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Abstract: This study explores the place of crisis communication in Ghana's 

financial sector. It identifies and analyzes the various approaches that 

practitioners adopted to save the country from the brink of disaster a few years 

ago. In-depth interviews with eight public relations consultants and evidence 

from literature show stakeholders’ dissatisfaction with the communication 

strategies implemented by some financial institutions. The combination of 

reactive/proactive and leadership communication/provocation approaches to 

managing the crises produced both positive and negative outcomes. Findings 

also show that if practitioners have the requisite knowledge and training as well 

as operate from a department wholly dedicated to public relations, crisis 

communication can produce the desired effect. The effectiveness can increase if 

the top management of the financial institutions gives the necessary support to 

the department. Ghana's crisis is proof that not recognizing public relations 

officers as central role players during a crisis can escalate the crisis rather than 

lessen it. 
 

Keywords: Crisis, crisis communication, organizations, financial institutions, 

public relations, communication management.  
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Introduction 

Crises pose threats to people and 

organizations (Coombs, 2010). A 

crisis can cut off the expectations 

of stakeholders (Heath, 2010) and 

undermine the integrity of a 

business. Customers lose trust even 

as the reputation of the organization 

ebbs. The Global financial crises of 

2008 posed severe challenges for 

banks and other institutions in the 

financial services sector, such as 

mortgage credit institutions and 

mutual fund companies 

(Fredriksson, 2014). According to 

Mitchell (2017), the crisis is 

regarded as the worst economic 

downturn since the Great 

Depression in the 1930s. The crisis 

brought many economies to the 

brink of financial turmoil. Most 

developed and emerging markets 

suffered the effects beyond the 

United States, where it originated 

from (Mitchell, 2017).  

     The Global financial crises of 

2008 posed severe challenges for 

banks and other institutions in the 

financial services sector, such as 

mortgage credit institutions, mutual 

fund companies, and other financial 

institutions (Fredriksson 2014). 

According to Mitchell (2017), the 

2008 financial crisis is regarded as 

the worst economic downturn since 

the Great Depression in the 1930s. 

The crisis brought many economies 

to the brink of financial turmoil. 

Despite originating from the U.S., 

most developed and emerging 

markets suffered the effects 

(Mitchell 2017).  

     Ghana has had its share of 

financial crises in the last three 

years. The financial services sector 

went through severe financial 

challenges and crises between 2017 

and 2019. The Bank of Ghana 

implemented regulatory reforms at 

the beginning of 2017 to clean up 

the banking sector and strengthen 

the operations of financial 

institutions in Ghana (PwC, 2019). 

The reforms led to the total number 

of banks being reduced from 34 to 

23 (PwC, 2019). Eleven banks 

exited the sector, including the five 

that were declared insolvent (PwC, 

2019).  

     The five banks, namely 

UniBank Ghana Limited (UGL), 

The Beige Bank (TBB), and The 

Royal Bank Limited (TRB), 

Sovereign Bank Limited (SBL), 

and The Construction Bank 

Limited (TCB) had their licenses 

revoked. The reasons for the 

revocation include low capital 

funds, high levels of Non-

Performing Loans (NPLs), 

suspicious and non-existent capital, 

corporate governance gaps, poor 

management, and poor credit 

analysis of customers (PwC, 2019; 

Amuakwa-Mensah & Boakye-

Adjei, 2015). The Ghanaian 

Minister of Finance, Mr. Ken 

Ofori-Atta, is reported to have said 

that the cost of the reforms to the 

government and taxpayers is 

estimated between $3 billion and 
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$4 billion (Ghana Joy Business, 

2019). 

     The Bank of Ghana reforms 

shook the confidence of many 

customers and stakeholders of 

banks. The financial sector is 

heavily dependent on the trust of 

investors and customers. As a 

result, information regarding 

financial services and operations is 

considered essential by customers 

and stakeholders. Stakeholders of 

financial institutions look forward 

to receiving information from these 

institutions, particularly in times of 

a financial crisis. The way crisis 

information is handled and 

managed contributes immensely to 

the restoration of normalcy and 

reputation for organizations (Zuzak 

& Konigova, 2009, p. 50-55). 

Effective crisis management can 

potentially strengthen stakeholders' 

trust and enhance the reputation of 

organizations (Šontaitė-

Petkeviciene, 2014, p.4531; 

Motarjemi, 2014, p.1053). How an 

organization uses communication 

before, during, and after a crisis is 

vital in determining the 

organization's ability to recover 

from the crisis (Zaremba, 2010). 

Communication failures during 

crises pose a danger to stakeholders 

(Lanard & Sandman, 

2014; Levinson, 2014; McKay, 

2015). 

  

 

The Problem Statement 

Many of Ghana’s financial 

institutions wounded up between 

2017 and 2019. During the 

dissolution, several frustrated 

customers lamented the inadequate 

or lack of accurate information on 

their savings and investments. The 

Central Bank of Ghana, Securities, 

and Exchange Commission (SEC) 

and the affected financial 

institutions were accused of 

leaving them in the dark (Dodoo & 

Simons, 2018; Sasa, 2018). There 

were no clear directives to 

customers on the actions to take to 

recover their losses (Ayitey, 2019). 

Some customers expected the 

Ghanaian government to provide 

information on steps put in place 

to secure their investments (Sasa, 

2018; Ayitey, 2019). Customers 

and other stakeholders also 

expressed angst at the 

communication approaches and 

messaging of these financial 

institutions during the crisis. Some 

of these institutions were criticized 

for poor customer relations and 

inadequate response to crises. 

Those criticisms were visible in 

the cases of the Midlands Savings 

Loans Company press statement in 

connection with an assault on a 

customer by a police officer; and 

the Menzgold Company's directive 

to customers on repayment 

schedules for customers’ funds 

(Graphic.com, 2018; Sasa, 2018).  
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     Many of these criticisms 

targeted the public relations 

departments of the financial 

institutions as PR practitioners 

were denounced for not doing 

enough in using communication to 

respond to issues stakeholders 

considered crucial. Mensah (2018) 

points out that practitioners should 

have, on behalf of their 

institutions, engaged and explained 

to stakeholders, the role their 

institutions played in the crisis. 

The need to engage with the 

customers existed, but that need 

was not satisfied. 

     The lack of trust by 

stakeholders in organizational 

communication during and after a 

crisis is a challenge the Ghanaian 

financial sector must adequately 

manage. The approach to 

communication management 

during a crisis seems to be weak 

and not strategic. It appears that in 

some of these financial institutions 

(mainly banks), public relations 

officers are not considered part of 

the core decision-makers during 

crises. The need to ascertain the 

nature and approach to crisis 

communication management 

within the financial services 

industry of Ghana elicited this 

study. 

 

 

 

 

Research Questions for the 

Study 

In order to ascertain how 

communication is handled and 

managed in crises associated with 

the financial services sector of 

Ghana, the following research 

questions were set for the study: 

1. What communication 

approaches do Ghanaian 

financial institutions use 

during a crisis? 

2. How effective are the 

communication approaches 

deployed by Ghanaian 

financial institutions in the 

management of crisis? 

 

Review of Literature 

Crisis and Crisis Situations 

Crises generate interactions, 

information exchanges, and 

engagements between 

organizations and stakeholders. A 

crisis is explained as "a specific, 

unexpected and non-routine event 

or series of events that create high 

levels of uncertainty and threatens 

an organization's high – priority 

goals" (Seeger et al. 2012, p.33). 

     The concept of crisis has been 

described generally as 

unpredictable and dangerous 

(Austin, Lin & Jin 2012; Fearn – 

Banks 2011; Baron, 2010). For 

example, Sellnow et al. (2013) 

describe a crisis as an event that is 

characterized by threat, surprise, 

and limited time for response. The 
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way a crisis is handled and 

managed contributes immensely to 

the restoration of normalcy and 

reputation to the organization 

(Zuzak & Konigova, p. 2009, p.50-

55). Effective crisis management 

can potentially strengthen 

stakeholders' trust and enhance the 

reputation of organizations 

(Petkeviciene, 2014, p.4531; 

Motarjemi, 2014, p.1053). 
 

Crisis Management 

When a crisis hits an organization, 

measures must be adopted to lessen 

the damage from the crisis 

(Coombs, 2015). The concept of 

crisis management is visible in 

literature. Crisis management 

"seeks to prevent or lessen the 

negative outcomes of a crisis and 

thereby protect the organization, 

stakeholders, and the industry from 

harm" (Coombs, 2015). Crisis 

management strategies can 

potentially strengthen stakeholders' 

trust and enhance the reputation of 

organizations (Petkeviciene, 2014, 

p.453; Motarjemi, 2014, p.1053).  

     One crucial strategy in crisis 

management is the use of 

communication. The inability to 

communicate effectively during a 

crisis can be fatal for organizations 

(Lanard & Sandman, 

2014; Levinson, 2014; McKay, 

2015). Villines (2011, p.10) points 

that crisis management includes 

crisis communication – acquiring 

and publicizing information. Fearn-

Banks (2016, p.2) explains crisis 

communication as a 

communication plan that is 

designed to enable organizations to 

manage potential crises and actual 

crisis events, and involves 

gathering and disseminating crisis-

related information to stakeholders.  

     Crisis management strategies, 

when deployed, are purposively 

geared towards protecting the 

reputation of the organization. The 

attainment of corporate goals and 

credibility recognition is dependent 

mainly on reputation (Lattimore, 

Baskin, Heiman & Toth 2012, 

p.362). According to Coombs & 

Holladay (2008), crisis response 

messages that provide instructive 

information result in higher post-

crisis reputation evaluation. 

Furthermore, organizations that 

show concern in their crisis 

responses are perceived more 

favorably (Dean, 2004). That is 

why the subject of crisis 

communication is critical in the 

crisis management process. 
 

Crisis communication 

Crisis communication is explained 

as involving a communication plan 

that seeks to ensure that an 

organization is well-positioned to 

manage potential and actual crises 

and events, includes gathering and 

disseminating crisis-related 

information to stakeholders (Fearn-

Banks, 2016 p.2). 
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Patashnick (2016, p.15) asserts that 

crisis communication is a decision 

of top management. Simons (2014) 

points out that there are two broad 

categories in crisis communication, 

thus, managing information and 

managing meaning. The 

management of information 

involves collecting, analyzing, and 

disseminating information during a 

crisis. The management of meaning 

has to do with using messages in an 

attempt to shape how people 

perceive the crisis and the 

organization facing the crisis 

(Simons, 2014). When stakeholders 

are adequately informed about the 

crisis management efforts deployed 

by the organization, stakeholders 

are reassured that the organization 

is trustworthy, and the organization 

can also achieve something positive 

for its reputation. 
 

The Issue Reputation 

Reputations have become a critical 

resource and concern for 

organizations (Ikpefan et al., 2020). 

Therefore, the need for every 

organization to have a positive 

reputation cannot be 

overemphasized. Organizations 

with good reputations can attract 

customers, investment, motivate 

employees, attract top employees, 

and ultimately have improved 

financial performance (Davies, 

Chun, da Silva, & Roper, 2003). 

Reputation is how stakeholders 

perceive an organization (Roberts 

& Dowling 2002; Fombrun & Van 

Riel, 2004). Coombs (2010) asserts 

that reputations are created through 

direct and mediated contact with an 

organization - where direct 

experience includes buying a 

product, visiting a store, or using a 

service. Mediated contact has to do 

with messages from the 

organization, (word – of - mouth 

communication, online messages, 

and the like) as well as news media 

coverage about the organization. 

All the various points of contact 

with an organization are fused in a 

stakeholder's mind to create a 

mixture that is the organization's 

reputation (Coombs, 2010).  

2.5The Ghanaian banking crisis: 

the role of practitioners in the 

crisis resolution  

     Ghana's financial sector has, in 

recent times, faced numerous 

financial challenges (Cann, 2017). 

Cann (2017) submits that key 

financial indicators such as capital 

adequacy ratio, liquidity ratio, and 

non-performing loans (assets) of 

some financial institutions in 

Ghana deteriorated to unacceptable 

levels. He adds that the most 

reasonable solution was to declare 

these institutions as insolvent. The 

Bank of Ghana implemented some 

measures to bring sanity to the 

financial sector. At the end of the 

implementation of the measures, 

two banks, Capital Bank and UT 

Bank, were liquidated in 2017 and 
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five others (BEIGE Bank, 

Sovereign Bank, Construction 

Bank, UniBank, and Royal Bank) 

were declared insolvent in 2018. 

The insolvent banks were later 

combined and brought under the 

banking umbrella known as 

Consolidated Bank Ghana (CBG) 

(Benson 2019). Key findings from 

KPMG's report on the situation 

indicated severe corporate 

governance, risk management, 

compliance, and management 

flaws, as well as unlawful 

transactions involving shareholders 

related parties and connected 

parties. 

     In 2019, the Bank of Ghana 

revoked the licenses of 386 

financial institutions. These include 

347 microfinance companies and 

39 microcredit companies (Ibrahim, 

2019). The Bank of Ghana stated 

that the licenses had been revoked 

as a result of poor lending culture 

and risk management systems, poor 

governance practices, and 

undercapitalization (Ibrahim, 

2019). The Governor of the Bank 

of Ghana intimated that the core 

objective of the exercise was to 

stabilize the financial industry and 

protect the funds of depositors 

(Ibrahim, 2019). 

     Reactions to the actions of the 

Bank of Ghana were both positive 

and negative. Public relations 

practitioners of these institutions 

were expected to play critical 

communication roles to manage the 

crises. Public relations academics 

and professionals agree that the 

best way to deal with a crisis is to 

be proactive (Schmitz, 2009).  

Hussaini and Mohammed (2008) 

assert that the proactive mode of 

public relations approach means the 

ability of public relations to 

anticipate problems ahead of time 

and put measures in place to solve 

them correctly. Igben (2008) refers 

to this same process as preventive 

public relations, thus, taking action 

ahead of time. Amodu (2011, 

p.118) states that "an organization's 

skill in handling itself amid crises 

will have a bearing on the way its 

various publics perceive it for years 

to come." Heath & Millar (2004, 

p.6) also acknowledge that a 

proactive approach to 

communication can help an 

organization satisfy two functions: 

a search for possible crises and 

ways of mitigating the crises when 

they occur, and second, an 

organization is put in readiness to 

manage a crisis. Effective crisis 

communication management is 

essential for protecting the 

reputation of financial institutions. 

Reputation is a valuable asset, and 

a crisis can threaten it. It is the 

responsibility of PR practitioners to 

protect the reputation of their 

organizations (DiStaso, 2010). 
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Theoretical Framework  

The study's theoretical foundation 

is supported by James Grunig's 

excellence theory propounded in 

1984. This theory focuses on 

ensuring effective and efficient 

public relations practice. The 

excellence theory provides a 

descriptive and prescriptive role of 

public relations in strategic 

management (Kim, Hung-

Baesecke, Yang & Grunig, 2013, 

p.198). The theory provides a 

framework on how public relations 

should be structured and practiced. 

The theory characteristically is 

designed to enable public relations 

to: 

 contribute to the attainment of 

organizational objectives 

through the application of 

strategic decision-making 

processes 

 operate independently as a 

department and separate from 

other departments 

 run on a program designed to 

achieve public relations goals 

 rely on skills and 

competencies that can help 

public relations practitioners to 

be successful with their craft  

 apply different communication 

models to engendering 

positive stakeholder 

relationships 

 value relationships and seek 

the commitment of the 

dominant coalition towards 

integrating stakeholder 

relationships in the planning 

and evaluation of public 

relations programs ((Kim et 

al., 2013). 

     The excellence theory suggests 

that if public relations can help 

build sustainable relationships with 

key stakeholders, then public 

relations is effective (Grunig, 

Grunig & Ehling, 1992, p.86). The 

theory helps to anchor this study 

because it advances the need for 

public relations to be used and 

managed strategically. If public 

relations practitioners participate in 

strategic decision-making activities 

of an organization, the role of the 

public relations department towards 

organizational goals will be useful. 

The public relations department 

will be well-positioned to design 

programs that value organization-

stakeholder relationships (Kim et 

al., 2013, p.202). 

     As described in sections 1.1 and 

2.5, respectively, of this study, the 

public relations departments and 

officers of financial institutions 

were criticized for lack of 

efficiency and effectiveness in 

crisis communication. The theory 

argues that excellent public 

relations allows practitioners to be 

strategic with communication and 

also independent in program design 

and implementation. When the 

public relations department 

operates independently, 
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communication functions are well 

coordinated. 

     The two-way symmetrical 

model is strongly emphasized in the 

excellence theory (Dozier, Grunig 

& Grunig, 1995). Fearn-Banks 

(2010:2) asserts that organizations 

stricken by crisis must dialogue 

with stakeholders. The dialogue 

must be directed towards 

information awareness and 

exchange so that both the 

organization and stakeholders 

benefit. As two-way symmetrical 

communication is designed to 

ensure mutual understanding 

between organizations and 

stakeholders, applying the 

excellence theory to this study is 

relevant. The excellence theory, if 

supported and applied, can ensure 

communication excellence.  Public 

relations must get the dominant 

coalition of the organization to 

endorse its approach to excellent 

communication. As the dominant 

coalition directs strategy in the 

organization, practitioners must 

seek the support of top 

management in public relations and 

communication initiatives (Dozier 

et al., 1995; Amodu et al., 2019; 

Odiboh et al., 2017). Swart (2010) 

adds that the dominant coalition's 

support can enable practitioners to 

identify issues that potentially can 

become a crisis. Practitioners can 

then educate and counsel the 

dominant coalition on ways for 

managing and engaging with 

stakeholders. 

     The theory is useful for crisis 

communication management as it is 

in line with public relations practice 

at the strategy level. This can prove 

useful to organizations primarily in 

crises. Top management will be 

prepared to support crisis 

communication strategies geared 

towards engendering positive 

organization-stakeholder 

relationships and organizational 

reputation. 

 

Methodology 

The study adopted the qualitative 

approach, which enabled the 

researchers to explore and gather 

in-depth information on the crisis 

communication approaches of 

public relations practitioners 

working in the financial services 

sector of Ghana. Qualitative 

research approach explores and 

seeks to understand the meaning 

individuals or groups ascribe to a 

social or human problem (Creswell, 

2013 p.5). The process of research 

involves emerging questions and 

procedures, data typically collected 

in the participants setting, data 

analysis inductively building from 

particulars to general themes, and 

the researcher making 

interpretations of the meaning of 

the data (Creswell, 2013, p.5).  
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Sampling 

The target population includes 

financial institutions operating in 

Ghana. In the context of the study, 

financial institutions include banks 

and savings and loan companies. 

Based on the researchers' judgment 

(Denscombe, 2010, p.24-25), the 

availability sampling method was 

adopted in selecting the public 

relations practitioners working in 

the financial sector of Ghana and 

picked public relations consultants 

with expertise in crisis 

communication and reputation 

management. The selection of the 

consultants was to help in 

providing an independent view of 

crisis communication management 

in the financial services sector.  

     Similarly, the availability 

sampling system was implemented 

to select four public relations 

practitioners working for four top 

financial institutions in Ghana, 

namely: GCB Bank, Barclays 

Bank, Stanbic Bank, and Sinapi 

Aba Savings & Loans Ltd. The first 

three banks are among the top five 

banks in Ghana, with the largest 

market share in 2018 (PwC, 2019, 

p.47). Sinapi Aba Savings and 

Loans Ltd is one of the savings and 

loan companies declared by the 

Bank of Ghana as in good standing 

(Ibrahim, 2019). The use of the 

purposive sampling technique also 

allowed for the selection of four 

public relations consultants 

knowledgeable in crisis 

communication and reputation 

management. A purposive sample 

method refers to "the deliberate 

selection of specific individuals, 

events or settings because of crucial 

information they provide that 

cannot be obtained so well through 

other channels" Liamputtong 

(2013, p.14). Thus, a total number 

of eight (8) public relations 

practitioners were selected for the 

study. The four PR officials 

interviewed are the heads or deputy 

heads of public relations of their 

organizations. Their educational 

backgrounds are a mixture of 

public relations and marketing. 
 

Data collection 

The data for this study was 

gathered through the use of the 

semi-structured interview method. 

A semi-structured interview 

approach allowed the researchers to 

use pre-determined questions. This 

allows for a discussion to 

commence while the room is 

created for the researcher to pose 

further questions that emanate from 

responses given by participants 

(Rule & John, 2011, p.65). 
 

Analysis and Findings 

Crisis events that threatened the 

reputation of the financial 

institutions 

Participants were asked if they have 

ever experienced a crisis that 

threatened the reputation of their 
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organizations. Except for one 

participant, all the other 

respondents indicated that their 

organizations had experienced 

crisis events that threatened the 

reputation of their organizations. 

Most of the participants stated that 

the crisis events range from events 

that have minimal impact on the 

reputation of the organization to 

events that are serious and 

potentially harmful to the 

reputation of the organization. 

     The study also sought to find out 

from participants the nature of the 

crisis. The nature of the crises 

includes media misrepresentation 

of the organization and staff 

misconduct and financial 

malfeasance. A participant 

intimated that some of the crisis 

events were biased media reportage 

that created an unfavorable image 

about his organization. One 

participant mentioned that a staff of 

the organization took monies from 

customers and failed to deposit the 

monies into the bank's treasury. 

The participant had this to say: 
Another issue is during the 

Christmas period of 2018, a 

staff of the bank collected 

monies from customers of the 

bank, and she failed to pay the 

monies into the treasury of the 

bank. It became a huge issue 

around Christmas- there were 

about 200 people who had 

given her their monies. People 

got very worried whether their 

money was safe and all that - it 

became something we needed to 

deal with.  

Communication approaches in 

managing crisis 

This aspect of the study focused on 

finding out the communication 

approaches the organizations used 

in managing a crisis. Participants 

interviewed gave different views on 

their approach to communicating in 

times of crisis. Among the 

approaches include the deployment 

of a crisis communication 

management team that is expected 

to execute a reactive 

communication strategy, proactive 

strategy, bolstering, and leadership 

communication. A participant 

whose organization deploys a 

reactive communication strategy 

stated: 
The plan is that whatever 

happens if there is a crisis 

that affects us, our image 

and reputation, our 

managing director will be 

part of it, our 

communications director 

will be part of it, some key 

persons in the PR 

department will be part of 

it and other operations, 

people. Depending on the 

kind of situation, then we 

devise a strategy on how 

to address it.  

Another approach involves 

leadership communication, which 

involves the head of the 
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organization, taking up the lead 

role. According to a participant: 
The bank has to speak in 

one voice. We have a 

crisis management plan, 

and the plan is clear on 

who assumes the role of 

the spokesperson in crisis 

situations. Usually, the 

CEO is the lead person on 

strategic crisis issues such 

as relationship building 

and reputation 

management. Other key 

officers of the bank also 

contribute to the crisis 

communication strategies 

of the bank any time there 

is a crisis. 

     Another participant stated that 

they sometimes leverage the 

goodwill they have as a result of 

their corporate social responsibility 

initiatives. This serves as a 

bolstering strategy that enables the 

organization to enhance its crisis 

communication efforts during crisis 

events. 

     One participant described his 

organization's approach to crisis 

communication as proactive. He 

said: 
I believe that some 

principles must guide 

every crisis situation.  One 

is preparation, so 

preparation means that you 

have anticipated the risk in 

your environment, and you 

would have put in place 

certain mitigating 

measures. You know what 

you are going to do if the 

crisis hits. Sometimes you 

get the impression that 

people are reacting by the 

minute- they would be 

better served if they had 

anticipated and better 

planned for the situation. 

The responses, the big one 

again in the middle of 

every communication, is 

how you build credibility- 

credibility is driven by two 

principal pillars- expertise 

and trustworthiness. And 

so those are very 

important to us that in 

even tough conversations, 

we make sure that there is 

no doubt in our credibility 

and we do that by ensuring 

we remain very open, 

transparent and truthful 

even when it does not 

immediately appear to 

inure to our benefit.  

     One participant described his 

organization's approach as 

'localization.' He explained that 

when a crisis hits a branch of the 

bank, the crisis is managed within 

the local branch, and exposure of 

the crisis to the media and other 

relevant stakeholders is avoided. 

He intimated that such an approach 

protects the operations of the 

organization in other geographical 

locations. He adds that a team is 

constituted and sent to the branch 

to engage with crisis victims and 

establish ways of mitigating the 

crisis. He, however, admits a lack 
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of strategic focus in the crisis 

communication approach of the 

organization. He stated: 
I think that we are not 

proactive enough generally 

as PRs, and then when a 

crisis does happen, most of 

the time I think that its 

management is a little bit 

all over the place, not 

structured. I think that we 

shouldn't be rushed by the 

media, we should have 

some kind of a laydown 

procedure, and expect in 

the worst-case scenario- 

what do you do?  

     The views of PR experts and 

consultants interviewed for the 

study are mainly critical of the lack 

of understanding and knowledge by 

these organizations of the vital role 

of public relations in 

communication management. They 

stated from experience, and on 

some public relations projects that 

they implemented on behalf of 

some financial institutions, the top 

hierarchy is usually focused on 

financial costs rather than 

reputational costs. One participant 

asserted that: 
Mostly, because the 

management of 

organizations don't have 

much of an idea of what PR 

entails and that serves as a 

setback for practitioners in 

their effort to manage crises, 

so until that changes, their 

contribution would be quite 

minimal… 

Involvement of leadership in 

effective crisis communication 

management 

A practical communication 

approach is keen on the 

management of crises (Coombs, 

2010). Top management can play a 

critical role in ensuring an effective 

approach to crisis communication. 

The spearheading efforts of leaders 

in the attainment of goals, 

including communication goals, 

can ensure that organizational – 

stakeholder relationship works 

(Ruben & Giglioti 2017, p.17). In 

crises, leadership is critical in the 

management efforts to contain the 

crises (Zerfass, Tench, Vercic, 

Verhoeven & Moreno, 2014). 

Participants were asked whether 

top management provides the 

necessary support in the crisis 

communication efforts of the PR 

department. All the participants 

(PR practitioners) agreed that 

CEOs and other top directors 

provided the necessary support to 

ensure effective communication. 

One participant pointed out that: 
They provide us support in 

many respects; one- 

availability, because 

typically in such 

conversations you want it to 

be led from the top, that's 

when your chief executive 

and your other executives 

can be extremely handy. 

       65 

 

http://journals.covenantuniversity.edu.ng/index.php/cjoc


Fortune Tella, et al                                                                                                      CJOC (2020) 7(1) 53-83 
 

URL: http://journals.covenantuniversity.edu.ng/index.php/cjoc 

 

Beyond availability, is also 

the willingness of top 

management to apply 

themselves to best 

communication strategies, 

because when it comes to 

communication, everyone 

who has found himself in 

school believes that they are 

God's gift to communication 

and that may sometimes 

make it very difficult for 

practitioners. Let me say 

that we are blessed with the 

management that recognizes 

the professionalism of the 

team and is open to giving 

us the professional space to 

be able to do our job well, 

and so that is also a big plus. 

Another participant indicated 

that: 
The PR outfit of this bank 

gets much support from 

the CEOs office and other 

key management 

members. The PR office 

submits its communication 

plan, including a crisis 

communication plan 

annually to the CEOs 

office. The plans are 

scrutinized, and 

suggestions are put across 

by the CEO for the 

effective implementation 

of a crisis communication 

strategy. Management also 

supports the PR office to 

attend training and 

seminars associated with 

strategic communication 

practice. 
 

Crisis communication 

planning 

A practical approach to crisis 

communication involves planning. 

Crisis planning is an approach 

designed to enable the crisis team, 

communication, and other crisis 

management activities effective in 

producing good crisis management 

outcomes (Wang & Ritchie, 

2012). Participants (both PR 

officers of the financial institutions 

and PR consultants) agree that an 

effective approach to crisis 

communication is the use of a crisis 

communication plan. Two 

participants representing two of the 

financial institutions stated that 

they have a crisis communication 

plan. One participant 

acknowledged the value of a crisis 

communication plan, particularly 

for financial institutions: 
Having a plan has enabled 

the PR team to strategize 

appropriately and be 

effective in dealing and 

managing a crisis. The plan 

contains information on 

communication strategies 

specific to crisis situations 

and stakeholders. We even 

have pre-drafted messages 

that guide us on our 

approach to communicating 

during a crisis event. Our 

crisis communication 

planning has helped us a lot 

to minimize damage to the 

reputation of our company. 
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The view of another participant 

(PR consultant) on crisis 

communication planning is that: 
As a PR consultant, I will 

tell you that financial 

institutions should have put 

measures in place even 

before the crisis. Of course 

the loss of money, revenue, 

been affected by the macro-

economic situations is 

something that banks should 

pre-empt before they take 

people's monies; therefore, 

they should have put 

together strategies to avert 

some of these before they 

even assume crisis 

proportions and if there is 

anything, I think that the 

people involved should be 

told. Therefore in managing 

crises, you don't allow 

things to degenerate before 

the people who gave you 

their trust would know. So 

for me, I don't believe in 

managing crises when the 

issues have blown up, but I 

think that they should have 

been nipped in the bud 

before they assume crisis 

situations. 
 

Expertise in crisis 

communication management 

As emphasized earlier in this study, 

customers of financial institutions 

that were declared insolvent 

expressed displeasure at the 

communication strategy of these 

institutions. Mensah (2018) also 

criticized the PR officers of these 

institutions for not engaging 

effectively with victims of the 

financial crisis. Thus, in this aspect 

of the study, the researchers set out 

to establish the crisis 

communication expertise of 

participants. All participants 

working for the financial 

institutions intimated that they have 

the required skills set in crisis 

communication. Some participants 

said they were skilled in issues 

mapping, stakeholder mapping, 

messaging strategies, crisis radar, 

and reputation management. One 

participant stated: 
I have, over the years, 

acquired relevant experience 

in crisis communication and 

reputation management. I 

have had the opportunity to 

manage and coordinate 

crisis communication 

efforts. It has not always 

been rosy and a walk-in-the-

park managing crisis events, 

particularly in the financial 

services sector. There have 

been challenges, especially 

in stakeholder engagement. 

But my expertise and ability 

to lead my team have helped 

in mitigating crises. I 

understand the importance 

of pre-crisis, crisis, and 

post-crisis planning. My 

team and I regularly update 

our knowledge in crisis 

communication 

management. 
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The PR consultants were generally 

in agreement with the views on 

crisis communication expertise 

expressed by the PR officers. A 

participant acknowledged that 

though some PR practitioners have 

the expertise in crisis 

communication, the organization's 

interests more often than not are 

put first instead of the interests of 

the affected stakeholders: 
Of course, the expertise 

exists, but usually, a crisis is 

managed from the 

organization's perspective 

rather than the people who 

are affected, and that makes 

it a little less effective 

because if you take another 

person's interest into view, 

the crisis would have been 

well managed. But all in all, 

or in most instances, you 

realize that it's managed 

from the organization's 

benefits or interests. 

Therefore, in the end, they 

don't attain any benefits 

because the people who are 

affected are still affected, 

which shouldn't be so. 

One participant was, however, not 

impressed with the crisis 

communication expertise of some 

PR practitioners. He argued that the 

public relations course curriculum 

taught in some universities in 

Ghana do not offer a 

comprehensive insight into crisis 

communication management: 

Again, I will say to some 

extent it does, but it's also 

limited as I said because 

looking at a number of the 

communication schools 

even coming up, not all of 

them even teach crisis 

communication, so a lot of 

them (trained PR 

practitioners) come out 

without much knowledge in 

crisis communication, and 

so sometimes they tend to be 

more reactive; sometimes 

they tend to go the way of 

management by not paying 

serious attention to crises or 

denying the existence of a 

crisis - instead of taking 

responsibility and ensuring 

that the organization takes 

responsibility. So to some 

extent, there is the expertise, 

but it is also limited by our 

understanding of crisis 

management and PR 

practice in general in Ghana. 
 

Assessment of Crisis 

Communication during the 

Financial Sector Crisis 

The financial industry in Ghana 

recently faced crises. The thoughts 

of participants were investigated to 

determine how the industry 

managed the various crises with 

communication and whether 

participants were satisfied with the 

approaches used. Participants 

(consultants) expressed divergent 

views on the communication 

approached deployed by the 
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affected financial institutions. Two 

of the participants expressed 

dissatisfaction that the institutions 

reacted late in engaging with 

victims of the financial crisis and 

showed apathy towards 

communicating strategically. One 

participant stated: 
The financial sector didn't 

manage the crisis well. 

The financial issues were 

thrust into the public 

domain at the last minute 

when nothing could be 

done about them. When 

people could not get 

access to their funds from 

the banks, we all didn't 

understand what was 

happening. There were 

panic withdrawals because 

there were speculations 

and rumors that the 

banking sector was 

collapsing.  Some people 

withdrew all their monies, 

and those people who 

could not withdraw looked 

forward to some form of 

communication from the 

institutions, and most of 

the affected institutions 

failed to provide relevant 

and adequate information 

to affected customers. The 

newspapers published 

most of the issues, and the 

radio stations took up the 

stories. It was more like a 

two-step flow information. 

Then most of them 

embellished it; most of 

them interpreted the 

information, particularly in 

their newspaper readership 

segment. That one caused 

much fear amongst the 

public and worry. I think it 

was not well managed by 

the PR practitioners, their 

organizations, and the 

industry regulators. 

The other participant blamed the 

financial institutions' inability to be 

effective with communication on 

the exclusion of PR officers from 

high-level decision making. He 

stated that PR officers of some of 

the financial institutions are only 

called to sit in management 

meetings and have an attendance 

mark and not allowed to advise on 

matters such as reputation and 

communication management. He 

also asserted that his recent 

research on PR practice in the 

financial sector of Ghana revealed 

that a significant number of PR 

managers have backgrounds in 

other social science disciplines 

other than public relations and 

communication. He argued that if 

people manage public relations 

practice with no or limited 

exposure to public relations and 

communication training, then 

ensuring crisis communication 

effectiveness will be a challenge. 

      The two other participants held 

the view that the financial crisis 

was more of a regulatory problem 
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than a communication problem. 

One participant pointed out that: 
What happened in the 

financial sector, they are 

crisis, yes, but one would 

ask to what extent can 

communications resolve it. 

These are regulatory issues. 

Bank of Ghana is supposed 

to regulate these banks, and 

they are supposed to meet 

certain things, and so the 

Bank of Ghana realizes that 

some number of banks have 

not maybe followed due 

process, and then they say 

we want to take certain 

measures like maybe 

collapse some of the banks. 

Some of those measures - 

they are regulation issues; it 

is not every crisis that is a 

communication issue per se 

even though communication 

can help to resolve, and then 

it is not the individual banks 

that were really handling it. 

 

Discussion of Findings 

This study provided insights into 

how public relations officials 

working in the financial institutions 

of Ghana approach communication 

during crisis events. Additionally, 

our study sought to establish the 

effectiveness of the various 

approaches used by public relations 

managers working for these 

institutions. From the various 

responses gathered, our study 

shows that participants' approaches 

to crisis communication 

management differ from one 

another. The selected institutions 

dealt with their various crises 

through the use of both internal and 

external communication. The PR 

officials of the institutions pointed 

out that in their line of operations, 

they encounter crises that have 

either minimum or maximum 

impact.  

     This study assessed the crisis 

communication approaches used by 

PR officers of selected Ghanaian 

financial institutions, and it 

emerged that PR officers used 

reactive, proactive leadership 

communication, and provocation 

approaches.  

     The use of reactive strategies to 

contain or manage a crisis may not 

be effective in managing the 

information expectations of 

customers. Stakeholders look 

forward to instantaneous, 

transparent, clear, and 

comprehensive information in 

times of crisis (Schanz 2009, 

p.263). The confidence customers 

and other stakeholders have in an 

organization can be severely 

dampened if the organization is 

unable to manage the crisis 

effectively (Weber, Erickson & 

Stone 2011, p.37). Customers 

commit to a financial relationship 

with financial institutions based on 

trust and confidence (DiStaso, 

2010). When customers lose these 

fundamental values in their banks, 
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they begin to view those banks with 

suspicion, cynicism, and 

disappointment (DiStaso, 2010). 

Crises come with chaos and 

confusion. If communication has 

not been planned for, the public 

relations managers' communication 

reactions on behalf of their 

organizations will likely not be 

executed in ways that satisfy the 

information needs of customers and 

stakeholders. Our position on the 

reactive approach to crisis 

communication is that it is not 

adequate, and there are chances that 

practitioners who use this approach 

can come under much pressure and 

emotional outbursts of customers 

and other stakeholders. 

     Proactive approaches enable 

practitioners to have in place a 

plan. As emphasized by one 

participant, a proactive approach to 

crisis communication allows his 

financial institution to prepare, 

anticipate, and better manage a 

crisis. Crisis victims and other 

stakeholders expect organizations 

to engage with them. A proactive 

approach enables openness and 

cooperation (Slabbert & Barker, 

2011, p.445). Organizations that 

want to win the trust and 

confidence of stakeholders need to 

be proactive in their crisis 

communication approach. Benoit 

and Pang (2008, p.252) 

acknowledge that a proactive 

approach can enable organizations 

to avoid mistakes and reduce 

response time to crises. 

Additionally, proactive crisis 

communication can help 

organizations to avoid crises 

altogether (Bloom, 2008). 

     Some participants alluded to the 

importance of leadership in their 

approach to crisis communication. 

Leaders are expected to be 

influencers, interpreters of 

situations, negotiators, and debaters 

of views (Gold et al., 2016). 

Additionally, leaders must promote 

effective communication within 

their organizations (Gundersen, 

Hellesoy & Raeder 2012; Meng & 

Berger, 2011). When organizations 

encounter crises, the leaders of the 

response provide must be 

appropriate to improve stakeholder 

confidence in the organization 

(Coldwell, Joosub & Papageorgiou, 

2012). Organizational leaders must 

provide inspired leadership. 

Undoubtedly, the involvement of 

organizational leaders in the crisis 

effort, particularly satisfying the 

information needs of customers and 

other stakeholders, can strengthen 

and make the crisis communication 

efforts of public relations 

practitioners effective.  

     The use of provocation can be 

both positive and negative during a 

crisis. Organizations must be well 

guided in using the crisis response 

approach of provocation. 

According to Benoit (1995), 
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provocation is when an 

organization assumes a position 

based on the actions of another 

party (Benoit, 1995). Public 

relations practitioners must be 

cautious in applying measures that 

alienate their organizations from 

essential stakeholders such as the 

media. For instance, a participant 

argued that the media could be 

blamed for aggravating crises as 

the media sometimes have an 

agenda to tarnish the reputation of 

the organization. The criticism of 

the media role must be handled 

effectively. The media are active 

interpreters of crises, and they can 

positively or negatively influence 

perceptions (Greve et al., 2010; 

Wiersem & Zhang, 2013). When a 

crisis hits, the media are active in 

creating initial awareness and also 

framing the narrative surrounding 

the crisis (Neuwirth, 2010; Schultz 

et al., 2012). Organizations must 

have a crisis communication 

approach centered on first 

satisfying the information needs of 

stakeholders, particularly crisis 

victims (Coombs, 2007). The 

media can play essential roles in 

serving as channels that deliver 

crisis relevant information to 

stakeholders. 

     Even though there are different 

motives in the use of these 

approaches, the communication 

effort must result in strategic 

communication. Strategic 

communication involves 

communication processes that are 

planned with the view to ensure the 

attainment of organizational goals 

(Falkenheimer & Heide, 2014b). 

Crisis communication is strategic if 

it is planned before the onset of a 

crisis and ends when normalcy is 

restored, and satisfaction is 

achieved (Palttala & Vos, 2012). 

Ghanaian PR officers of financial 

institutions need to approach crisis 

communication with strategic 

communication intent. A strategic 

communication approach creates 

communication opportunities with 

stakeholders. If stakeholders are 

left on their own to make sense of 

the crisis without the strategic 

intervention of the organization, 

stakeholders will find it challenging 

to understand the position of the 

organization (Vander Meer et al., 

2017, p.435). 

 

Conclusion 

This study has some implications 

for crisis communication and the 

expected roles of public relations 

practitioners. First, this study 

highlighted the subject of top 

management support. Participants 

asserted that their CEOs supported 

their crisis communication 

management efforts. Leaders must 

motivate their communication 

managers to work towards positive 

communication outcomes, 

especially in crises. When 
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communication managers have the 

support of the heads of their 

organizations, they will be 

confident and committed to 

implementing a crisis 

communication program that 

revolves around strategic 

communication. 

     Second, our study provides an 

insight into a communication 

management phenomenon 

described by a participant as 

'localization.' This communication 

approach involves taking strategic 

measures to restrict access to crisis 

information by key external 

stakeholders. Crisis information is 

made available to only crisis 

victims and critical internal staff of 

the organization. The reasoning 

behind this strategy is to limit or 

prevent maximum publicity of the 

crisis. However, in the era of social 

media, this approach is not 

sustainable. Stakeholders, including 

crisis victims and the media, can 

frame crisis communication on 

social media, and their actions can 

further aggravate the crisis. The 

localization approach lacks a 

strategic communication focus. 

Public relations practitioners must 

be allowed to apply the right 

strategies with stakeholders when 

managing a crisis (Kleinnijenhuis 

et al., 2015). 

     Thirdly, our study revealed that 

some of the participants 

interviewed have qualifications and 

backgrounds that are not public 

relations-oriented. These 

revelations by some participants 

could be the reason why public 

relations consultants who 

participated in this study stated that 

some organizations lack the 

expertise to implement a crisis 

communication strategy 

effectively. A recent study on 

public relations practice in the 

Ghanaian banking sector revealed 

that out of the 22 public relations 

managers interviewed, 36 % have 

MBA in Marketing, and only 9% 

have MA/MPhil in Corporate 

Communication. Other participants 

have master's degrees in luxury 

management, marketing 

communication, among others 

(Anani-Bossman 2019, p.180). 

Anani-Bossman (2019, p.273) 

asserts that the marketing 

background of some of these public 

relations managers in the financial 

services sector influenced how 

public relations is practiced in these 

organizations. Some of these 

managers conceptualize public 

relations in terms of marketing and 

publicity (Anani-Bossman 2019, 

p.273). The consequences of such 

conceptualization of public 

relations could result in minimal 

attention to strategic 

communication and dialogic 

communication; and weak 

organizational-stakeholder 

relationship. Public relations 
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managers or officers must be 

people with requisite qualifications 

and experience in public relations. 

     Finally, most public relations 

functions are subsumed under other 

departments, such as marketing 

(Anani-Bossman 2019, p.270). A 

public relations unit/department 

must handle public relations 

programs and activities. As 

strongly advocated by Grunig 

(1992) in his Excellence Theory, 

for public relations practice to be 

excellent and strategic to the goals 

of an organization, public relations 

must be a single department; public 

relations functions must not be 

integrated with other departments. 

As stated in the introduction 

section of this study, customers of 

Ghanaian financial institutions that 

were declared insolvent by the 

Bank of Ghana expressed 

dissatisfaction with the 

communication approach of these 

institutions (Dodoo & Simons, 

2018; Ayitey, 2019; Mensah, 

2018). If communication is used 

symmetrically and geared towards 

both the interests of stakeholders 

and the organization and not 

necessarily to support the 

marketing function, the customer 

crisis communication experience 

will be better. Slabbert and Barker 

(2011, p.451) argue that if 

communication is fully utilized as a 

management function, crisis 

communication will add significant 

value to the operations of 

organizations. 

 

Recommendations 

Based on the findings, we 

recommend the following: 

 The public relations 

departments of the financial 

services sector must be 

empowered and well-

resourced to effectively 

manage a crisis. 

 The management of crisis 

within the financial services 

sector must be approached 

proactively. 

 Public relations officers 

working in the financial 

services sector must look 

beyond regulatory measures 

and get the top hierarchy to 

endorse the curation (i.e. 

collecting, selecting, and 

presenting) of crisis 

information. 

 Public relations officers must 

be confident in deploying 

crisis communication 

strategies. Crisis victims must 

be provided with information 

on the crisis. They and other 

stakeholders must be provided 

with information that enables 

them to cope with the 

psychological effects of a 

crisis and uncertainty. 
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Limitations and directions for 

future research 

This study has some limitations, 

including the number of study 

participants. As a result of the size 

of the study participants, the results 

of our study cannot be generalized 

to represent the population of 

public relations working in 

financial institutions. Also, only 

one savings and loan company was 

considered for the study. The views 

expressed by the participant from 

the savings and loans do not 

represent the population of savings 

and loan companies in Ghana. The 

outcome of this study does not 

extend to other financial services 

categories, such as investment 

houses and discount houses. 

Despite these limitations, our 

findings provide a good 

understanding of how public 

relations practitioners approach 

crisis communication. 

     Further research can be 

quantitative in approach and could 

assess the views of public relations 

practitioners working in all the 

categories of financial services in 

Ghana. Other researchers can 

explore into actual crisis 

communication challenges that the 

insolvent banks faced. Future 

research can also look into crisis 

communication on social media 

and the role expected of public 

relations practitioners in the 

financial services sector.
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