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Abstract

The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, provided a challenging series of events for the crisis
communication efforts of American Airlines and United Airlines. Based on crisis communication theory
and organizational use of the Web, this study examined how the two companies used their Web sites
during the first three weeks after the incidents as one means of conveying information following the
attacks.

Theoretically, analysis of incident-related segments of the two sites showed that the airlines evidenced
key elements of crisis response. They provided instructing communication by giving facts, stating
how their publics should take action, and providing information regarding how the problem was being
corrected. Additionally, they offered adjusting communication through a series of condolence messages
and links to relief organizations before emphasizing normal operations.

From an online perspective, this study revealed that the Web enabled both companies to provide an
immediate response to the attacks. The Web also allowed United and American to offer frequent updates
about the incidents to their publics and to communicate their crisis response process to various publics
simultaneously.
© 2003 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

An essential part of organizational communication is responding to crisis situations. The
terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, provided a challenging series of events for the two
airlines involved in the incidents. Although airline companies had encountered incidents such
as hijackings that occurred since the late 1950s1 and aircraft bombings during the 1970s
and 1980s,2 the airlines directly affected by the attacks and the industry as a whole had not
previously faced incidents of the type and magnitude of 9/11. Despite industry attempts to
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assess potential areas of crisis, such “unpredictable events” create a climate of uncertainty for
those companies and place airlines in a continual pre-crisis mode.3 Additionally, modern media
contribute to the visibility of airline disasters, creating an even higher level of complexity for
a company’s crisis management efforts.4

The manner in which airlines have handled crisis situations has been examined by a number
of researchers. Fishman reported on the response of ValuJet following the crash of one of its
aircraft in a Florida swamp in 1996.5 Saunders focused on internal communication by exam-
ining Eastern Airline’s employee crisis communication from the perspectives of the airline’s
pilots.6 Benoit and Czerwinski used image restoration theory to study USAir’s response to
media messages about the crash of one of its aircraft in 1994.7 Pinsdorf examined cultural
issues of crisis communication in relation to disasters involving several transnational airlines.8

Although scholars have analyzed airline crisis communication from a number of perspec-
tives, research is scarce regarding the use of online communication following a major incident.
This is particularly important given the increased use of the Web by organizations to commu-
nicate with a variety of publics. The purpose of this study is to examine how United Airlines
and American Airlines used their Web sites as one means of conveying information following
the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. Specifically, this study focuses on the way in which
both companies provided an immediate online response to their crises.

1. Crisis communication response

Public relations and organizational communication literature have long touted the impor-
tance of openness and candor in crisis communication response.9 Openness/candor includes
being available to the media, being willing to disclose information and being honest.10 Most
scholars have suggested that institutions should disclose essentially complete, timely and accu-
rate information to the media/public during a crisis. Even those scholars who question complete
openness/candor tend to focus on specific exceptions such as legal liability, institutional sur-
vival, proprietary information or privacy issues.11

Sturges suggested that effective crisis communication response requires customizing mes-
sage content based on the stage of the crisis and the type of information needed and desired
by constituents. Sturges posited that prior to a crisis, or in the early part of the crisis, build-up
messages should focus on “internalizing” information designed to precondition publics to the
organization’s position on the crisis and create positive opinions about the organization. As a
crisis becomes imminent and during the breakout stage, Sturges suggested that message content
shift to “instructing” communication designed to prepare important publics how to respond to
a crisis. As the immediate effects of the crisis subside, Sturges suggested that message content
should shift to “adjusting” communication designed to help people psychologically cope with
the crisis. Finally, as the crisis enters abatement, Sturges proposed “internalizing” message
content should again be emphasized.12 It should be noted that, while a certain type of content
is predominant in each stage, communication content related to the other stages may still be
presented at any point during the crisis response.

In addition to communicating quickly, consistently (speaking with one voice), and openly,
Coombs emphasized the importance of instructing communication and being sympathetic dur-
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ing an initial crisis communication response.13 Coombs stated that instructing communication
should provide basic information about what happened, what appropriate publics need to do
to protect themselves from a crisis, and what is being done to correct the problem.14 In an
empirical study, Coombs found that increased statements of compassion improved perceptions
of organizational reputation, account honoring, and supportive behavior.15

As the crisis is contained and recovery is pursued, Coombs recommended that stakeholders
be advised of recovery progress, the cause of the crisis, and actions being taken to prevent a
repeat of the crisis. Coombs also emphasized a timely response to stakeholder inquiries and
genuine expressions of compassion to victims.16

2. Corporate Web communication

The Web has provided an increasingly important component for public relations and orga-
nizational communications professionals. Web sites can help organizations build relationships
with their publics,17 offer diverse publics a variety of company information and services,18 fa-
cilitate easier and faster communication with the media,19 and provide a means of responding to
critics and correcting misinformation.20 Despite the growing importance of online communica-
tion, research has found that organizational sites tend not to offer employee communication,21

and that sites are limited in the use of technologies22 such as interactivity,23 and audio and
video.24 Furthermore, Hill and White cautioned that the Web should be seen as a supplement
rather than a replacement for traditional communication methods.25

Organizational use of online communications during a crisis is especially pertinent to the
present study. Coombs argued that the Web should be an essential communication tool during
a crisis.26 By providing an immediate means of response, the Web helps to communicate to
the public and the media.27 Additionally, disaster plans must provide information and help
to employees, particularly those who cannot receive messages through usual communication
channels.28 Indeed, following the September 11 terrorist attacks, corporations and organiza-
tions used various forms of online communications to disseminate information to their diverse
publics.29

The present study sought to examine how United Airlines and American Airlines used
their Web sites as a means of providing an immediate online response to the terrorist attacks
of September 11, 2001. Of primary interest is whether or not information posted on those
companies’ Web sites exhibited specific stages of crisis communication in relation to those
incidents. A secondary issue is the features of the airlines’ Web sites when they were used as
a tool for crisis communication.

3. Method

This study was conducted through an analysis of United Airlines’ and American Airlines’
Web sites (including the site of American’s parent company AMR) following the September
11, 2001, terrorist attacks. Data were gathered by accessing the sites of the two airlines from
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September 11 to October 9, 2001, and printing pages from the airlines’ Web sites that were
primarily associated with information about the incidents.

Accessing and printing pages from the airlines’ sites occurred two times on September 11:
once during the 1:00 p.m. hour and a second printing during the 4:00 p.m. hour. From September
12 through 19, incident-related portions of the two airlines’ Web pages were printed three times
per day: once during the 9:00 a.m. hour, a second time between 1:00 and 2:00 in the afternoon,
and a third time during the 4:00 p.m. hour. Obtaining information three times per day during
the first week enabled a more detailed analysis of the two sites to determine the extent of
Web activity by the airlines. From September 20 through October 9, pages from the sites were
printed only during the 4:00 p.m. hour. Pages were printed with less frequency during the last
two weeks of this study because the researchers found that few changes were being made to
the two sites after September 19 and, therefore, did not warrant multiple printings.

Material printed from United Airline’s site (www.ual.com) included any special incident-
specific pages, as well as information from United’s regular Web pages that contained links
to the incident-related pages. Data gathering from American’s Web site included printing
incident-specific pages from the American Airlines site (www.aa.com), as well as from the
AMR corporate site (www.amrcorp.com). In fact, most of the American Airlines’ information
related to the incidents was found on the AMR pages, but was linked from the American home
page or from the special opening page.

In order to determine the daily and cumulative number of incident-related messages posted
by the airlines to their Web sites, the researchers conducted a post hoc analysis of the sites’
contents. Included in the analysis were additions and deletions of individual company gen-
erated messages (e.g., press releases, Fact Sheets, and CEO messages) and links to outside
organizations. Changes to existing messages were not counted as a new message.

4. Online crisis response

4.1. Day one

Coombs argued that an organization’s initial response to a crisis should be quick, consistent,
open, sympathetic, and informative.30 By 1:00 p.m., both United and American had initiated
an online resource specifically to disseminate information about the incidents to their differ-
ent publics. This included posting a special page that users saw when they first accessed the
companies’ Web sites. The two airlines further evidenced instructing communication by in-
forming their publics how to respond, which adheres to the pattern of crisis response suggested
by Sturges.31

Throughout the day, the two airlines posted several pieces of similar information. First was
an expression of sympathy from then-Chairman and CEO of United Airlines Jim Goodwin,
and then-CEO and Chairman of American Airlines Donald Carty. Messages by the CEOs also
included statements that the airlines were assisting the victims’ families and provided toll-free
phone numbers for those individuals. Since Web pages are accessed by various types of publics,
the airlines also directed the media to contact the FBI for information about the incidents. At
the same time, the companies assured their publics that they were working with authorities.

http://www.ual.com
http://www.aa.com
http://www.amrcorp.com
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There were also some key differences between the airlines’ first day online response to
the crisis. One contrast was the initial message seen on the special Web pages. By the 1 p.m.
hour, the opening page on United’s site featured an expression of sympathy by the company’s
CEO, a statement indicating that United was working with “relevant authorities,” toll-free
phone numbers for families, and information about flight suspensions. Although American
also provided an incident statement on the first page, the message posted by 1:00 p.m. was
brief and dealt only with the cancellation of flights. It was not until later the first day that the
airline expanded the information on the special page to include more details about the incidents.
By following the link from the first page to the AMR Web site, users would find a message by
AMR’s CEO with information similar to that found on United’s opening page.

Differences also existed in the frequency with which information was released. By 1:00 p.m.
United had issued press releases confirming the crash of both of its planes. The American and
AMR sites also issued similar information, but in a single statement and in one press release.

Early on, United also established a menu of links to a press release page and a Fact Sheets
page. By 1 p.m. the first day, the Fact Sheets featured general information about United’s
special assistance center, facts about the two types of aircraft involved in the incidents, and
information about United’s fleet. One interesting item found at the top of United’s usual home
page during the entire first day was a photo of the Taj Mahal with an airplane flying in the
background. This image was removed by 9:00 a.m. on the second day, but no other graphic
replaced the image until Mt. Rushmore appeared in that location by 10/19.

4.2. Day two

On the second day, both airlines further expanded their online response. Both airlines con-
tinued to feature a message by the companies’ CEOs on the first page that users saw when they
accessed the sites. By the morning of September 12, American added a link that connected
users to its usual home page with links to areas such as flight information, the AMR corporate
Web site, reservations, and frequent flyer information. By 1:00 that afternoon, the statement
on American’s site had been changed to feature an emphasis on sympathy, the dispatching of
assistance teams, and a statement of thanks to individuals who had sent messages of support
to the airline.

By 9:00 a.m. on September 12, United had added four new items to its press release page,
representing a mix of operational and personal information. Information in the releases featured
updates on flight status, including flights diverted the first day when all air traffic was grounded
and a confirmation that the airline was making initial payments to the families of victims. Four
more items were placed on the press release page by late in the afternoon. In addition to
providing information about flights and assistance, United released a partial list of passengers
and a full list of crew from its two flights that were involved in the attacks. Although each release
tended to focus on a different central message, they also included an expression of sympathy
from the CEO, assurances that assistance teams were being sent to work with relatives, and
toll-free contact numbers.

United also added pertinent links from the Spanish language version of its site. Clicking
on an incident link on the Spanish version home page took users to the English version of the
CEO’s message. Also featured were Spanish versions of the press release from 9/11 dealing
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with the initial payment to victims’ families, confirming the loss of two aircraft, the statement
about sending assistance teams, and a message of sympathy from United’s CEO. This was
followed by the Spanish language version of the initial incident release from 9/11. The airline
was also active in adding several items to its Fact Sheets page, including links to Web sites
such as the FBI, Red Cross, government agencies, and Boeing, as well as a link to photos of
United’s fleet.

While United added eight new press releases between the end of the first day and 4:00 p.m.
on the second day, American added only two new releases. One release that appeared prior to
9:00 a.m. dealt with assistance teams and included a message from the company CEO about
the airline working with families. By the 1 p.m. hour, American had added another release with
the list of crews and passengers from its two flights. The airline also added Spanish language
versions of its original press releases from 9/11 and the new release from the morning of 9/12.

One feature unique to the American site was the addition on this day of two employee hotline
messages from the company CEO. Based on the wording at the beginning of the statements, it
appeared that the messages were originally recorded for phone access, but were then transcribed
for posting on the Web site. By the 4 p.m. hour, one Web page on American’s site included a
message about the cancellation of flights until 9/13. Another page provided links to a list of
diverted flights and the customer reaccommodation policy for individuals booked on flights
from September 11 through 18. The AMR home page continued to feature the same message
that appeared earlier in the day, but added a photograph of the company’s CEO.

4.3. Day three

As with the previous two days, the opening page on United’s site featured a message with the
same basic content, except for an expanded statement about family assistance and sympathy.
Also, the FBI’s Web address was added for anyone who might provide information about the
attacks.

By the third day following the incidents, United’s Web information began to focus more
on flight operations. For example, press releases issued by the 4:00 that afternoon provided
updates on United’s plan regarding resumption of flights and the airline’s waiver policy about
the postponement or cancellation of travel. This content was also evident on the special message
page of the site. Additionally, more sympathy messages were added to United’s Fact Sheets
page. Due to the volume of condolences being posted, the messages were divided into several
links. United also continued to provide updates on the Spanish language version of its Web site.
Three new press releases featured the passenger and crew list, family assistance information,
and estimated resumption of flight operations.

Meanwhile, American retained the opening statement from the CEO from the previous day,
but also added a flight information link at the top of the page. Clicking on this link gave users
a service resumption estimate with additional links to flight information. By selecting the in-
formation link, users were taken to a page with flight updates, American’s reaccommodation
policy, new travel restrictions, the American Airlines travel center, and frequent flyer infor-
mation. A link was added to a page containing a general description of American’s CARE
assistance program. By 1:00 p.m., a new release focusing on flight service resumption was
added. In addition, a link to a page containing messages of condolences that were sent to the
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airline was added below the employee hotline links. Other changes on the American and AMR
Web sites tended to be cosmetic. For example, the menu format on the flight information page
changed so that links to information moved from the middle of the page to boxes at the top of
the page with expanded information.

4.4. Day four

On September 14, the first page on United’s site consisted of the same basic content as noted
on the previous day, but with the addition of two links. One was a statement and link through
which users could access information about what to expect at airports. The second link provided
information about the resumption of flights. Both information pages were also featured as new
press releases, thus offering connections to information from dual locations in the site.

The links from the Fact Sheets page remained the same for most of the day. However, the
order of items was rearranged so that the link to contact numbers appeared first, followed by
the list of links to the condolence messages. It is important to note that at some point before the
4 p.m. hour, the flight diversion link had been deleted from the Fact Sheets page, since airlines
had been allowed to resume their operations.

Changes to the United site the remainder of the day primarily appeared to be edited versions
of previously posted material rather than new information. Early in the afternoon, the statement
on the opening page was reorganized. The focus here was on helping families and featured a
link to a page with contact numbers for family and friends. By the 4:00 hour that afternoon,
the lower portion of the page emphasized what travelers should know before they went to the
airport, and the routes the airline was flying on that day along with a link to the flight operations
press release from earlier in the day.

The opening page on American’s Web site experienced no changes from the previous day. In
fact, this page would contain the same CEO message as well as links to flight information and the
AMR site through September 19. Additionally, the CEO statement and photo on AMR’s home
page remained the same through September 18. A new press release dealing with flight resump-
tion and what to expect at the airport was added prior to the 9 p.m. hour. By 1:00 p.m., a Spanish
language version of the press release about flight operations was added. Also added on this day
was a new employee hotline message and more condolence messages to the existing messages.

4.5. Day five

An important change to the United site on this day was the deletion of the link to the toll-free
phone numbers for families from the statement on the opening page. This corresponded to the
removal of the link to the phone numbers page from the Fact Sheets. The only other additions
to the company’s incident pages were a press release with the names of passengers who were
not listed on the previous passenger release and a link on the Fact Sheets page to a roster of
United city ticket offices. By 1:00 p.m. that day, two more links to condolences messages were
added to the Fact Sheets page.

While United appeared to be scaling back new information on its Web site, American added
a new press release dealing with service plans for 9/15, along with information about unaccom-
panied minors, passenger reaccommodation, cargo service, and general advice for customers.
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4.6. Day six

On September 16, it became apparent that the airlines were moving toward more normal
operations and away from facts about the incidents. Sturges stated that, as a crisis subsides,
messages shift from instructing to adjusting by helping the affected publics cope with the
effects of the crisis.32 This phase was exemplified when both United and American added links
to the Web sites of four relief organizations (Red Cross, NY Firefighters Fund, Salvation Army,
and United Way). American’s links to those organizations would remain on the site until at
least 10/9 when the researchers completed gathering data for this study.

The shift in response phases is especially noteworthy in comparison with the instructing
message by both airlines on September 11, when their publics were told to contact the FBI if
they had information about the incidents. Now, their publics were provided a means to cope
with the crisis by donating to the assistance organizations.

4.7. Day seven

By 1:00 p.m. on September 17, United had removed the “How you can help” section from its
opening page (although it was added to the Facts Sheets page the next day) and replaced that sec-
tion with a link to flight information and booking flights. One new item was added to the press re-
lease page about United’s CEO visiting the Pennsylvania crash site, along with comments about
paying tribute to victims of the crash. Of particular note in the release was an emphasis on the
passengers as heroes, as well as statements about national values, endurance and compassion,
and a message of thanks to agencies and officials who assisted in efforts related to the incidents.

American’s Web site for this day primarily constituted operational information. This in-
cluded expanded information about customer reaccommodation and refunds, and a statement
about the indefinite closure of Reagan Airport in Washington, DC.

4.8. Final online crisis communication

As the airlines moved into the second week following the attacks, both Web sites began to
experience significant changes, particularly the removal of incident information and a return to
former Web page content and structure. A press release posted by 9:00 a.m. on September 18 on
United’s site indicated that the airline was deactivating its toll-free assistance numbers, since
employees were in contact with family members. By 4:00 p.m. that day, the airline featured
one press release about operating at full schedule, and another release dealing with revised
procedures for unaccompanied minors and people needing assistance.

United’s Fact Sheets page also experienced a number of changes on September 18. The
airline deleted links to aircraft specifications, information about United’s fleet, United’s world-
wide operations, and general guidelines for releasing a passenger list. Additionally, the “How
you can help” section with links to the four relief organizations was now posted on the Fact
Sheets page. On the links page, United deleted links to Boeing, Air Canada, Air New Zealand,
the Air Transport Association, and photos of the airline’s fleet, but added a link to the FAA.
Changes to American’s site on this day included updates to flight schedules and customer
procedures.
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The most significant change since the incident-related Web pages were established occurred
on September 19 when both airlines removed the special Web page that had greeted visitors
the previous eight days. Accessing United’s or American’s Web sites now took users to the
airlines’ usual Web pages. However, both airlines retained their CEOs’ previous messages
through a link on their home pages. Users accessing the message on United’s site could then
link to incident-related press releases and the Fact Sheets and Links pages. Similarly, visitors to
American’s site could view the CEO’s message through a “Today’s News” link on American’s
home page. Press releases were then accessible through a link on the CEO’s message page.

A key step following a crisis is to identify corrective actions the organization is taking to
assure the safety of its publics and to correct the problem.33 This was exemplified in a number
of communications that were posted to both United’s and American’s Web sites between
September 18 and October 4. For American, this included a message on the AMR site from
its CEO on September 19 dealing with new airline security measures and a press release on
September 27 in which the airline indicated support for President Bush’s safety initiatives.
The site also included a link to a message from Congressman Pete Sessions about the safety
measures. Finally, AMR posted a press release on October 2 focusing on securing cockpit
doors. United also was involved in communicating security when the airline added a press
release (dated September 21) about security screenings, check-in, baggage restrictions, and the
increased number of air marshals. The end of the section included a statement about meeting
FAA security requirements and emphasizing safety that exceeds government standards. In a
message on September 28 (on its usual Press Room page), United also commended President
Bush for the new airline security measures.

For the most part, site information during the final two weeks analyzed in this study dealt
primarily with procedures and operations, and the posting of Spanish language versions of
some previous press releases. By September 21, United had added its incident-related press
releases to the list of releases on its usual Press Room page. Additionally, by September 25,
the airline had added the links to condolences from the Fact Sheets section to its list of press
releases in the Press Room.

Dealing with the results of the attacks was an important part of the two airlines crisis commu-
nication. On September 19, American announced that it would be reducing its staff. A similar
message was posted by United on September 20. American stated that it would be reducing its
meal service (9/20), providing separation pay in relation to the layoffs (9/27), and furloughing
a large number of employees (9/28). Meanwhile, United posted statements about closing a
number of its Red Carpet Clubs (9/19) and suspending cash dividends for investors (9/28).

By September 26, United had dismantled all pages directly connected to the 9/11 incidents,
including the Links, Press Releases, and Fact Sheets; although users could still connect to
its CEO’s statement through a link at the top of United’s home page. Information previously
contained in those sections had been redistributed to other areas of its usual Web site. On
September 28, the researchers noted that the Spanish language version of United’s site had also
dropped its link to information about the incidents. By October 4, the link to the CEO’s message
from the airline’s home page was removed, thus returning United’s Web site to normal structure.

Through September 28, American maintained the same basic format of its home page, but
frequently updated travel and flight information and requirements to its flight information
pages. The airline also retained the photo and message from its CEO on the AMR home page.
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However, on October 3, it was noted that the link to the AMR press release page had been
removed from the top of American’s home page, although the releases could still be accessed
through a menu item at the bottom of the page. By October 4 links were no longer available
directly to incident information from American’s home page.

5. Discussion

An analysis of United Airlines’ and American Airlines’ Web sites following the September
11 terrorist attacks revealed that the contents of the sites closely followed the three crisis
response phases offered by Sturges.34As a crisis breaks out, Sturges proposed that organizations
should provide instructing communication by stating how their publics should take action.
For American and United, this involved three main types of information. The initial concern
was providing basic facts about the incidents. A second issue was resumption of flights after
the grounding of air traffic and providing new flight schedules online. Third, the airlines
communicated new airport check-in procedures and generally prepared their customers for
what to expect at airports.

Once the immediate impact of a crisis begins to wane, Sturges posited that organizations
move into an adjusting communication phase.35Central to this phase is coping with the incident.
The expressions of this phase on both airlines’ Web sites were a series of condolence messages
that were received from various publics and links to the Web sites of four relief organizations.
Additionally, American directed adjusting communication to its employees by posting several
messages from its CEO.

As a crisis abates, Sturges noted that organizations should return to internalizing content,
which typically deals with creating a positive image of the company.36 Because the present
study focused primarily on the crisis itself rather than corporate consequences of the crisis,
the third phase was not specifically examined. However, it should be noted that a number of
issues were presented on the two airlines’ Web sites at the end of the time period in this study,
including information about employee layoffs, reduction in service, and financial problems.

How United Airlines and American Airlines used their Web sites following the events
of September 11 is also noteworthy. Generally speaking, the sites of both airlines provided
similar information to their diverse publics, including press releases, condolence messages,
flight operations, and messages from the companies’ CEOs. However, as noted inFigs. 1
and 2, United offered more messages overall to its publics, especially within the first few
days following the attacks. During the abatement of the crisis, the airlines either completely
removed information from their incident-related sites or moved items from those pages to other
parts of their usual Web sites (as represented on the figures by the large drop in the number
of cumulative messages on certain dates). Six incident-related items remained on American’s
and AMR’s Web sites at the time the researchers completed gathering data for this study.

Prior research of corporate Web sites by Esrock and Leichty found that companies provided
little information to employees.37 That finding was partially supported in the present study.
While American featured several messages from its CEO to its employees, this study did
not locate any messages to employees on the United site. This might be due to two possible
reasons. First, the airlines might have a separate Web site or a corporate intranet that is available
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Fig. 1. United Airlines’ online crisis communication following the terrorist attacks.
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Fig. 2. American Airlines’ online crisis communication following the terrorist attacks.
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only to employees. Second, the companies may use multiple communications methods to
maintain contact with their employees. Indeed, the employee hotline messages that appeared
on American’s site appeared to be transcriptions from a phone message system.

Another concern expressed in prior organizational Web research is the issue of interactivity.
Aikat, and Esrock and Leichty found that companies they studied provided little interactivity
through the Web with their publics.38 The Web sites of the two airlines in the present study
also seemed to be lacking in this area, particularly in relation to the incidents. However, this
might be attributed to the potential for a communication overload for the airlines, given the
extent of demands and available resources. At the same time, both airlines listed toll-free phone
numbers as contact points for families and employees, as well as links to the FBI’s Web site
for people who might have information about the attacks.

Given the Web’s capabilities for multimedia technologies, it would be expected that the
airlines would utilize features such as audio or video, particularly with messages from the
CEOs. However, neither American nor United offered audio or video on their sites. This
parallels findings of prior research in that few companies use multimedia technologies on
their Web sites.39 Only still photos were available to some extent, primarily on United’s
site.

6. Conclusion

The Web sites of United Airlines and American Airlines, which typically offered items such
as flight information, ticket purchases, and corporate information, were transformed following
the attacks into a resource center for diverse publics that ranged from the media to family
members of victims. Perhaps the greatest task was meeting the information needs of all those
publics at the same time. Following this crisis, the Web enabled both companies to provide an
immediate response to the attacks, to offer frequent updates about the flights, and to commu-
nicate their crisis process to various publics simultaneously. The extent to which the airlines
were able to utilize more advanced Web technologies may have been a matter of staffing and
allocation of resources, given the fact that the companies’ online presence was one part of their
crisis communication plan.

Some limitations to the present study should also be noted. First, the analysis of crisis
communication response only included information posted to the airlines’ Web sites. Ad-
ditional research should compare the companies’ Web sites with the use of other media,
including broadcast and print news sources, as well as an analysis of press releases that
were distributed following the events. Researchers might also want to examine how the
airlines responded in industry publications. A second limitation is that this study only pro-
vides an overview of corporate messages. Future research should use content analysis or
textual analysis to obtain a more detailed picture of crisis messages. This study also did
not examine how the airlines’ various publics responded to online communication. Studies
should examine which publics accessed the airlines’ Web sites during and after the crisis,
and how those publics used the sites. Of specific concern here is whether the airlines’ sites
served as a primary or secondary source for important publics such as customers and the
media.
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