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British Petroleum (BP) is a massive corporation with more than 80,000 employees around the world. Because 
of its size, it has very specialized and divergent communication teams. For example, the internal corporate 
communications team was separate from the advertising team; and as a result, it was unclear who was responsible for 
the crisis when it hit. Before Marino arrived in Houston, BP had done virtually nothing as far as crisis response. 
Because each team needed social media as part of their strategy, social media acted as a facilitator of coordination 
between all of them. The social media team was then able to unify the teams and control a lot of the overall 
communication strategy. This consistency in strategy contributed greatly to BP’s success. 

Facebook was used as the central hub for all of BP’s online North American communications. It was really 
smart for BP to specify Facebook as the one channel through which people could communicate with them. First, 
because this one avenue helped keep BP more organized. And second, because it was a highly public, transparent way 
for BP to fix some of the damage it had done in the lives of affected individuals, such as fishermen and business 
owners in the gulf states. 

One of the primary reasons for BP’s crisis management success was the utility of a physical “war room.” Mr. 
Marino said that the war room was valuable for two reasons: immediate internal communication, and the round-the-
clock monitoring of social media, news, and blogs. The strength of social media versus traditional forms of 
communication lies in its immediacy. For that reason, the social media team needed rapid approval before posting 
information online. Many separate teams were together in the war room, including corporate communications, 
marketing, the crisis management team, and occasionally, upper 
management. The ability for immediate approval allowed the crisis 
management people to take full advantage of social media.  

The 24-hour monitoring of social media, news, and blogs 
proved to be extremely valuable several times. For example, one of 
BP’s photographers was going to post some photos onto the Flickr 
account; but he noticed that some of the screens were dead in the 
picture. Thinking that the dead screens would look bad, he 
photoshopped in some old pictures of working monitor screens. In the 
middle of the night, a blogger noticed that the time stamps were 
different, and concluded that BP had tried to cover something up. 
Marino said that his team was able to identify and solve the problem 
before the reporters woke up in the morning. When BP had people 

watching the stories 24/7, they were able to kill problems before 
they even started. 
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BP did not attempt to keep its critics silent. 

Marino fought for the ability to allow comments on the 

Facebook posts, positive and negative. What he did 

recommend was to set up strict community guidelines 

that allowed him to remove anyone who was using 

profanity or threatening language. Again, the strength of 

social media is immediacy, as well as transparency. If BP 

had blocked comments, it would have neutralized a big 

part of the advantage of using 

social media. And people already 

knew the story, after all.  

Another critic had made a 

very popular BP parody Twitter 

account, @BPGlobalPR; the 

tweets are slightly more 

exaggerated than the Onion, but 

written in the style of official BP tweets (see examples 

below). Of course BP was furious, but instead of 

immediate retaliation, they instead had their legal team 

investigate, and they found that he was violating Twitter 

user terms and services, which allowed them to handle 

the user in a very fair manner, based on a breach of rules. 

The strict community guidelines on the BP 
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America Facebook page were very important in 

effectively facilitating communication. Not only did 

they help keep some of the negativity and clutter off of 

the page, they also helped create a sense of community 

between the frequent visitors. BP’s Facebook page was 

not just a dump for people to leave hateful words; it was 

an active, living source of information and help from the 

company. The community that formed helped salvage a 

lot of BP’s reputation among the 

affected individuals. The fact that 

people empathized at all after CEO 

Tony Hayward was recorded 

saying “I just want my life back” 

is evidence for this sense of 

community and understanding. 

  BP effectively communicated to 

its varied audiences by generating twenty to twenty-four 

stories per day. Marino notes that this level of story 

generation is only ever appropriate during a major crisis. 

He compared BP’s communication hub, the Facebook 

page, to a broadcasting network. His insight is that not 

all posts on social media have to appeal the same 

audience; indeed, twenty stories per day would be an 
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Although there is value in owning many social media properties in terms of SEO, Marino 
and his team made a point to only create as many social media outlets as they could reasonably 
manage. In this case, it was four; Facebook, Twitter, Flickr, and YouTube. Each medium had a 
distinct purpose: Facebook was the hub for communication with affected individuals, Twitter was a 
headline generator, Flickr was sort of an informal press kit where BP provided pictures that many 
reporters ended up using, and YouTube did not have a clear purpose in the beginning; but it was 
eventually used to share the daily press conferences that the chief engineer would give. These clear-
cut individual strategies for each social media outlet essentially gave the crisis management team a 
toolbox that prepared them for rapid response. 
 

2 

“There’s no reason to go on 

Facebook if we’re not going to 

allow people to comment on 

the things that we post.” 
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One of the very first ways that BP utilized their Facebook page was as an informal focus group for their 

television ads. They filmed, cut, and aired the advertisements on TV, and then would monitor the reactions to them. 

The advertising team would then take that feedback and quickly adjust the ads, so that they could air the improved 

ones. Although this is probably not a very cost-efficient strategy, BP was at the beginning of its massive crisis, and 

this was a very creative way to take advantage of social media for real-time reactions. This was the only time that 

Marino mentioned non-digital advertising.  

 As I mentioned above in the “Best Practices in Operation and Organization” section, each social media 

platform was used for a distinct purpose. Twitter’s role as a traffic driver back to BP’s main landing platform—their 

Facebook page—was an inexpensive and effective advertising strategy. It was especially effective, because like 

Marino mentioned, the people gathering research for politicians and media outlets are young people who are digital 

savvy and very active on social media. 

To a lesser degree, the Flickr page and the YouTube page played an advertising role because they helped 

strengthen BP’s search engine optimization, which Marino called, “The Holy Grail.” The YouTube page also ended up 

being a huge resource in advertising strategy because it provided highly detailed information about the operation to 

stop the oil spill that could not be found anywhere else. 

 A key advertising strategy for social media that I pulled from this talk was to take ownership of social media 

properties, and get the company’s employees to follow or like. One of BP’s struggles was that the social media team 

had to virtually start from scratch over a month after the crisis hit—trying to gain followers and likes at a time when it 

was America’s Public Enemy No. 1. The communications would have been more effective if the social media 

properties had started out with tens of thousands of employee followers, rather than zero.  

Best practices in advertising 

The real BP Twitter account, 101K followers 
used for headline generation & to drive traffic to Facebook 
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information overload. BP’s strategy to speak to all its audiences was a 

very smart one, and the fact that the company was so active in creating 

stories helped them have some control over the narrative in their media 

coverage. 

After a misunderstanding caused the Obama Administration to 

take publishing rights away from the company, BP had to brief the day’s 

news to Admiral Thad Allen and he would officially break the news at a 

press conference. Soon, BP realized that they were still the source of 

information, and began to produce pre-written tweets so that they could 

“break the news” as soon as the Admiral announced the information to 

the press. Even though their ability to announce the news had 

technically been taken away, they were still able to get the story out 

about fifteen minutes to an hour before the reporters could. This PR 

strategy also helped BP have some influence in the media narrative. 
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Dimensions that need further explanation 

Alternative Social Media platforms 

1. How would BP deal with negative consequences that resulted from customer service only being accessible 

through the Facebook page? I am sure that many of the older affected individuals were not using Facebook 

at the time. Were they then required to create a profile in order to contact BP? 

2. When Marino said that people were interacting on the Facebook page daily and regulating the community, 

who specifically were those people? What were they trying to get accomplished by speaking to BP every 

day? 

3. When Marino said that Twitter came down on the parody account @BPGlobalPR pretty hard, what did 

that mean? I am still able to see all of their tweets from 2010, and they still have the original logo. 

4. How did BP deal with the difficulty in communicating complex operations full of highly technical jargon 

to their audience via Facebook posts and Tweets? 

 The nature of BP’s communications—storytelling and what they are doing to help—fits the current social 

media mix well. The only additions I would make to that mix are Google+ and LinkedIn. I would add them primarily 

to boost SEO, and LinkedIn would allow BP to speak to their employees and the industry in a more specialized way 

than Facebook allows. 
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