employees and then to actually solve the problem.  It took BP 87 days to understand the 

oil-well well enough to stop the leak.  Executives failed to know how to solve the 

problem once it began, and then failed several times before they got the right answer.  BP 

should have planned for a crisis such as this happening, or at least have a better idea of 

how to reach the well.  If BP had a better understanding of the well and a proactive 

perception before it exploded, they could have avoided spilling oil into the ocean for 

almost 90 days. 

Step 3: Set Up a Centralized Crisis Management Center: Step Three primarily is just 

focusing on setting up a local headquarters in order to keep the message consistent and 

continuing to fix the problem. 

 BP excelled at step three, as they quickly transformed the Home Operating 

Learning Center into the Oil Response Center in Houma, Louisiana.  Within a week, a 

crisis team of about 800 individuals arrived in Louisiana to tackle the difficult job of 
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handling claims, organizing clean up efforts, and fixing the leak.  BP also set up sub-

heads around the Gulf in order to disseminate the help everyone it was needed.  The 

quick arrival of a headquarters specific to handling the crisis helped to centralize 

communication and unify the output of messages. 

Step 4: Communicate Early and Often: Step Four focuses on keeping people informed 

and updated on every action taken during the crisis. 

 BP kept a constant stream of information coming out of their offices, but people 

began to grow weary of their messages.  BP was open with employees and the general 

public when they tried and failed several times to stop the leak.  However, people became 

restless and annoyed with how long it was taking for BP to fix their problem.  When BP 

could not stop the leak, people started to question how reliable BP was, and this is when 

BP’s stock dropped even more.  While people can fault BP for their lack of preparation 

for the possibility of something like this to occur, no one can fault BP for keeping anyone 

uninformed. 

Step 5: Understand the Media’s Mission in a Crisis:  The media wants sensational 

stories, so corporations need to understand that the media will be looking for the 

sensational. 

 Reporters were in sensationalism heaven with BP because of BP’s failings at 

stopping the leak.  However, BP did handle the situation well because they bought many 

television advertisements showing BP trying to clean up the gulf, as well as 

acknowledging the fact that BP will have to continue to prove themselves worthy to the 

public.  In the movie, “A Year of Change,” Dudley recognizes that, “I know it will take 

time to win back people’s respect.” 
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Step 6: Communicate Directly With Affected Constituencies: Corporations need to be 

the ones to tell people what is going on directly, or else someone else might taint the 

story. 

 BP has been transparent with their communication.  Every success and every 

failure has been shown through television advertisements to press releases the general 

public.  As far as employee communications, as indicated by the first press release, they 

were dedicated to finding their employees and talking to the employee’s families before 

letting the general public in. 

Step 7: Remember that Business Must Continue: Just because the company is 

struggling, does not mean that they can stop doing their job. 

 Despite having to spend billions on fixing the Gulf Coast, BP also needed to 

continue producing gas.  In order to pay for the relief efforts, it is imperative for BP to 

keep sales somewhat afloat. 

Step 8: Make Plans to Avoid Another Crisis Immediately:  While a crisis is terrible 

for any company, it can also serve as a wake up call for regulations or better practices. 

 The last step is arguably where BP has shined most through the Gulf crisis.  As of 

September, the well in the Gulf has been forever cemented shut in order to ever prevent 

the damages to the same area again.  On an even large scale, BP has now created a new 

department called the Safety and Risk Assessment Organization, which is a small and 

centralized group of 500 global employees that communicate directly to upper 

management about safety standards and ways to better practices.  While it remains to be 

seen whether this new body of experts will be helpful, it is hopeful that they will be more 

proactive and better prepared in the future.  Another positive that came out of the disaster 
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is that now if something like this were to occur again, there are a wealth of people that 

know what worked and what did not. 

 

The Past and Future: In hindsight, BP should have had a prepared crisis plan in place just 

in case something like this was to occur.  When Deepwater Horizon exploded, it was 

immediately clear that this had never happened before, nor ever considered.  Executives 

should have come up with a plan originally when they put the well down there as to how 

they would ever reach it again if necessary.  By not having a pre-prepared plan to resolve 

an issue with the pressure in a well caused insurmountable of damage and lost life.  The 

explosion was horrific enough, but the lack of expertise in how to stop the leak 

compounded the problem unnecessarily.  Hopefully BP will use their new regulating 

body to imagine every problem that could potentially occur to the wells, and come up 

with plans to fix it, just to be prepared for the future. 


