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INTRODUCTION 

Organizations today face an expanding array of risks, many borne out of the 
accelerating use of technology. Periodically, threats arise that reach the 
crisis threshold. At that point, your response must be quick and decisive. 

For more than four decades, Susan Davis International (SDI) has helped 
clients navigate myriad critical situations, including political and operational 
difficulties, contract disputes, natural disasters, corporate malfeasance, 
fraud, theft, environmental hazards, and product liability. 

This document outlines SDI’s legacy in crisis and reputation management 
through sample case studies. PII has been removed for confidentiality 

reasons. 

COMMUNICATIONS SENSITIVITY MATRIX 

(COMSEM™) 

SDI offers an array of crisis management support services including 
risk/vulnerability assessment, planning support, and plan evaluation.  During 
real-time crisis support we also use our proprietary Communications 
Sensitivity Matrix (COMSEM™) to identify and analyze key audiences, the 

resonate issues, and to create the optimal messages to communicate about 
those issues. Through this unique process, SDI helps clients meet strategic 
goals and manage crises.  

COMSEM has helped position a medical supply company at the heart of the 
nursing home safety debate; aided a federal agency focused on public 

safety issues; and supported numerous associations whose industries were 
faced with consumer revolt. We’ve assisted foreign governments faced with 
global reputational issues, and helped high-profile corporations faced with 
fraud, corporate malfeasance, or internal issues. For each, we conducted 
influencer surveys and focus groups and provided branding and message 
development, resource analysis, media relations, and alliance/partnership 

development. 
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CASE STUDIES 

CORPORATE MALFEASANCE   

CASE STUDY 

Challenge 

A national corporation discovered its CEO was participating in illegal 
behaviors, ranging from gambling to substance abuse. Competitors had 
begun a rumor campaign that was having an impact within the client’s 

customer base. SDI was retained by the company’s board to assess best 
options. 

Approach 

SDI traveled on-site to conduct an in-depth assessment of situational 
complications. We worked with the board on a succession plan and 

developed a communications strategy demonstrating integrity and 
transparency in addressing the situation to preserve the company’s 
reputation among key stakeholders. New leadership aggressively reached 
out to critical customers to offer reassurance of competence and direction. 

Results 

Over 180 days, sales dip was reversed, and the company became seen 
among stakeholders as having quickly and appropriately dealt with a 
difficult situation. As a result, the company ultimately resumed its position as 
an industry leader.  
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POLITICAL AND OPERATIONAL DIFFICULTIES 

CASE STUDY 

Challenge 

SDI was retained by a law firm representing a major national church, whose 
most visible leader planned to sever all obligations to the entity and create 
his own church, with the intention of taking millions of dollars in assets. 

Approach 

SDI provided communicative consultation services to church leadership 
regarding internal and external messaging to key stakeholders as well as 
church members. Scenario-based analyses of possible outcomes were 
reviewed at length. A very deliberate media strategy evolved to ensure 

consistency with and support of the legal strategy. 
 

Results 

In what became a very high-profile legal case, the original church ultimately 
recovered millions of dollars from the departing leader. 
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NATURAL DISASTERS 

CASE STUDY 

Challenge 

After a major hurricane struck a southeastern state, SDI was retained by the 
local government to advise the devastated small business community. 

Approach 

SDI provided counsel and onsite disaster recovery planning assistance to 
impacted small businesses, beginning with a comprehensive self-assessment 
of losses and remaining resources and capabilities. Messaging was then 
reframed to reassure stakeholders regarding each business’ ability to 
reestablish the city’s attraction as a tourist location. SDI also provided small 

business referral expertise to help identify relevant options for loans and 
other resources to mitigate the disaster’s financial impact. 

Results 

The recovery of the small business community in the aftermath was a 
national success story. Roughly 80 percent of the small business losses were 

ultimately covered by insurance, and the rebuild and return to “normalcy” 
went far more quickly than had been imagined. As the city rebuilt, tourism 
regained its leading position in the United States. 
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FRAUD/THEFT 

CASE STUDY 

Challenge 

SDI was retained by an international humanitarian NGO that had critical 
food supplies stolen from a secure location outside the U.S. 

Approach 

SDI performed an in-depth analysis of the incident, the company’s risks for 
repeat occurrence, and capability to manage; provided an assessment of 
key stakeholders; and counseled the nonprofit regarding the range of 
options to reassure their donor community (to include potential changes to 
in-country management). SDI developed a communications strategy to 

reassure donors of the company’s ability to prevent recurrence and 
effectively manage donor resources. 

Results 

Donors and supporting resources including USAID were successfully 
reassured and vital relationships were sustained. 
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KIDNAPPING 

CASE STUDY 

Challenge 

SDI was asked to assist an international corporation with field workers in 
Africa after two of them had been kidnapped and held for ransom by a 
warlord. 

Approach 

SDI assessed the implications for other employees at risk if the ransom were 

paid; established an internal policy (which all companies at risk should have 

in place and strictly adhere to); recommended a trusted firm to provide 
counsel for negotiation with kidnappers, and counseled the company on 

internal messaging to employees. 

Results 

After several weeks of negotiation through intermediaries, and with the 
assistance of pressure applied by the United States government, the 
employees were released unharmed. 
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ENVIRONMENTAL HAZARDS 

CASE STUDY 

Challenge 

SDI was retained by a company responsible for a pipeline leak in the 
Northern Tier, which impacted pristine environmental areas and had the 
potential to contaminate the public water supply. 

Approach 

SDI provided counsel for messaging to key stakeholders, provided counsel 
on community relations, and developed door-to-door community relations 
strategy for most directly impacted neighborhoods to understand public 
perception, needs, and desired resolutions. 

Results 

The client’s quick response mitigated damage to its reputation and earned 
praise from community leaders. 
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PRODUCT LIABILITY 

CASE STUDY 

Challenge 

SDI was retained by a major manufacturer of consumer products involved in 
a massive liability lawsuit. 

Approach 

After initially believing the case would be dismissed, the client’s situation 
escalated when the presiding judge issued a scathing rebuke of their 
actions. Stock prices dove. Retained to provide advice and counsel, SDI 
guided the client through a process of granular examinations of each 
stakeholder audience, the relevant issues pertaining to each audience, and 

the likely priority of each issue, effectively producing a 120-page analysis 
and guide outlining a strategy for reestablishing confidence in stock value. 

Results 

The client followed the majority of SDI recommendations, including carrying 
out a stock buyback to demonstrate confidence in its value, and quickly re-

established confidence in the investor and analyst communities, while 
assuring employees, vendors, and customers of the company’s moral and 
financial position. 
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SPECIAL EVENTS  

CASE STUDY 

Challenge 

The Franklin Delano Roosevelt (FDR) Memorial Commission, a bi-partisan 

Congressional commission retained SDI to provide crisis management services 
for the launch and dedication of the FDR Memorial. Audiences for this historic 
event were significant and varied and included the FDR Memorial Commission; 
more than 10,000 donors to the Memorial; the Roosevelt family; the designers 
and sculptors of the Memorial; the U.S. Congress, which had appropriated the 
land and funding for the Memorial; and the President, Vice President, Secretary 
of the Interior, and other members of the Administration who provide oversight 
for the construction of memorials, monuments and other additions to our 
national parks. 

The dedication took place in a climate in which the disability community was 
calling for changes to the Memorial. A significant communications challenge 
was the ongoing public and media debate about the depiction of President 
Roosevelt’s disability. The FDR Memorial Commission had previously determined 
that the design approved by the Fine Arts Commission was appropriate and 
issued a statement to that effect. However, as the Commission was holding the 
Dedication press conference, the White House held a press conference saying 

the President was introducing legislation to add a statue of President Roosevelt 
in a wheelchair to the Memorial.  This was against the Roosevelt family’s wishes, 
and a victory for the disability community. 

Approach  

SDI was responsible for media relations for the Dedication and advised the 
Commission to not respond immediately, but allow the process to evolve, and 
to show their willingness to work towards a negotiated agreement. This was to 
turn the media attention from the controversy to the Dedication itself.  SDI 
drafted a statement on behalf of the Commission, designer, and David 
Roosevelt to provide the media with facts only.   

Results 

While the new scenario resulted in a significant increase in media inquiries, the 
resulting stories were factual rather than controversial, and the extraordinary 
overall positive news coverage was not negatively impacted by the White 
House action. 
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SPECIALTY SERVICES  

VULNERABILITY ASSESSMENTS  

Holistic analysis of company’s range of risks and capability to manage. 

STRATEGIC COUNSEL 

Multi-angle, experience-based guidance on situational management. 

LITIGATION SUPPORT 

Consultative services in crisis management and communications for 
company’s legal teams. 

REAL-TIME CRISIS COMMUNICATION 

Live communications, media support, and messaging guidance at the 
time of incident occurrence. 

SPOKESPERSON TRAINING 

In-person and e-training services for public-facing figures. 

REPUTATION AND MARKET SHARE PROTECTION 

Consultative services in reputation management. 

GOVERNMENT RELATIONS 

Experience-based guidance for navigating the Federal government 
framework. 
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SCENARIO-BASED EXERCISING 

Positing a particular set of realistic circumstances that may pose a threat 
to the organization to assess management’s aptitude for response. 

i. Tabletop: Roundtable discussion of various evidence-based scenarios. 

ii. Action-oriented Drill: Functional exercise including hypothetical, 
evidence-based scenarios that generate directed actions. 

iii. Full-scale Exercise: Multi-day, multi-location around-the-clock 
simulation including constructed video clips with pre-formed 

messaging from “breaking news stories.” Companies react according 
to input from a simulation cell as the situation continues to unfold in 
real-time with pre-calculated outcomes for all possible responses. 
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SPECIALTY SERVICES CASE STUDIES 

CASE STUDY: Aviation Company – Airline Crash  

Challenge 

SDI was initially retained by a diversified aviation company to provide 

government relations and public affairs services on aviation issues. After a 
passenger jet crashed, the company’s aviation maintenance subsidiary was 
thrust into the national spotlight as investigators sought probable causes for the 
tragedy, and as Congress exercised its oversight authority on aviation safety. 
The goal was to assure that all involved parties, government, airline, and the 
company shared responsibility for the tragedy.  

Approach 

From the first moments after the crash, SDI worked to craft and implement a 
public and government relations strategy that educated legislative and 
executive branch officials on the facts of the case.    

To ensure an accurate perception of the company’s position among 
government officials, a significant component of the strategy relied on 
demystifying airline maintenance procedures. This strategic outreach enabled 
members of Congress and regulatory agencies to appreciate the complexities 

of the issues and sort fact from fiction. SDI performed comprehensive monitoring 
and analysis of events in Congress, arranged meetings and briefings with 
members of Congress and key staff, prepared the client’s Congressional 
testimony, and created supporting factual materials. At critical junctures, such 
as the NTSB’s final report hearing, SDI established the company’s “war room” to 
monitor events and launch rapid and accurate media responses. 

We also worked with the victim’s families to share information and supported 
their efforts to find the truth among the diverse “facts” that were being touted 
by the airline and government agencies.  

Results 

Despite a massive effort by the airline involved in the crash to absolve itself, the 
NTSB agreed that there was shared responsibility among multiple parties, to 
include the airline, our client, and the FAA. The goal of ensuring that the 
company was treated fairly and not unjustly held totally responsible was 
accomplished.  
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CASE STUDY: Government Contracting – Workplace 

Issues  

Challenge  

SDI was retained by a major government contractor dealing with dual 

workplace issues resulting in negative press. The contractor was under 
pressure from a union attempting to organize its employees, while also 
facing scrutiny for COVID outbreaks at locations in early 2020. 

Approach  

SDI provided overall strategy and tactical responses crafting quick response 

statements for media on deadline.  SDI also helped determine factual 
answers that would paint the contractor in a more favorable light, while 
expanding relationships with local and national reporters to secure new 
opportunities to combat negative press. 

Results  

The company continued to win significant contracts, particularly on the 

state and level in this space, and SDI was able to place positive feature 
stories about the company’s work in their key markets such as New York City 
and Denver. 
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CASE STUDY: Defense/Intelligence Contractor – Contract 

Protest  

Challenge  

SDI was retained by a major federal defense and intelligence community 

contractor to assist in its efforts around contract protests in which the 
company both protested government award decisions and was the target 
of protests from another company. In these cases, the company needed to 
shift opinions, specifically on Capitol Hill, to ensure its continuing viability as a 
federal contractor. 

Approach  

SDI developed comprehensive messaging campaigns for each protest, 
which outlined the key messages, tactics for getting those messages out, 
research on top decision-makers, draft statements, and a step-by-step 
approach to be shared by the company’s executives. Additionally, SDI 
worked closely with the company’s internal lobbyist and outside firm to align 

tactics and messages. 

Results  

The company was able to influence decision-makers on top protests, and 
favorably shape the media narrative to blunt any notion the company was 
“too litigious,” which was a concern of the CEO. 
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CASE STUDY: Crisis Response – Scenario-based Exercising 

Challenge 

A major manufacturing company retained SDI to evaluate its crisis 
management plan and assess its response capabilities. As part of our 
assessment, we carried out a scenario-based exercise to assess their 
readiness to respond to various crises. SDI performed in-depth company 

research and crafted a variety of potential crisis scenarios for review. 

Approach 

Based on SDI’s research of the company, decision-making players were 
presented with the following scenario: 

You own X supply of X liquid which has known lethal properties. Your supply is 
stored in X location, which left it susceptible to X, which allowed the supply 

to contaminate X public area. X public area has a population of X, and with 
average winds of X, it was able to spread X distance, killing X number of 
people in just X days. How do you handle it? 

Results 

A number of flaws in the corporate crisis management plan were identified 

and remedial actions were taken. In this instance, significantly, senior 
company management was unaware that the organization still had the 
chemical in their possession; it had gone unused and unsupervised for over 
a decade. Appropriate actions were taken to responsibly discard the 
supply. 

  



 

 

1000 F St NW, Suite 750 ● Washington, DC 20004 USA ● Phone 202.408.0808 

Fax 202.408.0876 ● www.susandavis.com 

Woman Owned Small Business ● GSA Schedule #47QRAA22D0034 

MEET THE TEAM 

TOM DAVIS 

SDI Executive Vice President Tom Davis is recognized for his expertise in crisis 
management and strategic communication. For over thirty years, he’s 
provided communication training to hundreds of executives, and 
communication support in crises ranging from natural disasters to oil spills, 
natural gas pipeline explosions, kidnappings, corporate malfeasance, health 

concerns, transportation strikes, and a host of litigation issues. Davis has 
worked with industries ranging from energy to infrastructure, 
telecommunications to defense, health, and finance, to manufacturing. 
He’s developed, managed, and evaluated comprehensive crisis simulations 
for multinational corporations and provided crisis counsel in the U.S., 
Canada, Kuwait, and Japan. 

SUSAN ANN DAVIS 

Founder and Chairman of Susan Davis International, Susan Davis is an expert 
in reputation management, strategic communications, stakeholder 

outreach, and crisis counseling. Over her professional career, Davis has 
provided counsel to government and industry leaders on four continents 
and played a key strategic communications and government relations role 
in high-profile cases ranging from product liability litigation to airline crashes, 
stockholder revolt, libel, environmental threats, and foreign government 

economic crises. 

JUDY WHITTLESEY 

SDI Executive Vice President Judy Whittlesey is recognized for her strategic 

skills in institutional positioning, reputation management, and message 
development to assist clients including corporations and nonprofits. Clients 
affected by situations ranging from active crime scenes to sniper attacks, 
and large national events threatened by weather-related disasters, 
leadership challenges, threats from opposition advocacy organizations, and 
negative media coverage, seek and follow Whittlesey’s counsel. 
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SEAN O’LEARY 

SDI Senior Vice President Sean O'Leary is respected for his work across 
multiple industries in strategic communications, media relations, and crisis 
communications. Beginning his career as a newspaper reporter, O’Leary 
transitioned to communications and used his journalism background to help 
organizations prepare for and respond to crises. His crisis communications 

work has included prepping executives for media interviews and 
Congressional testimony related to corporate malfeasance, preparing crisis 
plans for nonprofit organizations, assisting companies following cyber 
incidents, and developing real-time media statements in response to crisis 
inquiries. O’Leary also has extensive experience supporting government 
contractors navigating difficult situations by developing plans to shape 

opinions with decision-makers, politicians, reporters, and investors. 
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