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INTRODUCTION

It was June 6, 2019, and by then, I had conducted close to a thousand 
interviews with people over my 15 years as a journalist. But this one 
transformed my life forever.

I did not know what to expect from my subject, Wiktor. The only 
thing I knew about him was that he was a survivor of sexual abuse who 
had been harmed by a Catholic priest when he was a teenager. He was 
still practicing his faith and active in his Church community.

Mine was his first interview ever. He did not want his face to be 
shown on camera. He also asked that we alter his voice so that no one 
would be able to recognize it. He was particularly concerned about 
members of his parish finding out about the abuse he suffered. “They 
are not ready. I am sure it would be a nightmare both for me and for 
them if they knew,” he told me on the phone.

My crew were all given confidentiality papers to sign – “The iden-
tity of the interviewee is not to be released in any form. What you see 
and hear on set stays on set.”

Wiktor was not the only one who was nervous. I was nervous too. 
It was my first time interviewing a victim of sexual abuse in the Church. 
The word “survivor” would be forever imbued with new meaning after 
what I learned from Wiktor. “A survivor is someone who didn’t die, 
even if he should,” he told me. 

A survivor of Church sexual abuse is a person whose life has been 
broken, transformed by an act of criminal behavior by a priest or an-
other religious authority. It only takes one act to harm someone in 
a way that will only be fully healed in heaven. Wiktor was sexually 
abused twice in his teen years by a priest, and he told me, “I am incapa-
ble of getting into a relationship. Because I am afraid to be hurt.”
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Wiktor had been close to committing suicide a few months be-
fore our filming appointment. Providentially, when he was at his lowest 
point, a good priest appeared in his life and began to walk the journey of 
healing alongside Wiktor. He lived miles away, but he dedicated hours 
to Wiktor on the phone and persuaded Wiktor that God loved him and 
wanted him to live. 

The Church and each one of us need survivors like Wiktor to tell 
their stories. The only way that we can understand what sexual abuse in 
the Church really means, not only to the survivors themselves but to the 
whole Body of Christ, is by listening to their voices. 

Survivors of sexual abuse by the clergy are not people “out there,” 
they are us. They are teaching in the religious education classroom next 
door; they are walking their kids to the door on the first day of school; 
they are serving burgers at the charity dinner. We may not know it, but 
they are in the pews with us, and we can better support survivors on the 
path toward healing simply by being more aware of that possibility. 

If we do not try to see the sexual abuse crisis in the Catholic Church 
through the eyes of the victims, we cannot see it at all. We all – Church 
authorities, the rest of the faithful and Catholic journalists like me – 
need to internalize that a case of sexual abuse that occurs in the Church 
is not first a legal or economic reality, but a human one. Abuse is not 
just a sin; it is a crime. It is a devastating blow to the Body of Christ, 
and the place that is given the faithful to heal from this abuse is the very 
same institution in which the abuse took place. The Church is a loving 
mother, and she longs to heal us. The Catholic community, then, ought 
to demonstrate this in a particular way toward survivors of abuse. 

“My parents never knew what happened to me. Who would have 
believed me anyway?” Wiktor said during our conversation. “My friends 
don’t know [even] until this day,” he continued. “The priest hurt me at 
the beginning of the ’80s in a small town in a rural part of Poland – the 
country was under communism; the Church was persecuted. Whom was 
I supposed to tell? The pastor of my parish? Corrupt communist police 
officers that hated the Church? There was no one to go to.”

Now, Wiktor said, times have changed, and since he found the cour-
age to talk to me, the bishops and the whole institutional Church should 
find the courage to talk to survivors. “I will never be a bishop. I will never 
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know how it feels to have that kind of responsibility. But neither will 
they know how it is to be in my skin, how it feels to be a survivor. That’s 
why we need to talk to each other, to listen to each other.”

These conversations, Wiktor added, need to start with the Church 
admitting, “We failed.” This is not about scapegoating, Wiktor under-
lined: “My pain was not caused by the 1.4 billion Catholics in the world. 
It was one single priest.” But there will be no justice in this world for 
Wiktor, since his abuser is dead. That priest will not serve time in prison 
or make amends in any way for his crime, but the Church can, and must, 
seek to repair the wound he caused. 

As a journalist, for the most part, after I write, edit, or film a story, 
I move on to the next. There is always something new coming up that 
requires my full attention. With Wiktor, it was different. We became 
friends. From time to time, I call him to say hello, or happy birthday, or to 
ask for his advice on how to talk with another survivor. He also texts me 
and sometimes sends me pictures of wildflowers, which he knows I love.

When I finished editing Wiktor’s story, I made myself a promise: 
I would do whatever I could to help the Wiktors of this world (and 
my Church) using my two professions: a journalist (i.e., a storyteller) 
and a communications researcher (i.e., an academic). This book is the 
fulfillment of that promise.

Abuse leaves people broken, like pottery that has fallen on the floor. 
But healing is possible. 

In Japan, there is a philosophy for repairing broken pottery. Kintsugi 
artists piece together broken vases and plates using lacquer mixed with 
powdered gold, silver, or platinum.  Instead of disguising the damage, 
the technique highlights the cracks, transforming the broken object into 
something unique and more beautiful, symbolizing resilience, the beauty 
of imperfection, and the appreciation of history and flaws.

Abuse cannot be erased from the lives of survivors. But their healing 
can be painted in gold. They do not need to hide their wounds, because 
the wounds are meaningful. They can be transformed in the healing pro-
cess into something beautiful. 

That is why a kintsugi pattern is pictured on the cover of this 
book. Abuse should not be covered up and forgotten – it can be healed 
and made meaningful. Thanks to survivors and their testimonies, the 
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Church, who is still full of brokenness on earth, may be transformed 
into a beautiful witness. Of supportive community. Of repairing broken 
trust. Of a safer place where every child is protected.

Research with a mission

Sexual abuse is not a pleasant topic. If we add to it “of minors” and “by 
clergy,” that natural uneasiness turns quickly into disgust and repulsion.

As I just explained, my first reason for choosing this theme is that 
I listened to the stories of survivors1. It is not a theoretical subject that 
can be explained only through impersonal statistics and financial con-
sequences. There are real people impacted by it: the victims and their 
families. Although their wounds may heal, the scars they leave are deep 
and long-lasting.

Listening to survivors’ stories is also important for the leaders of 
Catholic communities. They will be persuaded to act to protect the vic-
tims and ensure they are taken care of. They will also learn about how to 
proceed with the alleged aggressor; how to collaborate with the police; 
what and when to communicate to their communities and to the media; 
what healing plans should be put in place; and what measures ought to be 
implemented so that it never happens again. Also, they will discern how 
to care for a cleric whose life is shattered by a false accusation.

Among the institutional leaders who need to face the scourge of 
abuse are not only bishops, priests and religious superiors, and their 
communication advisors, but also heads of schools and parents’ asso-
ciations, journalists, Catholic politicians, even parents. They all need to 
know the data, the causes, the Church’s values, and what to do in case of 
an allegation or disclosure of abuse.

This book was born out of a will to bring those two perspectives – 
victims and the institution – to the same table, and to develop a set of 
communications best practices to help victims and communities heal and, 
at the same time, help the Church regain trust and her reputation.
1   The term “victims” is the one used traditionally in crisis communications and will 
be used throughout the book. However, victims of clerical sexual often prefer the term 
“survivors,” because it has a connotation of strength rather than weakness. “A victim is 
what I was for the last 30 years. I don’t use that as a crutch anymore,” Gary Bergeron, 
a survivor from Boston, told the media. To respect both research terminology and the 
sensitivities of those hurt, I will use both terms.
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I also chose this topic for an academic purpose. In my work as an 
associate professor at the communication school of the Pontifical Uni-
versity of John Paul II of Krakow, I noticed the lack of global research on 
the Church’s crisis communications in the wake of the sexual abuse crisis.

Surprisingly, to this date, there has been no comprehensive publi-
cation that looks at this theme in the context of crisis communications. 
Numerous scholarly articles and books are available, but they treat the 
problem in a fragmentary way. 

Corporate communication is, after journalism, my second field of 
expertise. When I was covering the abuse crisis as a journalist, listening to 
painful stories of survivors and seeing the often insufficient communica-
tions of the Church, I thought that putting together a set of best practices 
could be useful. When I raised the topic in my conversations with Cath-
olic leaders from Poland and abroad, they supported the project whole-
heartedly. I decided that this would be my contribution to the process of 
changing the Church’s culture regarding abuse.

I think, both as journalist and academic, that the Catholic Church’s 
substantial progress in dealing with sexual abuse cases in the last 20 years 
is a conversion story worth telling. Everybody knows her grave mistakes 
in dealing with this issue, but many people, even practicing Catholics, 
are not aware of how profoundly their Church has changed, even to the 
point of becoming an example to follow to other religious denominations, 
educational and cultural organizations, and even public institutions.

Step by step, through a painfully slow decision-making process, 
popes from John Paul II to Francis completely changed the Church 
response. Indeed, the number of new norms and preventive measures is 
overwhelming. What I thought was missing, however, were clear indi-
cations of how to communicate in those circumstances with the affect-
ed, their communities and the media. Doing the right thing in a crisis 
is not enough; people must know that you are doing the right thing. It 
must be communicated properly. 

Abuse is not a Church problem. It is a plague on all societies across 
the globe. While abuse happened in the Church, it was also occurring in 
schools and universities, sport associations, health facilities and elsewhere, 
and all those institutions need to put best practices in action, and to learn 
the ways to prevent abuse. 
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If awareness of abuse prevention in society rises thanks to the 
Church’s response, that is a gift. I learned from Father Federico Lom-
bardi, who directed Vatican Radio and the Vatican Press Office, that 
if clerical abuse is not fully addressed, the Church’s credibility and 
that of all her priests will be gravely wounded, along with “one of the 
most beautiful and precious aspects of her service to humanity for 
centuries: the education of children and young people.”

The sexual abuse of minors is one of the biggest plagues of our 
time, and the Church has much to add to the conversation of how 
to prevent and address it. But without consistent application of her 
own principles and communication of the same, she will not have the 
credibility to resolve or even alleviate the problem.

The outcome of my research is twofold. First, a publication for my 
colleagues in academia, with the virtues and the limits of any academic 
work: a solid framework, a precise methodology, a qualitative and quan-
titative analysis, a rigorous citation system … and a pretty arid style.2 
Second, this book you have in your hands, which, in direct, accessible 
language, offers Church leaders practical ways to implement the best 
practices identified in academic research. In other words: a publication 
that could have an impact on people and promote change.

Structure and content

The content of this book is divided as follows. In the first chapter, I 
connect what the Church has suffered – and still suffers – with what 
academics and practitioners consider an institutional crisis, in order to 
identify which crisis management recommendations are applicable to 
ecclesial organizations.

Then, in chapter 2, I explore the sexual abuse of minors in society to 
understand its dimensions, traits and drivers, both from the individual per-
spective of victims and perpetrators, and from an institutional point of view; 
and I dedicate chapter 3 to studying sexual abuse in religious environments.

Next, I describe child abuse inside the Church from a historical 
perspective: how the problem was unveiled (chapter 4); how John Paul 
II and Benedict XVI tried to tackle the problem (chapter 5); the stories 

2   Guzik, Paulina. 2025. Sexual Abuse in the Catholic Church: Key Lessons and New Per-
spectives from a Crisis Communications Standpoint. Krakow: Petrus.
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that drove the narrative (chapter 6); facts that support or contradict 
public perceptions (chapter 7); and the real profile of the problem de-
rived from an analysis of the Church’s official investigations (chapter 8).

Chapter 9 examines the main steps in Church transformation 
during the pontificate of Francis. We first look at 2018, her annus 
horribilis, and the February 2019 meeting at which a new preventive 
mindset crystallized, before examining the Church’s actions since then 
to make ecclesial institutions a safe environment.

The next two chapters deal with communication. Chapter 10 pro-
vides the set of principles that should lead any strategy, and chapter 
11 focuses on best practices and operative ways to implement commu-
nications about child sexual abuse in the Catholic Church. The first 
nine chapters of this book are indispensable, since without a sound 
knowledge of any issue, it is impossible to communicate it well; but I 
consider chapters 10 and 11 to be the core of the book and its most 
important contribution. 

Finally, in chapter 12, I summarize and systematize my findings 
into 10 recommendations, as if they were the Ten Commandments 
connecting crisis management and communications around the idea 
of institutional trust, which should be considered the lighthouse di-
recting both leaders and communicators toward the solution to child 
sexual abuse, in the Church and everywhere.

The data, analysis and recommendations presented in these pag-
es come from methodological studies conducted either by state au-
thorities or independent commissions regarding child sexual abuse 
committed in Church environments; books and papers published by 
academic journals; Church documents from the Holy See and from 
bishops’ conferences and individual dioceses, religious congregations 
or other Catholic entities; and media reports (media pressure on 
Church authorities played a role that can hardly be exaggerated).

Another relevant source of insight and recommendations were 
more than 40 interviews with pastors and experts in the field who 
could shed light on this subject, either because they suffered abuse 
firsthand, or because they have been on the front lines of the Church’s 
response, as Church authorities or communicators.
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I added some stories to the mix. Although painful, learning about 
those sad episodes in the Church’s recent history is vitally important, 
because we should not allow any scandal to pass without teaching us 
something. At first glance, these stories might seem out of place in a 
rigorous academic study, but I decided to include them because we have 
a “duty to remember,” as the French philosopher Paul Ricoeur wrote.3

In fact, presenting phenomenological experiences of child abuse is 
the only way to understand this phenomenon, and more effective – in 
my opinion – than quantitative raw data. Stories help to reveal and 
raise awareness of how victims and offenders think, how they process 
memories, and how they are impacted by abuse. This is indispensable 
not only for counseling, clinical work or teaching, but also for commu-
nicating about abuse, which is the core of this research.

Finally, I conducted surveys with three constituencies: national 
delegates of safeguarding, their diocesan counterparts on child protec-
tion, and reporters covering Church issues.4 You will see some of their 
opinions and recommendations in the following chapters.
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Chapter 1

WHAT THE CATHOLIC CHURCH COULD LEARN 
FROM CORPORATE CRISIS MANAGEMENT

I have resisted the temptation to focus this book only on communi-
cation because serious problems, including the sexual abuse of minors 
by Catholic clergy, are not primarily communications issues, but gov-
ernance issues. Analyzing our topic only from a communication per-
spective would lead to inaccurate conclusions, as if this crisis could be 
solved just with good communication, which is obviously not the case. 
Solving the problem and communicating the solution must always go 
together, but good management and good decisions always come first.

Applying crisis management best practices to the Church could 
be helpful: The Church is also a human institution and can and should 
learn from the successes and failures of other organizations. At the same 
time, I will do it with care, taking into account her rich personality, her 
unique identity, and her own way of understanding authority, power, the 
rule of law and “effectiveness.”

Crisis, crisis management and communications

In common everyday language, the word “crisis” has a negative conno-
tation: a severe problem that (a) affects a person and/or an institution, 
and (b) creates hardship. The term is sometimes used interchangeably 
with several other terms, including disaster, business interruption, ca-
tastrophe and emergency.1 That is why it is important to define cor-
porate crises.

1  Herbane, Brahim. 2010. “The evolution of business continuity management: A histor-
ical review of practices and drivers.” Business History, 52 (6), 978–1002.
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The first author to propose a definition was Hermann, who in 
1962 defined corporate crises as events characterized by three basic 
elements: surprise, threat and a short response time.

Of the three, the principal trait is the second: threat.2 More recent-
ly, Fink described crisis as a “decisive and unstable situation that runs 
the risk of, 1) increasing its intensity; 2) being subject to inspection by 
the government or the media; 3) interfering with the normal develop-
ment of the business; 4) endangering the positive image of the company 
or its managers; 5) causing damage, in some way, to the bottom line 
of the company’s results.”3 Although those who suffer through them 
would prefer to never think in such terms – crises are always harmful – a 
crisis can also produce positive effects. A crisis offers opportunities for 
change. Quite often, people working in top management only decide to 
tackle a serious problem because of internal and/or external pressure,4 
since crises can be the right antidote to inertia or resistance to change.5 
In crises, heroes are born, changes in the organization are accelerated, 
new and more competent leadership may arrive, and institutional cul-
ture can get rid of the consequences of wrong and repeated decisions 
that, with time, may warp and corrupt the original purpose (the found-
ing charism, we would say in Church terminology) of an organization.

In general terms, all crisis situations have at least five characteris-
tics in common. First, they all represent a serious threat to the company: 
THey have strong negative impacts on sales and market shares, stake-
holders’ loyalty and advocacy behaviors, and companies’ reputations.6 
Second, crises are unpredictable, non-routine events.7

2  Hermann, Charles F. 1963. “Some consequences of crisis which limit the viability of 
organizations,” Administrative Science Quarterly, 8, 1, 61-82.
3  Fink, Steven. 2000. Crisis Management: Planning for the Inevitable. Bloomington: 
iUniverse.
4  Kanter, Rosabeth Moss, Barry A. Stein and Todd D. Jick. 1992. The Challenge of orga-
nizational change: how companies experience it and leaders guide it. New York: Free Press.
5  Khader, Majeed, Eunice Tan and Breanda Toh. 2023. Crisis Leadership: A Guide for 
Leaders. Singapore: World Scientific Publishing Co.
6  Barton, Laurence. 2001. Crisis in Organizations II: Managing & Communicating in the 
Heat of Chaos. Cincinnati: South-Western College Publishing.
7  Pearson, C.M. and Clair, J.A. 1998. “Reframing crisis management,” Academy of Man-
agement Review, 23, 1, 59-76.
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Third, they offer very little time for managers to respond: A 
crisis is an urgent problem that must be addressed immediately.8 
Fourth, crises are attributed to human causes rather than to force 
majeure.9 A crisis is a “man-made event,”10 intricately linked to 
someone being blamed or held responsible for either creating the 
problem itself, or failing to react properly to it afterward. And fi-
nally, publicity: Quite often, the crisis arises when damaging infor-
mation is made public.11 

For many, a serious accident is neither important nor dramatic 
until someone qualifies it as such. It becomes a crisis when the orga-
nization that has suffered the accident loses the initiative to commu-
nicate with other groups. These are users, consumers, environmental-
ists or other special interest groups such as social or political groups 
who, through the media, take advantage of the circumstances of 
the accident to criticize the organization and to promote their own 
agenda as much as they can. In fact, without the media, or with an 
information flow controlled or censored, many top managers would 
fear no crisis.

At first glance, each crisis seems unique, like a fingerprint.12 But 
when we look at how they are born and evolve, we can find shared el-
ements, useful to predict and prevent crises that could affect the orga-
nization, as well as to avoid, or at least moderate, their negative effects. 
Crisis management is a relatively recent discipline, and it took some 
time to become an academic discipline. In 1968, the word “crisis” in  
 

8  Luecke, Richard, and Larry Barton. 2004. Crisis Management. Cambridge: Harvard 
Business School Press; Canyon, Deon. 2020. “Definitions in Crisis Management and 
Crisis Leadership.” Security Nexus Research, January 24, 2020.
9  Lerbinger, Otto. 1997. The Crisis Manager. Mahwah: LEA. Bassous, Michael. 2022. 
Leadership in Crisis: A Global Perspective on Building Resilience, Stamina, Agility, and 
Confrontation. Eugene: Resource Publications.
10  Boin, A., P. Hart, E. Stern, and B. Sundelius. 2005. The Politics of Crisis Management. 
Beverly Hills: Sage, 2.
11  Przybysz, Monika. 2008. Kościół w kryzysie? Crisis management w Kościele w Polsce. 
Tanów: Biblos, 29.
12  Caponigro, Jeffrey R. 2000. The Crisis Counselor. A Step-by-Step Guide to Managing a 
Business Crisis. Lincolnwood: Contemporary Books, 4.
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the International Encyclopedia for Social Sciences was treated with certain 
scorn: “‘Crisis’ is a lay term in search of a scholarly meaning.” 13

Scientists thought that the very idea of a “theory” of crisis appeared 
to be a contradiction in terms, both inconsistent and suspect.14

Nevertheless, due to the increasing number of crises in the 1980s and 
1990s precipitated by natural disasters, social conflicts and more powerful 
(and dangerous) technologies, the interest in academia grew exponentially.

Crisis management became a systematic method of analysis and 
work that allows a crisis to be faced in the best possible way: identify-
ing the weak points of the organization in time, introducing the nec-
essary changes so that the weaknesses do not turn into crises, planning 
the institutional response by communicating with the organization’s 
stakeholders during the crisis, and, finally, evaluating the response of 
the organization and leading the post-crisis recovery.15

Crisis management is now an established discipline in manage-
ment taught in most business schools and was the subject of hundreds of 
books and journal papers, written either by academics or by practitioners. 

It is customary to divide crisis management into three phases: 
crisis prevention, crisis response and crisis recovery. Prevention is the 
most important: The only crisis well-managed is the crisis prevented.16

Preventing a crisis requires two types of measures: good man-
agerial decisions to reduce risks and improve operations, and good 
communication decisions, able creating a reservoir of goodwill, which 
insulates from the negative impacts of crises.17 Therefore, crisis pre-
vention includes two disciplines. First, risk management, understood 
as a part of strategic development that will allow companies to handle 
risk and uncertainty. It includes identifying and assessing risks; plan-

13  Robinson, James A. 1968, “Crisis,” in D. Sills (ed.), The International Encyclopedia of the 
Social Sciences, III, 510-514, New York: The Free Press and The MacMillan, 510.
14  Béjin, A. and E. Morin (eds). 1976. “Introduction,” Communications, 25, 1-3.
15  González Herrero, Alfonso, and Chris Pratt. 1996. “An Integrated Model for Cri-
sis-Communications Management.” Journal of Public Relations Research, 8 (2), 1996.
16  Mikušová, M., and P. Horváthová. 2019. “Prepared for a crisis? Basic elements of 
crisis management in an organisation.” Economic Research-Ekonomska Istraživanja, 32 
(1), 1844-1868.
17  Janssen, Catherine, Sankar Sen and CB Bhattacharya. 2015. “Corporate crises in the 
age of corporate social responsibility.” Business Horizons, 58, 183-192, 184.
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ning and implementing decisions to minimize those risks, and pre-
paring to face risks that are impossible to avoid; and communicating 
risks with the stakeholders. When the threat risks are technical, risk 
management is also technical in nature. It is up to experts in those 
areas (technology, medicine, etc.) to detect and assess the risks and 
make contingency plans in case of emergency. But when a company’s 
“risk portfolio” includes social, cultural and political risks, risk man-
agement becomes more political too.18 As Grunig states: “you have a 
crisis when you fail to engage in issues management.”19

The second discipline connected to crisis prevention is reputation 
management, since whatever the company does in the middle of a 
crisis will affect its reputation, and the future will depend on the rep-
utation it had before being hit by the crisis. In fact, good reputation 
promotes identification with the company, which represents one of 
the best forms of insurance against the effects of a crisis.20

Having a strong reputation prior to the crisis has an isolation ef-
fect: Stakeholders will find an explanation to make sense of the crisis, 
downplay negative information they receive about the organization, 
and search for plausible alternative explanations that alleviate the cul-
pability of the company. They will even be inclined to forgive the com-
pany more easily if it is found faulty.21

The second phase of crisis management is crisis response. Its two 
main aspects are preparation to deal with the crisis, which normally 
includes having a crisis handbook (a plan for a trained crisis manage-
ment team), and the implementation of the plan, in which communi-
cations occupy a crucial role.22

18  Griffin, Andrew. 2014. Crisis, Issues and Reputation Management. London: Kogan Page.
19  Grunig, J. E. (Ed.). 1992. Excellence in public relations and communications manage-
ment. Hillsdale: LEA.
20  Johar, G.V., M.M. Birk, and S.A. Einwiller. 2010. “How to save your brand in the face 
of crisis.” MIT Sloan Management Review, 51 (4), 57-64, 59.
21  Bhattacharya and Sen 2003. Lange, D., and N.T. Washburn. 2012. “Understanding 
attributions of corporate social irresponsibility.” Academy of Management Review, 37 (2), 
300-326.
22  Walaski, Pamela. 2011. Risk and Crisis Communications: Methods and Messages. John 
Wiley & Sons.
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Finally, the post-crisis phase, or crisis recovery, includes the actions 
that organizations should put in place to recover from a crisis hit. This 
phase involves an audit, to identify the lessons to be learned from the crisis 
and integrate this learning into the daily operations of the organization. 

There is one more discipline connected to crisis management worth 
mentioning: leadership studies. Crisis response depends enormously on 
the type of leadership an organization has. Planning is important, but 
ethical leadership is even more important. As Dezenhall and Weber 
state, “if given the choice between a thorough plan and a good leader, 
go with the leader.” 23

That’s why we will explore later the role of bishops and religious 
superiors in dealing with a crisis. As I said before, a crisis is not primar-
ily a communication issue, but rather one of governance. Therefore, the 
person who takes decisions in a crisis is the individual or the team who 
leads the organization, not its communications manager. 

Crisis communication as a discipline has evolved at the same pace 
as corporate communications. In its origins, crisis communication was 
simply a branch of public relations, which was a secondary function in 
most companies. Today, communications is an indispensable element 
of any company’s strategy.

That’s why experts and practitioners insist that the communications 
director should be part of the organization’s “dominant coalition,” to use 
Grunig’s expression, in peaceful times but even more so in a time of crisis.

Along Coombs and Holladay, crisis communication can be defined 
as “the collection, processing, and dissemination of information required 
to address a crisis situation.”24 It aims to reduce, or even eliminate, the 
negative effects on the relationship with the organization’s priority stake-
holders,25 and this requires an ability to communicate the institutional 
response to a crisis quickly and effectively.

González Herrero and Pratt identify three main factors for the in-
creasing relevance of communication in crises: the intense media atten-
tion to scandals, disasters and controversies; the fact that many recent 

23  Dezenhall and Weber (2007, 219).
24  Coombs and Holladay (2010, 20).
25  Ndela, Martin N. 2019. Crisis Communication – A Stakeholder Approach. Cham: Pal-
grave Macmillan.
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crises started with the credible accusation of a whistleblower; and final-
ly, the huge impact on corporate reputation of top management misbe-
havior or even criminal activities.26

We should add a fourth factor: the online world. Social media and 
the internet are now key for communicating efficiently during a crisis.

Communication can help in crisis situations in five ways. First, 
communicating to prevent harm. To do so, companies and public in-
stitutions should engage in risks communication.27 This could be de-
scribed as an intentional exchange of information about any risk – 
such as smoking or drinking and driving – with those who might be 
affected by it,  and how they might adjust their behavior accordingly. 

Crisis communication, in contrast, is associated with public re-
lations and the need for organizations to repair damaged images 
after a crisis or disaster. Today, we are more aware of the connection 
between risks and crises, and both approaches are merging into crisis 
communication as an integrated and ongoing process.28

Second, communicating to reduce harm after the crisis hits. The 
centrality of taking care of victims in crisis response is key. This should 
be done in two ways. On one hand, providing “instructing information” 
to prevent stakeholders from becoming victims by warning people to 
evacuate, to not use a product, or to shelter-in-place. Its objective is 
public safety.29 On the other hand, providing “adjusting information” 
which helps stakeholders cope psychologically with a crisis. Expres-
sions of sympathy, information about the crisis event, counseling, and 
corrective action are all variations of adjusting information. Crises can 
create anxiety and anger,30 and information about critical events re-

26  González Herrero and Pratt (1996).
27  Health, Robert, and Douglas, Abel. 1996. “Proactive Response to Citizen Risk Con-
cerns: Increasing Citizen’s Knowledge of Emergency Response Practices,” Journal of 
Public Relations Research, 8 (3), 151-171, 149.
28  Seeger (2006, 233).
29  Coombs (2015, 143).
30  Jin, Y., A. Pang, and G.T. Cameron. 2010. “The role of emotions in crisis responses: 
Inaugural test of the integrated crisis mapping (ICM) model.” Corporate Communica-
tions, 15 (4), 428-452. Timothy Coombs, W., and S.J. Holladay. 2005. “An exploratory 
study of stakeholder emotions: Affect and crises.” In: The effect of affect in organizational 
settings, 263-280. Emerald Group Publishing Limited.
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duces anxiety by reducing ambiguity. Expressions of sympathy help to 
reduce anger while counseling helps with extreme anxiety.

Third, operational communications to distribute relevant informa-
tion about a crisis to those most affected to ensure they can protect 
themselves. For instance, creating communication channels, internally 
and with external stakeholders, to cope with the information needs 
during an emergency.

The fourth use of communications in a crisis aims to protect the 
company’s reputation. Although this use is quite relevant for the or-
ganization, it should be practiced in a second moment: THe organi-
zation must first inform the public what it needs to know to protect 
itself, and only later address reputational concerns.31 Finally, the fifth 
and last use of communications is to promote resilience: the capacity to 
“bounce back” after crises, that is, the ability to adapt and change to 
new situations, and in doing so creating long-term stability.32 This di-
mension of crisis communication is particularly important for public 
organizations responsible of protecting communities, for example in 
flash floods or earthquakes.33

Crisis vs. scandals

For space reasons, I did not develop the different classifications of cri-
ses: emergencies, incidents and disasters.34 But there is a type of crisis 
worth exploring further on account of its relevance to the topic of 
sexual abuse: scandals. The aim would be to see whether we can learn 
something about how stakeholders react in such circumstances, and 
whether this is applicable to Church communications, both in general 
and about sexual abuse in particular.

31  Weick, K. E. and K.M. Sutcliffe. 2001. Managing the Unexpected: Assuring High Per-
formance in an Age of Complexity. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 167.
32   Gunderson, L.H. 2000. “Ecological Resilience—In Theory and Application,” Annu-
al Review of Ecology and Systematics, 31, 425-439.
33   Olsson, Eva-Karin. 2014. “Crisis Communication in Public Organisations: Di-
mensions of Crisis Communication Revisited.” Journal of Contingencies and Crisis 
Management, 22 (2), 113-125.
34   Lerbinger (1997, 255-261).
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Derived from the Greek skandalon, the word “scandal” originally 
referred to a moral lapse or stumbling block. According to Cambridge 
Dictionary, a scandal is an action or event regarded as morally or legally 
wrong causing public outrage or a public feeling of shock and strong 
moral disapproval. In management, though, a scandal has a more spe-
cific meaning. As Fronz states, a scandal is a crisis with an added ele-
ment: a revelation of a moral misconduct committed by an individual 
(regardless of whether it was committed or if it is merely a presump-
tion), and the indignation because of this revelation.35

A scandal means that there has been a transgression of a funda-
mental ethical norm that directly attacks the basic principles of the 
community. Whoever creates the scandal is attacking social identity 
and should therefore be rejected as an enemy of society. Those who 
feel scandalized demand strong punishment of the aggressor and his 
or her expulsion from the community.36

It is worth noting that this social and communicative concept of scan-
dal is different from a scandal according to Christian morals.37 For instance, 
discovering that a priest fathered a child can have negative consequences 
on the image of the Church but does not necessarily lead to social scandal, 
while proclaiming some key elements of Christian morals (e.g., sex is only 
legitimate inside marriage) could, in the wrong context, provoke a scandal.

René Girard is one of the pioneers of the sociological study of 
scandal. This French author understands scandal as a situation of unan-
imous violence (all-against-one) that is resolved through the execution 
of a scapegoat. Anyone who is part of the community feels entitled to 
oppose the scandal energetically, making violence appear legitimate.38 
35   Fronz, Christian. 2011. Strategic Management in Crisis Communication – A Multina-
tional Approach. Hamburg: Diplomatica Verlag.
36   Rilinger, G. 2019. “Corporate conspiracies and complex secrets: Structure and perception 
of the Insull Scheme in 1930s Chicago.” American Journal of Sociology, 124 (4), 1043-1089.
37   In Biblical language, scandal signifies a trap that causes a fall and puts faith in dan-
ger. This is how the Catechism of the Catholic Church defines it: “Scandal is an attitude 
or behavior which leads another to do evil. The person who gives scandal becomes his 
neighbor’s tempter. He damages virtue and integrity; he may even draw his brother into 
spiritual death. Scandal is a grave offense if by deed or omission another is deliberately 
led into a grave offense” (n. 2847).
38   Girard, René. 1992. Violence and the Sacred in the Modern World. London: Rout-
ledge. (Original ed.: 1972. La Violence et le Sacré. Paris: Grasset).
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Indeed, a scandal triggers a strong, emotional and negative reac-
tion: Such behavior is perceived as being so grievous that it cannot be 
pardoned, and everybody tries to distance themselves from it, out of 
a fear of being associated with the perpetrator and of suffering from 
stigma by association.39

The offense is considered unforgettable either because of the seri-
ousness of the mistake, or because it is not the first time it has happened 
(the aggressor is recidivist), or because the organization tried to solve a 
problem in the wrong way: by denying it, by corrupting journalists or by 
bribing police officers to cover it up, etc. 

In fact, any attempt to hide a problem tends to be more serious 
than the problem itself and, in this sense, a scandal typically involves 
some degree of concealment. Therefore, De Maria defines corporate 
scandal as “the public exposure of an organization which has not re-
sponded well to a crisis.”40

A scandal refers to a specific social environment since each com-
munity has its own fundamental principles.41 Therefore, it is possi-
ble that something which is scandalous in one cultural context may 
not be deemed scandalous in another. Therefore, the response must 
be adapted to the local environment. What may be indispensable in 
some countries (apologies or economic compensations, for instance) 
may be unacceptable in others. 

In fact, a scandal is “the ultimate crisis,” in which all stakeholders 
stand against the organization.42 Scandals create unstable and complex 
situations. On the one hand, all stakeholders are offended, including 
those who are not priority stakeholders, because what you have said 
or done is considered to be intolerable. On the other hand, emotions 
may run so high that they can often trigger uncontrollable reactions.

39   Pontikes, E., G. Negro, and H Rao. 2010. “Stained red: A study of stigma by associ-
ation to blacklisted artists during the ‘red scare’ in Hollywood 1945 to 1960.” American 
Sociological Review, 75 (3), 456-478.
40   De Maria, William. 2010. “After the scandal – Recovery options for damaged orga-
nizations.” Journal of Management & Organization, 16 (1), 66-82, 70.
41   Jourdan, Julien. 2023. Scandal as moral interaction: towards a new perspective on the 
publicization of organizational misconduct. Dissertation, HEC. Paris.
42   Elizalde et al. (2011).
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Those who react against a scandal do so because they feel the 
offense against the community has been serious. This gives them the 
necessary authority to oppose it, using verbal and even physical vio-
lence. They are not only legitimized to act but feel they are forced to 
do so to protect society. 

This phenomenon is called third-party punishment: the punish-
ment of a transgressor applied by a third party not directly affected by 
the transgression, nor by a victim of the transgression. Its roots lie in the 
moral outrage that scandals create in people other than the victims.43

The institutional response to a scandal requires stopping immedi-
ately all unethical behavior and reducing negative emotional tension 
by communicating a true feeling of regret and articulating a sincere, 
eloquent and serene request for pardon. In that sense, apologizing (a 
clear and explicit recognition of responsibilities and a public request 
for forgiveness) is indispensable to overcome a scandal.44 As Coombs 
states, “the severe damage of a corporate scandal requires some form 
of atonement from the organization. The response should therefore 
seek to soothe the public, not antagonize them further.”45

Scandals trigger intense feelings of concern about the threats as-
sociated with the wrongdoing and stimulate energetic responses. Ac-
cording to Cannata, what is striking in a scandal on social media is the 
existence of a surprising unanimity against the perpetrator, in the form 
of an escalation of hostile pressure.46 

Because of that strong reaction against the one who has caused 
the scandal, the institutional response should be immediate, and pri-
oritize emotional aspects, say Coombs and Tachkova: “The optimal 
response for a crisis of extreme moral outrage should be a form of 

43   Fehr, E., and U. Fischbacher. 2004. “Third-party punishment and social norms.” 
Evolution and Human Behavior, 25 (2), 63-87.
44   Cornelissen, J. P. and M.D. Werner. 2014. “Putting framing in perspective: A review 
of framing and frame analysis across the management and organizational literature.” 
Academy of Management Annals, 8 (1), 181-235, 185.
45   Coombs, W. T. 2007. “Protecting Organization Reputations During a Crisis: The 
Development and Application of Situational Crisis Communication Theory.” Corporate 
Reputation Review, 10, 163–176.
46   Cannata, Juan Pablo. 2015. “Escándalos públicos y gestión de la visibilidad negativa: 
Aportes teóricos de René Girard.” Austral Comunicación, 4 (2), 199-226, 211-212.
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atonement that reflects a combination of corrective actions (steps tak-
en to prevent a repetition of the crisis), an expression of concern, and 
a recognition of the moral violation.”47

“Atonement,” the two authors continue, “is an extension of the 
ethically based response because it adds acknowledgment of the moral 
violation to preventative actions. We call this variation of atonement 
the curative action strategy. Recognition of moral violation is central 
to addressing value congruence because it demonstrates that managers 
know what they did wrong.”

The emotions run so high in a scandal that it is crucial to avoid 
examining its causes from a cold, scientific perspective, making compar-
isons with other similar episodes, etc. If an institution acts in that way, it 
is like lighting a match right next to the proverbial gas leak.

In the long term, the only valid response to a corporate scandal is 
to completely transform the organization. This includes reconstructing 
it, addressing the causes that provoked the scandal, and conducting any  
internal reforms that may be required. That is why some authors have  
used the expression “redemptive organization,” which has obvious re-
ligious connotations.

After reading the characteristics of crises and crisis management 
as described earlier, we can conclude that the sexual abuse of minors 
by Catholic clergy can be described not only as an institutional crisis, 
but a true scandal. The institution that has been teaching and preach-
ing the rather strict moral code framed in the Ten Commandments 
for two millennia turns out to have several hundred sexual predators 
in its ranks – people who for decades preached morality to others 
were, at the same time, abusing children.

As Ivereigh states, “The fact that priests abused minors and vulner-
able adults by exploiting the clergy’s position of authority and ecclesial 
authorities made terrible decisions while knowing about the problem –  
ignoring or concealing evidence, protecting the guilty instead of the vic-
tim, and implementing measures such as financial compensation with  
 
 
47   Coombs, Timothy. And Elina R. Tachkova. 2024. “How Emotions Can Enhance 
Crisis Communication: Theorizing Around Moral Outrage.” Journal of Public Relations 
Research, 36 (1), 6-22, 16.


