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ABSTRACT

CONSTANT CRISIS: A STUDY OF THE U.S. MILITARY’S
CRISIS COMMUNICATION PROGRAM

by Alyson M. Teeter-Baker

This study analyzes the U.S. military’s crisis communication program. Military
documents were analyzed and current and former military public affairs personnel were
interviewed to understand the military’s crisis communication program and how it
correlates to the Horsley and Baker’s (2002) synthesis model. Historical wartime cases
were examined to uncover patterns in its communication practices. This study confirms
that the military’s crisis communication program correlates closely with the synthesis
model. But the military’s communication efforts often failed in the aftermath of past
crises due to its authoritarian culture and justice system. The authoritarian culture
compelled the military to use unethical tactics, such as lying and censoring, yet these

tactics became less common through time as communication technologies advanced.
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INTRODUCTION

A crisis can hit any organization at any time, and a failed crisis communication
strategy could tarnish the image, credibility, and performance of an organization for
many years. Crisis communication events in war have made headlines since Vietnam,
and continue to generate public outrage and controversy. By virtue of its position in U.S.
history and culture, the military receives an abundance of attention and scrutiny.
According to Coombs (2007), events that could have gone under the public’s radar
decades ago are now highly visible because of technology and the creation of the 24-hour
news networks. Crises are now global because of the technological advancements,
especially during war.

April 2004 The New Yorker’s Seymour Hersh and CBS 60 Minutes II broke news
that almost instantly made headlines around the world. U.S. soldiers stationed at a
military prison called Abu Ghraib in Iraq were photographed abusing Iraqi prisoners. In
one photograph an Iraqi detainee is standing on a box wearing a black Ku Klux Klan-like
robe with what appears to be electrodes attached to his body. This photograph and
hundreds of others were taken in 2003. The Abu Ghraib abuse scandal was a preventable
crisis and hampered the war effort. In response to this crisis, did the military’s crisis
communication tactics cause more harm than good?

The purpose of this study is to analyze the U.S. military’s crisis communication
program. The U.S. military and its crisis communication efforts have been heavily
criticized during past events, but there is a void of academic study regarding the

military’s crisis communications program. For the purposes of this study, the “military



crisis communication program” refers to those characteristics common to the U.S.
military’s training tools and regulations. The military term for public relations is “public
affairs,” and has an equivalent definition in this study.

Military documents, training material, and interview transcripts were researched
to assess the state of the military’s crisis communication program. Contemporary crisis
communication literature was reviewed and compared with the content analysis and
interview data. To help extrapolate the evolution of the crisis communication program,
three wartime cases were analyzed. In each case, the U.S. military was accused of cover
up and the incidents were portrayed in the media as scandals. Selecting crisis
communication failures for study uncovered systemic quirks in the past implementations
of the military’s crisis communication program. Starting with the 1968 My Lai massacre
in Vietnam, to the 1994 friendly fire Black Hawk shootdown during Operation Provide
Comfort, and ending with 2004 Abu Ghraib prison abuse scandal during Operation Iraqi
Freedom, these cases were analyzed to assess the military’s wartime crisis
communication strategies. Technological advancements and military culture were
integrated in the analysis.

The literature review begins with a review of contemporary crisis communication
literature, which includes Horsley and Barker’s (2002) synthesis model of public sector
crisis communication. In addition, Hallahan’s (1999) public relations view of framing
theory, Gandy’s (1982) information subsidies theory, the ethical proactive public
relations model by Baker and Martinson (2001), and Hill’s (1984) analysis of military

authoritarianism round out the theoretical framework.



Based upon the communication theories highlighted in the literature review, a
study was performed to research the military’s crisis communications program and
historical evolution of its crisis communication strategy. The researcher qualitatively
analyzed training materials, regulations, historical documents, and interview transcripts to
evaluate the military’s current crisis communication program. Interviews with current
and former military public affairs personnel provided context to the insights gained from
researching training and regulation documentation. Ethics were also explored during the
interviews and document analysis. Through performing interviews and document
analysis, the researcher answered the following questions: 1) How does the military’s
crisis communication program compare with the synthesis model? 2) When the military
experienced past crises, how did it communicate to the public and what were the effects?
3) Did the military ethically deliberate public communications during crises? and 4) How
do military culture and environmental factors affect its crisis communications and media

relations?



CHAPTER 1
LITERATURE REVIEW

The improved speed of communication increases the vulnerability of an
organization to a crisis situation, and the modern media are able to bridge the distance
between the crisis epicenter and millions of people all over the world (Koster & Politis-
Norton, 2004). Crisis media coverage has become more aggressive, frequent, and
widespread, which increases the imperative for organizations to implement crisis
communication programs. Horsley and Barker’s (2002) synthesis model is this study’s
foundation for researching the military’s crisis communication program. Other
communication theories that enrich the study of crisis communication are included in the
literature review: framing by Entman (1993) and Hallahan (1999), information subsidies
by Gandy (1982), and Baker and Martinson’s (2001) five principles for ethical public
relations. Hill’s (1984) look at military culture adds context to the study of military crisis
communications.

Crisis Communication

The public relations practitioner performs a service during crisis by educating and
informing the public, according to Froehlich and Rudiger (2005). Their job is to
communicate with various publics, which are specific audiences that are targeted by
communication products and programs (Fearn-Banks, 1996). The public relations
practitioner targets specific audiences to manage and sustain the reputation of the
represented client. Fearn-Banks said public relations practitioners do not control the

image of an organization—instead they communicate in an effort to improve or maintain



its image. All too often reputation management is out of the practitioner’s hands because
organizations do not consider using public relations until they are in crisis (Fearn-Banks).
Crisis Communication Defined

Every organization must be prepared to face a crisis situation. A crisis is an
unexpected major event that has the potential to end in a negative outcome for an
organization and its employees, financial situation, and reputation (Koster & Politis-
Norton, 2004). Communicating strategically and proactively to the global audience is
vital to an organization’s survival during a crisis situation. A crisis begins with a
surprising trigger event that signals its onset, and the crisis state will continue unless
there is some sort of resolution (Seeger, Sellnow, & Ulmer, 2003).

According to Coombs (2007), a crisis affects the perceived reputation of an
organization. The crisis violates stakeholders’ expectations of the organization. “When
the expectations are breached, stakeholders perceive the organization less positively: the
reputation is harmed” (Coombs, p. 3). To help mitigate the harm done to an
organization’s reputation during a crisis, public relations practitioners employ crisis
management principles. According to Fearn-Banks (1996), “Crisis management is a
process of strategic planning for a crisis or negative turning point, a process that removes
some of the risk and uncertainty from the negative occurrence and thereby allows the
organization to be in greater control of its own destiny” (p. 2). Coombs said crisis
management has four interrelated factors: prevention, preparation, response, and revision.
Crisis management employs a set of strategic actions that requires the involvement of an

entire organization, whereas crisis communications encompasses the stakeholder



communications before, during, and after a crisis (Fearn-Banks). According to Fearn-
Banks, the communications are designed to uphold the positive image of the organization
under crisis.
Synthesis Model for Crisis Communication in the Public Sector

According to Horsley and Barker (2002), very little literature was available about
public sector crisis communication. In response to this lack of information, the
researchers studied private industry crisis communication literature to extrapolate a
model for public sector crisis communication. In the literature, Horsley and Barker found
existing structures for the model, and their proposed model was a synthesis of these
structures. The synthesis model of public sector crisis communication is “an arrangement
linking processes and communication activities that organizations can use to prepare for
and manage potential crisis communication events” (Horsley & Barker, p. 416). The
model includes six stages: ongoing public relations efforts, identification of and
preparation for potential crises, internal training and rehearsal, crisis event, evaluation
and revision of public relations efforts, and interagency coordination and political
analysis. These steps provide a useful framework that public agencies can use to develop
a carefully organized and thought out plan for dealing with a crisis (Horsley & Barker).

Step one: Ongoing public relations efforts. The first step of executing ongoing
public relations efforts includes proactive public outreach and practitioner-journalist
relationship building (Horsley & Barker, 2002). It is beneficial for a public relations
practitioner to develop relationships with the media to ensure that the media will accept

the framed information offered by the practitioner during crisis. If the organization does



not pursue public relations opportunities and outreach during the good times, it can haunt
the organization during crisis when the support of the media and public is most needed.

Gonzélez-Herrero and Pratt (1995) noted that the best way to avoid negative
media coverage during crisis is to engage in reputation enhancing, socially responsible
activities. An organization that has the reputation for openness and honesty going into a
crisis brings that reputation into its initial meetings with the media (Martinelli & Briggs,
1998). In Fortunato’s (2000) study of the National Basketball Association’s public
relations program, he noted that the NBA constantly worked to build relationships with
reporters because when a crisis hits, the reporters will work to get the organization’s side
of the story.

Step two: Identification of and preparation for potential crises. The second step
of the synthesis model is the identification of and preparation for potential crises.
According to Fearn-Banks (1996), determining probable crises could pinpoint problems
that can be fixed before the crisis hits. The public relations practitioner must work with
the entire organization to identify and prepare for potential crisis (Fearn-Banks). Every
organization must accordingly plan for the swift and ethical handling of crisis situations
(Martinelli & Briggs, 1998). It doesn’t matter how large the organization — every
organization benefits from a crisis communication plan. Fearn-Banks said a crisis
communication plan should be included with the company-wide crisis management plan.
If the company doesn’t have a crisis management plan, a crisis communication plan is

still needed.



Step three: Internal training and rehearsal. The third step of the synthesis model
is internal training and rehearsal. Team members learn roles, train, and practice a crisis
communication plan during this step (Horsley & Barker, 2002). Horsley and Barker
noted that when formulating a crisis communication team and identifying potential
threats, an organization must be certain that everyone involved has the same
understanding of the procedures. Once the plan is developed and the teams are formed,
crisis response procedures should be tested, often through simulated crisis drills or
regular procedural reviews with management (Martinelli & Briggs, 1998).

Internal culture often dictates how well the organization will follow a crisis
communication plan during crisis. Research has shown that organizations with crisis
plans do not always manage crises well (Marra, 1998). If an organization does not have a
communication philosophy that supports the attributes necessary for excellent crisis
public relations, it is likely a crisis plan will not work (Marra).

According to Marra (1998), communication autonomy is the amount of power and
responsibility an organization gave its public relations staff. Many practitioners work
fervently to produce a crisis communication plan that is destined for failure because the
strategies contradict the dominant and accepted organizational communication
philosophies (Marra). Without communication autonomy, public relations practitioners
are prevented from using communication techniques that reduce the negative effects of
crisis. Horsley and Barker (2002) said that organizations whose workers have strong
communication skills and understand their role in a crisis could win a public relations

battle, especially if the battle is played out in an atmosphere of continuous proactive



communication. Agency leaders must support flexibility in public relations efforts and a
philosophy of open communication (Horsley & Barker).

Step four: The crisis event. The fourth step, the crisis event, is the apex of the
synthesis model. Through the use of the media, prompt and resolute communication can
help quell rumors and speculation during a crisis, especially when the situation involves
public fear and uncertainty (Horsley & Barker, 2002). Horsley and Barker said that the
crisis must be resolved in an ethical and human manner. Drumbheller and Benoit (2004)
noted that in cases where the offending person could apologize and help set things
straight, he or she should be encouraged to do so because it’s ethical and image
enhancing.

According to Horsley and Barker (2002), crisis action teams must be prepared to
communicate with the public immediately after a crisis; offering no comment or waiting
to address the media at a later time when more information is known could be detrimental
to a company’s image. In any type of crisis situation, an organization can benefit from a
proactive strategy to work with the press rather than wait for the press to flood it with
questions and speculation (Horsley & Barker). According to Kauffman (2005), an
organization must be the controlling source of information during a crisis. Ifa company
isn’t proactive with its crisis communication strategy, an information vacuum is created
and the media will obtain information elsewhere (Kauffman). “Often, the sources of
information from which the media receives its information are not well informed, may
have a negative opinion of the organization, may have an alternative perspective, or may

speculate about the causes of the crisis” (Kauffman, p. 266). According to Kauffman,



when a crisis begins, the organization probably lacks reliable information, but it’s
important not to speculate. Speculation can cause legal problems for the organization by
hampering crisis-related investigations.

Step five: Evaluation and revision of public relations efforts. After a crisis
communication event has passed, lessons learned must be recorded to evaluate and revise
future communication efforts (Horsley & Barker, 2002). Martin and Boynton (2005)
compared NASA'’s crisis communication effectiveness of the 1986 Challenger and 2003
Columbia space shuttle disasters and analyzed media coverage of the communication
efforts. Articles reflected that after the Columbia disaster, NASA used more proactive
communication, made top-ranking executives more active with the media, had fewer
anonymous sources speak to the media, and was more open, accessible, and prepared
when compared to the Challenger disaster. The study highlighted the importance of
learning from past crises, and making sure what is learned sticks (Martin & Boynton).

Step six: Interagency coordination and political analysis. In the final step of the
synthesis model, public sector organizations must ensure that all parties communicate the
correct message to intended audiences (Horsley & Barker, 2002). Horsley and Barker
noted that the first five steps of the synthesis model were developed from private industry
literature, but they formulated a government-tailored sixth step for interagency
coordination and political analysis. Interagency coordination allows government
agencies to use available resources from other state agencies or local governments
because agencies may need to combine their crisis communication efforts with other

agencies that share the same types of potential crises (Horsley & Barker). The
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researchers also said that political analysis is an important part of the model because
changes in political leadership affect the climate, budget, and priorities of government
agencies.

Framing

Framing the news could influence the public evaluation of an organization during
a crisis; therefore, understanding the framing process is extremely beneficial for the
public relations practitioner (Cho & Gower, 2006). Entman said, “To frame is to select
some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a communicating text,
in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral
evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for the item described” (1993, p. 52).
Frames can define problems, diagnose causes, make moral judgments, and suggest
remedies (Entman). Influencing the way a crisis is framed is important because the frame
determines how people understand and remember a problem, as well as how they
evaluate and choose to act‘ upon it (Entman).

Hallahan (1999) noted that framing is essential to public relations practitioners,
especially during crisis, because practitioners operate as frame strategists: they attempt to
determine how situations, attributes, choices, actions, issues, and responsibilities should
be presented to achieve favorable outcomes for clients. According to Hallahan, there are
multiple types of frames a practitioner could use to achieve success in representing a
client during crisis. One important framing method is news framing. “The crisis
manager must be concerned with packaging information about the event and the

organization's response to shape media coverage, based on knowledge of how media
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cover events of this type and culturally resonating themes that will garner public favor”
(Hallahan, p. 229). When formulating how to package or frame crisis information, the
public relations practitioner must select key target audiences and accordingly tailor the
information. If the key audiences aren’t identified, the framed information won’t have
salience with the audience. Successfully framed content provides context to key target
audiences, which allows them to evaluate crisis information, comprehend meanings, and
if necessary, take action (Hallahan).

Hertog and McLeod (2001) said that organizations could make deliberate attempts
to structure public discourse in ways that privilege their goals and means of attaining
them. The researchers labeled this framing concept as “elite manipulation.” The public
relations practitioner must understand the power of framing during crisis because the
organization has the ability to define the debate without the audience realizing it
(Tankard, 2001). “Media framing can be likened to the magician’s sleight of hand—
attention is directed to one point so that people do not notice the manipulation that is
going on at another point” (Tankard, p. 97). The public relations practitioner doesn’t
have the ability to influence the frame solely based upon word choice. The practitioner
must establish relationships with the media to increase the probability that the crisis will
be framed from the organization’s point-of-view.

Information Subsidies

The interaction of the public relations practitioner with the news media is crucial

in directing attention toward particular matters during a crisis (Esrock, Hart, D'Silva, &

Werking, 2002). If a practitioner does not provide a journalist with information, the
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journalist will find the information elsewhere. A reliable working relationship ensures
the transfer of information between the practitioner and journalist, which is crucial for
successful framing. Supplying the mass media with information gives the practitioner
partial control of the news storyline, which is important as a means of swaying public
opinion (Fortunato, 2005).

Gandy (1982) introduced the information subsidy concept. According to Gandy,
the information subsidy is the act of controlling access to information to produce
influence over the action of others. The information is a subsidy because the source gives
the information to the reporter at a lower cost (Gandy). Essentially, the organizational
constraints of the news business pressure the reporter to produce stories under strict
deadlines. The public relations practitioner eases the pressure by supplying information
via pitches, press releases, media events, or press conferences (Gandy). A reporter will
disregard a public relations practitioner who writes substandard press releases or supplies
useless information (Gandy). But the practitioner who continually supplies quality
information that is newsworthy is assured a positive relationship with the reporter
(Gandy). Gandy noted that practitioners who have proved their value are selected over
those who are either unknown or have reduced their worth by providing false or unusable
information.

The journalist doesn’t automatically publish information supplied by the
practitioner. Gandy said that journalists have the need to produce stories that will be
published, so they utilize subsidized information that is of a type and form that will be

published. Pan and Kosicki (2001) noted that in addition to lowering the cost of
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information gathering for the journalist, the source must also generate cultural resonance
of the frame with journalistic news values. Hallahan (1999) also said that journalism
market models suggested that journalists purposefully framed stories in ways that
resonated with what journalists perceived to be the largest segment of their audience.
When framing a message, the public relations practitioner should be cognizant of cultural
themes, market considerations, and the journalist’s perception of audience needs.

The perceived power of the source also plays a role in the information subsidy
transaction. Journalists have a tendency to frame news favorably toward the source
regarded as powerful or popular (Entman, 2007). Journalists who attributed greater
influences of public relations on the news valued public relations more for granting them
greater access to information and executive spokespersons that they could not obtain on
their own (Sallot & Johnson, 2006). In a study of the media coverage surrounding the
Abu Ghraib prison abuse scandal, Bennett, Lawrence, and Livingston (2006) said that
news frames, particularly in matters of high consequence, were seriously constrained by
mainstream news organizations’ acquiescence to political power. An example of elite
framing during a crisis was the embedding of journalists with combat troops in Operation
Iraqi Freedom. Embedded journalists were given full access to combat operations and
the opportunity to experience the war like a member of the military (Haigh, et al., 2006).
Researchers in the study found that newspaper coverage of embedded reporters was
significantly more positive toward the military than those of nonembedded reporters.

The military used its monopoly over access to its advantage, but also formed positive

14



relations with the reporters during the embedding process that consequently influenced
the framing of Operation Iraqi Freedom.

Shin and Cameron (2005) conducted a study of the public relations practitioner
and reporter relationship. Misconceptions by journalists and public relations practitioners
toward one another have caused conflict (Shin & Cameron). According to the
researchers, studies corroborated the existence of discord, misunderstanding, and
perceptual difference as sources of conflict. Based on the results of the study, the
researchers concluded that both professions were apprehensively interdependent with
their roles in the news-making process because of their perceived incompatible goals of
advocacy and objectivity.

If a public relations practitioner provides false or useless information, tensions
between the news and public relations profession become strained and the probability of
an information subsidy transaction decreases (Gandy, 1982). A positive practitioner-
reporter relationship can increase the probability of controlling the frame of a crisis
situation, but the relationship is ruined if ethical norms are violated.

Ethically Proactive Public Relations

Pauly and Hutchison (2005) said that financial and legal considerations often
trump the concern for moral reputation of an organization in crisis. However, according
to Bowen (2005), the public relations practitioner should be well versed in ethics because
the practitioner is the ethical conscience of the organization. Because of the inevitable
role of ethical deliberation in public relations, and above all, crisis communications,

Baker and Martinson (2001) constructed a framework of ethical principles to assist public
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relations practitioners in practical moral reasoning. Baker and Martinson’s ethically
proactive public relations model is referred to as TARES, which is an acronym for five
action-guiding principles: “truthfulness” of the message, “authenticity” of the persuader,
“respect” for the persuadee, “equity” of the persuasive appeal, and “social responsibility”
for the common good. Baker and Martinson said that the principles together contain an
ethical objective that allows practitioners to establish moral boundaries for specific
persuasive public relations efforts.
Truthfulness

First and foremost, for any public relations communication to be ethical, it must
be truthful (Baker & Martinson, 2001). A highly visible case of deceptive crisis
communication was the Firestone tire scandal. Firestone attempted to conceal and
deceive the public regarding the company’s role in selling defective tires. The Firestone
crisis communication actions demonstrated that denial was a deceptive response to a
wrongful action, and if corrective action had been implemented immediately, deaths and
injuries could have been avoided (Blaney, Benoit, & Brazeal, 2002). Truthfulness is
essential to ethical framing because institutions and individuals will lose respect and
confidence when they deceive, misinform, or confuse (Public Relations Society of
America, 2005).
Authenticity

Practitioners must imbue authenticity, which is the second principle of TARES.
Baker and Martinson (2001) grouped related issues to help define authenticity: integrity,

personal virtue, sincerity, genuineness, loyalty, and independence. To test authenticity,
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practitioners must ask themselves whether they believe others will benefit if they accept
the persuasive message (Baker & Martinson). The crucial litmus test for authenticity is
whether the practitioner is willing to publicly and personally be identified as the
persuader in a particular situation (Baker & Martinson).
Respect

The third principle is respect, a central component of the TARES test (Baker &
Martinson, 2001). “The Principle of Respect for the Persuadee is at the heart of the
TARES Test, and is the underlying foundation and motivation for all of its other
principles” (Baker & Martinson, p. 163). The practitioner must consider those recipients
of the communication messages as persons of dignity who are owed respect by the very
fact that they are human beings (Baker & Martinson). Practitioners should therefore
augment the audience member’s knowledge so the member can make an informed
decision, according to Baker and Martinson.
Equity

The fourth principle is equity, another term for fairness, according to Baker and
Martinson (2001). All audiences must be treated fairly, and practitioners must avoid
creating persuasive messages that play upon the vulnerabilities of particular audiences
(Baker & Martinson). The researchers said that practitioners should consider whether
there is uniformity between themselves and the persuaders in terms of information,

understanding, insight, capacity, and experience.
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Social Responsibility

The last principle in the TARES test is social responsibility. According to Baker
and Martinson (2001), ethically proactive practitioners find ways to make positive
contributions to the common good. Public relations practitioners have the ultimate
opportunity to frame issues in a mutually beneficial manner for their organizations and
stakeholders (Lundy, 2006). Striking a balance between legal and social responsibilities
is difficult for public relations practitioners because lawyers’ crisis response strategies
and those of public relations practitioners often differ (Arpan & Pompper, 2003).
According to Martinelli and Briggs (1998), communicating openly during crisis not only
has the potential to affect public opinion favorably and build the organization’s
credibility with the media, but it also creates more difficulty for lawyers trying to defend
an organization during a lawsuit.

According to Baker and Martinson (2001), there is a danger that public relations
practitioners will often play a dysfunctional role in society. Ethically deficient public
relations practices ultimately generate public outrage, so it is imperative that ethics are
considered when developing crisis communication strategies and responses. But it isn’t
only the responsibility of the public relations practitioner to adhere to ethically proactive
public relations. According to Baker and Martinson, “It is the broader working place
culture of the persuasive professions that is the major problem, and not so much the
individual acts — however reprehensible they may be — of particular practitioners” (p.
156). The military often faces ethical dilemmas during crisis because openness can

negatively effect operational security or disclose classified information. The military has
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been accused of covering up embarrassing crisis situations because of its propensity to
classify information.
Wartime Crisis Communication

During war, the military has always viewed the media with skepticism because of
professional and cultural differences. Going back to the Revolutionary War, the military
has also used the media to communicate with the public. George Washington was the
first military combat correspondent (Defense Information School, 2005f). From the
battlefront, he wrote truthful articles — both negative and positive — to the colonists to
retain their support (Defense Information School). During World War II, General
Dwight D. Eisenhower said, “I believe the old saying ‘public opinion wins wars’ is true.
Our countries fight best when our people are best informed” (Defense Information
School, p. 26).

Because war is inherently chaotic on a massive scale, unintended crisis events
often occur. The three cases selected for review in this study were wartime crises that
harmed the image of the U.S. military because they were avoidable. The first scandal
outlined is the 1968 My Lai massacre in Vietnam, the second is the 1994 Black Hawk
friendly fire shootdown during Operation Provide Comfort, and the last event is the 2004
Abu Ghraib prison abuse scandal during Operation Iraqi Freedom.

Vietham War

The relationship between the media and the military during the Vietnam War was

decisively strained. The military did not censor the media, but instead excessively

classified information to cover up the negative progress of the war (Defense Information
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School, 2005f). This tactic had serious limitations because reporters were on the
battlefield witnessing the truth. The military briefings were called the “Five O’Clock
Follies” because the reporters were aware of the stark disconnect between the truth and
what the government was saying (Defense Information School). The My Lai massacre
was first reported as an Army success by the government, but the truth was eventually
uncovered.

In 1967 Charlie Company arrived in Vietnam as one of the three Army companies
belonging to Task Force Barker. Captain Ernest Medina led Charlie Company, and its
mission was to pressure enemy forces in the Quang Ngai region (Linder, 1999). One of
the platoon leaders was 24-year-old Lieutenant William Calley. At 8:00 a.m. March 16,
1968, the men embarked on a mission to the My Lai 4 hamlet with the “usual search-and-
destroy task of pulling people from homes, interrogating them, and searching for Viet
Cong” (Linder). Soon after the operation commenced, the American soldiers executed a
group of older women who were kneeling and praying near the village temple. Calley
was also at a drainage ditch on the eastern edge of the village. Approximately 80 men,
women, and children were held there, and Calley ordered his platoon members to push
the people into the ditch (Linder). Calley then ordered his men to shoot into the ditch.
Some soldiers refused to follow his orders, and others obeyed.

An Army photographer, Sergeant Ronald Haeberle, arrived on scene to document
a significant encounter with the Viet Cong, but instead witnessed approximately 30
different soldiers kill about 100 civilians (Linder, 1999). An Army helicopter flown by

Chief Warrant Officer Hugh Thompson arrived in the My Lai vicinity at approximately
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9:00 a.m. (Linder). He landed his helicopter and told Calley to hold his men there as he
evacuated the civilians. Thompson told his helicopter crew chief to shoot the Americans
if they fired at the civilians, and then reported the civilian killings to brigade headquarters
(Linder).

Twenty months after the massacre, Army investigators discovered three mass
graves containing the bodies of about 500 villagers (Linder, 1999). Immediately
following the My Lai massacre, official Army reports of the operation proclaimed a
triumphant victory (Linder). Thompson filed a complaint that alleged numerous war
crimes committed by Charlie Company soldiers. Consequently, a quick and informal
investigation was completed that concluded Americans had unintentionally killed only 20
civilians (Linder). A reconnaissance soldier who was stationed in Duc Pho, Ronald
Ridenhour, heard five eyewitness accounts of the My Lai massacre, and he began his own
informal investigation. After Ridenhour was discharged from the military in 1969, he
composed a letter detailing what he heard about the My Lai massacre. Letters were
mailed to President Richard Nixon, the Pentagon, the State Department, and numerous
members of Congress (Linder). The letter caught the attention of two officials —
Democratic Representatives Morris Udall from Arizona and L. Mendel Rivers from
South Carolina (Hersh, 1970). Both men pressured the military to investigate the
allegations, and the Army Inspector General was soon assigned to the case (Hersh). The
Army Inspector General started investigating the case in April 1969, and on September 5,
formal charges were filed against Calley (Linder). November 1969 the American public

learned more details of what allegedly happened at My Lai 4. The massacre was the
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cover story in both Time and Newsweek; CBS ran a Mike Wallace interview with one of
the My Lai soldiers; Seymour Hersh published in-depth articles; and Life magazine
published Haeberle’s graphic photographs (Linder).

Most of the men who committed the crimes no longer served in the military, so
they were immune from prosecution by military court-martial (Linder, 1999). The top
officer charged, Major General Samuel Koster, had the charges against him dropped and
received only a letter of censure and reduction in rank. November 12, 1970, Calley’s
court martial began (Linder). The defense argued that the stress of combat greatly
impaired Calley’s thinking, and that he was following orders from his company
commander, Captain Medina. After thirteen days of deliberation, the jury found Calley
guilty of premeditated murder on all counts, and was sentenced to life imprisonment
(Linder). November 9, 1974, the Secretary of the Army announced that Calley was to be
paroled. Linder (1999) said that the negative media reaction to the My Lai massacre
shifted support away from the Vietnam War. “Two weeks after the Calley verdict was
announced, the Harris Poll reported for the first time that a majority of Americans
opposed the war in Viet Nam” (Linder, p. 10).

Operation Provide Comfort

In the 1990s, the military was still recovering from the harm done to its image in
the Vietnam War. “The lack of confidence Americans held for the military took over a
quarter-century to dissolve and the military’s victory in the Persian Gulf War finally put
to rest that lack of confidence” (English, 2005, p. 11). The military also had to adapt to

advances in media technology. CNN was a force to be reckoned with during the Gulf
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War — the network provided 24-hour news coverage (Defense Information School, 2005f,
p. 46). After the Gulf War, CNN continued to influence the military’s communication
tactics.

April 14, 1994, two U.S. Army Black Hawk helicopters and their crews assigned
to Operation Provide Comfort were transporting American, United Kingdom, French, and
Turkish military officers; Kurdish representatives; and a U.S. political advisor in northern
Iraq (U.S. Government Accountability Office, 1997). According to Piper (2000), they
took off in the morning from Pirin¢lik, near Diyarbakir, Turkey, and were headed for the
Operation Provide Comfort military coordination center located in Zakhu, Iraq.
Operation Provide Comfort was a U.S. coalition operation that provided protection and
humanitarian aid to Kurdish refugees in Northern Iraq (Piper).

Before departing southern Turkey, the two helicopter pilots activated the “friend-
or-foe system,” that was designed to identify them to other U.S. aircraft (Thompson,
1995). The pilots set it to a frequency that was listed in the secret air-tasking order they
received from the U.S. Air Force each day. While the Black Hawks were departing, an
Air Force Airborne Warning and Control Systems (AWACS) aircraft was flying over
Turkey to provide airborne threat warning and control for Operation Provide Comfort
aircraft, including the Black Hawk helicopters (U.S. Government Accountability Office,
1997). Almost an hour after taking off, the Black Hawks reported their entry into the no-
fly zone to the AWACS en-route controller, Lieutenant Joseph Halcli, and landed six

minutes later at their destination in Iraq (Piper, 2000).
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Halcli and Captain Jim Wang, the AWACS crew's senior director, added friendly
helicopter symbology to their radars, but then suspended the symbology after the Black
Hawks landed at the control center (Piper). The helicopters took off shortly thereafter
and reported their departure, flight route, and destination to Halcli. Halcli again placed
symbology on his radar screen to show the two Black Hawks. He notified Wang of the
helicopters' movement, and the friendly helicopter symbology was visible on the radar
screens of Wang and two other AWACS officers (Piper). Twenty minutes after their
departure, the Black Hawks entered mountainous terrain and their radar returns
disappeared from the AWACS radars. Captain Dierdre Bell, an air surveillance officer
on the AWACS, noticed that the radar returns had disappeared and sent an electronic
warning to Wang's scope, but he took no action and the warning disappeared from his
screen after one minute (Piper).

Two U.S. F-15 fighter jets piloted by Captain Eric Wickson and Lieutenant
Colonel Randy May took off from another Turkish base the same day, bound for the no-
fly zone where the Black Hawks were flying (Piper, 2000). Their mission was to perform
a sweep of the no-fly zone to clear the area of any hostile aircraft. They also had an air-
tasking order, but were told to set their friend-or-foe system to a frequency different from
the Black Hawks (Thompson, 1995). Wickson, the lead pilot, radioed Lieutenant Ricky
Wilson in the AWACS, who was responsible for the air traffic inside the no-fly zone, and
asked if there was any information to pass to them (Piper). Wilson said there was no

information. Wilson thought that the Black Hawks had landed again, and asked Wang if
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he could drop the friendly helicopter symbology from their scopes. The request was
approved (Piper).

When the fighters saw two helicopters on their radar screens, their electronic
systems failed to identify the helicopters (Thompson, 1995). Wickson reported the
presence of the unidentified helicopters to the AWACS. Wilson acknowledged his report
but responded that he had no radar contacts in that area. Both F-15 pilots electronically
pinged the radar target with their on-board identification friend or foe system, and it came
back negative (Piper, 2000). The two F-15s then initiated a visual identification pass of
the unidentified aircraft, and Wickson reported to Wilson in the AWACS that the two
aircraft were Iraqi helicopters. Wilson asked Wang if he heard the reports and he
answered yes, but did not offer any guidance or additional information (Piper). The two
F-15s circled around the helicopters once more, and notified the AWACS that they were
ready to fire. The AWACS told them to go ahead and fire.

Wickson fired a missile at the trail helicopter — the missile hit and destroyed the
helicopter seconds later (Piper, 2000). The lead helicopter immediately turned and dove
in an attempt to evade the attack. May then fired another missile at the lead helicopter,
and successfully shot it down (Piper). All 26 personnel on board the two helicopters
were killed. According to Piper, after flying over the wreckage of the helicopters, May
radioed Wickson, "Stick a fork in them, they're done" (p. 34). Kurdish civilians notified
the Operation Provide Comfort mission control center about the shootdown, and CNN
thus broadcast the news that a friendly fire incident had occurred in Northern Iraq (Piper).

President Bill Clinton expressed his condolences to the coalition countries that had
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personnel killed in the fratricide, and said, "We will get the facts, and we will make them
available to the American people and to the people of Britain, France, and Turkey, our
partners in Operation Provide Comfort” (Piper, p. 56).

The Air Force immediately convened an accident investigation board, which was
composed of a board president; 11 board members from the U.S. military; three associate
members from France, Turkey, and the United Kingdom; four legal advisors; and 13
technical advisors (U.S. Government Accountability Office, 1997). After interviewing
more than 100 witnesses and conducting numerous tests, the investigation results were
publicly released July 13, 1994. Anonymous defense officials had leaked some of the
investigation findings to the media two weeks earlier. The investigation concluded that
the F-15 pilots misidentified the Black Hawks, the AWACS crew failed to intervene, the
Black Hawks and their operations were not integrated into the Task Force, and the friend-
or-foe systems failed (Piper, 2000).

Wang was the only officer charged in the case, and his court-martial began in
May 1995 at Tinker Air Force Base, OK (Piper, 2000). June 20, 1995, the Air Force
announced a nullification verdict (refusal to convict on the stated charges) that acquitted
Wang of the charges. According to Thompson, Wang’s acquittal meant that no Air Force
officer faced anything but a mild administrative penalty (1995). The families of the
personnel killed in this fratricide event were livid that the Air Force personnel involved
with the shootdown did not receive stiffer punishments (Piper). The family members

publicly accused the military of covering up to protect themselves.
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Operation Iraqi Freedom

Operation Iraqi Freedom was controversial from its inception, but the U.S.
military went on the public affairs offensive to win the “hearts and minds” of the global
audience. Reporters embedded with ground units to publicize the tactical view of battle.
“The press had access, the media got the military story to the public, and those members
of the media that violated the ground rules were not allowed to report the story” (Sieber,
2007, p. 51). According to English (2005), retired general officers contracted with the
news networks actively liaised with the military. The positive results gained from the
proactive public outreach were futile when photographs of the Abu Ghraib prison abuses
were made public.

CBS and The New Yorker broke the story in April 2004: American soldiers were
caught on film abusing Iraqi prisoners at the Abu Ghraib military prison in Iraq. The
case made international headlines, and according to Hersh, in one photograph, “ Private
England, a cigarette dangling from her mouth, is giving a jaunty thumbs-up sign and
pointing at the genitals of a young Iraqi, who is naked except for a sandbag over his head,
as he masturbates” (2004, para.8).

The world found out about the abuses because of Specialist Joseph Darby. He
had received a compact disc from Corporal Charles Graner, which had hundreds of
pictures of naked detainees (Hersh, 2004). Initially he submitted an anonymous letter to
the Army’s Crim