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FOREWORD

CHARLES WHITAKER

Dean, Medill School of Journalism, Media, 
Integrated Marketing Communications 
Northwestern University

I first met Bradley Akubuiro when he was an eighteen-year-old freshman at the Medill School. What struck me immediately wasnt just his intellectual curiosity (though that was evident) but his instinctive understanding that journalism and communication were fundamentally about service. Even then, he grasped something many practitioners take years to learn: the power of storytelling to shape not just narratives, but outcomes.

Roughly two decades later, as I watch Bradley lead through some of the most complex communication challenges of our time, Im reminded that we are living through a moment that demands exactly the kind of principled leadership he embodiesand that this book so urgently prescribes.

The forces reshaping our information ecosystem have arrived faster and with more destructive potential than most anticipated. Social media and the balkanized landscape of information consumption have fractured the concept of shared truth. Algorithms have heightened our tribal instincts, weaponizing our once-shared values, such as an appreciation for diversity and inclusion. Corporate leaders find themselves navigating not just business challenges but also cultural warfare, where every statement becomes a political act and every silence an accusation. From my position leading one of the nations premier journalism schools, I have a front-row seat on how these forces play out, not only across industry and government but in the academy as well.

This is why communicators can no longer afford to operate from the sidelines. The stakes are too high, the consequences too immediate, and the margin for error too thin. We are being called to leadnot just speak, but leadthrough uncertainty that would have been unimaginable when Bradley first entered Northwestern.

Ive had the privilege of watching Bradleys evolution from that curious teenager into one of the most trusted voices in corporate communications. As an undergraduate, he didnt just report on the advocacy efforts to free BBC journalist Roxana Saberi, a Medill alumna imprisoned in Iran; he helped organize them from Northwesterns campus, catching the attention of Rev. Jesse Jackson and launching a trajectory that would take him from policy work to Fortune 50 boardrooms. As a professional, he has helped Boeing navigate its most challenging period and helped guide United Technologies Corporation through transformation and complex global crises, and he continues to counsel leaders at some of the top brands domestically and abroad on how to maintain integrity when the world feels like its coming apart.

What makes Bradley uniquely qualified to write this book isnt just his experience; its his approach. Throughout his career, hes operated from a core principle that effective communication requires both moral clarity and tactical precision. He understands that in our hyperconnected, hyperpolarized world, reputation isnt just about what you sayits about whether people trust you enough to believe you when it matters most.

At Medill, weve long believed that great communicators are made, not born. Theyre forged through rigorous training, real-world testing, and an unwavering commitment to the craft. Bradley exemplifies this journey. From student to practitioner to trusted advisor to educatorhe now teaches the next generation in our professional masters programhes demonstrated that excellence in communication isnt about avoiding difficult conversations but about showing up for them with preparation, purpose, and integrity.

When Bradley asked me to officiate his wedding to Allison, herself a communications powerhouse, I was honored to do so, not just as his former professor but as someone who had watched him become the kind of leader our profession desperately needs. Their partnership reflects the collaborative spirit that defines the best of our field.

This book arrives at a moment when that impact has never been more critical. We are witnessing a crisis of institutional trust that threatens the very foundations of democratic discourse. Corporate leaders who once could rely on carefully crafted statements and traditional media relationships now find themselves in direct conversation with stakeholders who have every tool to fact-check, amplify, or demolish their messages in real time.

Faster, Messier, Tougher isnt just an observation about our current moment; its a road map for navigating it effectively and with integrity. Bradley doesnt offer easy answers, because there arent any. Instead, he provides something more valuable: a framework for thinking through complexity, tools for maintaining authenticity under pressure, and examples of what principled leadership looks like when the stakes are highest.

What youll find in these pages is both practical wisdom and moral argument. Bradley shows us that the choice isnt between being strategic and being authentic; its finding the courage to be both simultaneously. He demonstrates that in an era of mistrust, transparency isnt just good policy; its an essential tool for survival. And he makes the case that communicators who retreat to safety are ultimately serving no one.

The world has become faster, messier, and tougher. But as Bradley reminds us throughout this book, these arent just challenges to endure; theyre opportunities for leaders who are willing to step up, speak clearly, and do the hard work of rebuilding trust, one conversation at a time.

For communicators ready to meet this moment, there could be no better guide.




INTRODUCTION

READ THE ROOM OR RISK EVERYTHING

I didnt learn crisis planning in a boardroom. I learned it by walking through the neighborhood. Like so many other young Black men in America, I had lost multiple friends to homicide before I was old enough to get a learners permit. Dont get caught slippin, my friends and I would say. This meant stay alert, understand your surroundings, be clear-eyed about your vulnerabilities, and always have a contingency plan.

In my teenage years, I was constantly assessing risks and preparing options: which streets to walk versus which to avoid, which yards I could cut through if I had to run, which bullies were just scrappers versus those who might pull a gun on you if you tried to fight back.

When I was sixteen, Chris, a childhood friend of mine, was released from prison after a stint for drug dealing. My parents had urged me to stay away from him, but Id desperately missed his presence in my life. Chris just had this aura about him, a confidence that made you feel invincible simply from being in his presence. He had a way of channeling his charisma that made you feel like you were the only person who mattered.

One night after basketball, Chris suggested we head back to his place. I was hungry, so I told him we had to walk to McDonalds first. As we walked up to his building after our burger run, laughing about how wed convinced the cashier to let us walk through the drive-through, we heard tires chirping as a car pulled off recklessly from the curb. A few uneasy minutes later, we found out why. Chriss apartment door had been kicked in, and his home was littered with bullet casings. The PlayStation was still on, but his roommate, Stretch, who had been playing it, was a bloody, mangled heap on the couch.

I felt sick. If it hadnt been for our impromptu stop, wed have ended up in body bags next to Stretch. When I finally snapped out of the shock, my mind began racing through all the variables: Who were all the people who could possibly want Chris or Stretch dead? The shooter had driven past us; had he made out who we were?

The scenarios would inform my every move in the days and weeks to come. Id throw away the outfit Id been wearing that night, stay inside as much as possible for the next few weeks, and let friends know not to share my whereabouts with anyone. Above all, Id avoid Chris. I not only couldnt be seen with him but also couldnt talk to him or acknowledge that I knew him at all.

This foresight came in handy a few weeks later at the local laundromat, where I liked to go for snacks. Someone I hadnt seen before walked in and started staring my way like he was watching me. After a few minutes, he walked up to me and said, You look like a nigga I know. Nigga named Stretch. You look just like him.

My heart dropped to my stomach. I dont know him, I said.

You sure? You look like you could be his cousin.

I knew he was searching my eyes for some sort of reaction, so I turned away as casually as possible. Nah. Dont know who that is.

After another two minutes, which felt like twenty, I bought a soda and chips from the cashier and made my way like I was headed for the bathroom, knowing there was a back exit around the corner. I slipped out, crossed the street, and went into the church next door. For now, I was safe.

As a kid too young to even have a high school diploma, I had become used to making these sorts of calculations on a daily basis. In which scenarios would I try to escape? When would I stand my ground? And when would I need to preemptively strike? If I misjudged a situation, I knew it could cost me my life.

This real-life training in risk assessment, contingency planning, and reading situations would prove invaluable decades later, when I found myself navigating corporate crises at the highest levels. The stakes may be different, but the mindset is identical: Understand your environment, know your vulnerabilities, and always have an exit strategy.

What surprised me when I entered the corporate world was how few people in business actually understood and applied these basic principles.

MY CRISIS COMMUNICATIONS EDUCATION

I moved several times growing up, but no matter where my family landed, the us-versus-them divide was always apparent to me. Whether I was in Pittsburgh, Atlanta, or Springfield, Massachusetts, I couldnt help but see how vastly different the Black and Latino parts of town were from the white suburbs just a few miles away. It wasnt until I became a student at Northwestern University (NU) that I truly learned how to harness the power of communication, and authentic storytelling, to bridge this divide.

As a student facing financial pressure that nearly forced me to leave school, I found myself at the center of a campus-wide conversation about diversity and access. It was 2008, and only eighty-seven Black freshmen had enrolled at Northwestern out of a class of 2,078, dropping Black student enrollment to its lowest point since 1972. I was leading the NU Ambassadors, Northwesterns undergraduate admissions program focused on recruiting more Black and Latino students, and we had a crisis on our hands.

I built an unlikely coalition between frustrated students and the administrators they blamed by convincing student leaders to turn what would have been a protest against the administration into a rally to build support for change. It became a shared mission. We built recruitment programs, and we created momentum around them with record levels of student participation. And I talked to anyone who would listen about not only what we were building but also where the support system fell short. I spoke to The Daily Northwestern, Northwestern Magazine, and the universitys student broadcast network. I used my own imperfect experience to ground my message.

Real results followed. By the end of my four years, the enrollment of Black students at Northwestern had increased by 22 percent. Latino student enrollment was up more than 50 percent. Obviously my work was only one component, but it was the first public affairs campaign Id ever been a leader in. The experience encapsulated all the components necessary to drive transformation: speed, clarity, credibility, coalition building, and a compelling story. And being central to such a successful change effort as a college student provided a valuable lesson. Even with limited power, you can change anything, as long as you have a clear sense of purpose and a structured approach. Its a lesson I have carried with me throughout my career.

BOARDROOMS, BACK CHANNELS, AND BACKLASH

From Northwestern, my path toured me through a series of experiences that would shape my understanding of what it means to effect clear and vital communications under pressure. I served as a policy advisor to Rev. Jesse Jackson Sr., where I learned the power of symbolism and collective action and how opportunities for the greatest change often present themselves during moments of crisis. Working with Rev. Jackson taught me that authentic leadership requires finding the intersection between moral clarity and tailored communication, especially when the stakes are highest.

Later, I found myself in Liberia, working as a governance reform consultant to help rebuild a functioning democracy after fourteen years of civil war. Six weeks into my time on the ground, I was working with cabinet-level ministers and legislative leaders to coordinate the establishment of a national leadership development program and policy for the country which had lost substantial institutional capacity.

As one government report noted, While roads and buildings can be rebuilt, if the national psyche is not rebuilt and rooted on sound foundation, focusing on personal development, character building and good ethicsin five years, Liberia will be right back to square one.1 My experience working for and learning from giants like President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf and Amos Sawyer solidified my belief in the power of vision and how, when aspirational words were combined with bold actions, they can help reestablish trust even in the direst of circumstances.

The corporate world followed, from working as a management consultant at Booz Allen Hamilton to leading communications for military jet engine programs at Pratt & Whitney to running global media and public affairs communications for the $77 billion United Technologies Corporation (UTC). During my time at UTC, I ended up facing an unexpected and extremely high-stakes situation (detailed in chapter 2 of this book) that turned everything I thought I knew about crisis communications upside down. Then came Boeing, which brought even bigger challenges. As chief spokesperson, I represented the company through the aftermath of the 737 MAX crisis, COVID-19, and the national conversation around race following the murder of George Floyd.

Each step in my career deepened my understanding of how geopolitics, business strategy, and communication collide in real time, often with thousands of jobs and billions of dollars hanging in the balance. Now, I have the honor of bringing all these different experiences together as an advisor to boards and corporate leaders on reputation management in this perma-crisis era. My role as a partner at Bully Pulpit International, an advisory firm founded by leaders of the Obama campaigns and administration, has involved work with the National Football League (NFL), McDonalds, Boeing, Hyatt, and Levi Strauss, as well as some of the worlds biggest brands across finance, healthcare, sports, tech, philanthropy, and higher education.

My goal in writing this book is to share the lessons Ive learned on my journey from the neighborhood to the executive suites of some of the biggest corporations in the world with you. In particular, I hope that I succeed in championing the idea that trust is the cornerstone of successful communications before, during, and after a crisis. And trust begins with authenticity.

A WORD ABOUT THE AUTHENTICITY PARADOX

Before continuing with the role of authenticity in corporate communications, I would like to address the elephant in the room that every minority leader in your organization knows is there. I first wrote about the authenticity paradox in my Forbes article, The Catch-22 of Authenticity for Minority Leaders.2 Being authentic as a minority leader has always felt like a high-wire act: Youre balancing genuine representation of your community with remaining effective within broader corporate structures. But that challenge has intensified dramatically as figures such as Elon Musk push slogans like DEI must DIE, and both he and President Trump routinely blame diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives for corporate shortcomings and safety failures.

In this reality, a subset of people in your organization dont just feel disempowered; they feel like political pawns. What were witnessing isnt purely cultural. But the injection of identity politics into previously neutral corporate territory has pushed both individuals and institutions onto contested ground where every decision, from supply chains to hiring practices, carries political weight that didnt exist a decade ago.

How leaders address this shift will impact both macro and micro scales for years to come. Its not just about managing a workforce anymore; its about navigating a landscape where business decisions have become inseparable from cultural and political positioning.

This isnt just professional for me. Its deeply personal.

But for anyone with even a passing interest in this space, its critical to recognize that we are at an inflection point. When the rules change this fundamentally, anyone and everyone who built their career on the old playbook will need to start over.

THE OLD PLAYBOOK IS DEAD: HERES WHATS NEXT

For all of us in crisis communications, it feels like the world shifted beneath our feet while we werent looking. The strategies that served us for decadesthe careful statements, the measured responses, the wait-and-see approachesare more than just ineffective; theyre actively dangerous.

The speed problem: When I started in this industry, you had hours, sometimes days, to craft the perfect response. Today, silence for thirty minutes gets interpreted as guilt, indifference, or incompetence. The old playbooks emphasis on deliberation and legal review now reads as tone-deaf delay.

The trust problem: Traditional media gatekeepers who once helped to separate signal from noise are gone. Institutions that used to provide some measure of objective truth, such as newsrooms, fact-checkers, and even platform moderators, have been eliminated or compromised. Were operating in a landscape where half-truths travel faster than facts, and your corporate statement competes directly with conspiracy theories for audience attention (if that statement even reaches your audience at all).

The polarization problem: The old playbook assumed you could craft a message that would satisfy most reasonable people. That middle ground has been obliterated. Corporate positions on everything from diversity initiatives to trade policy are now filtered through political tribes. Neutrality isnt just impossible; its seen as cowardice by all sides.

The personalization problem: CEOs once spoke to stakeholders and the public. Now, theyre speaking to micro-audiences who filter every message through the lens of my people, my party, and me. The broad-appeal communications strategies of the past cant navigate this new hierarchy of relevance.

The weaponization problem: Perhaps most dangerously, the old playbooks emphasis on defensive posturing and liability protection has made companies sitting ducks for bad actors and opponents who understand how to exploit corporate communication patterns. They know youll be slow, cautious, and desperate to appear reasonable, and theyll use every one of those instincts against you.

WHAT THIS BOOK DELIVERS

This book isnt just another crisis communication manual filled with the same tired advice about getting ahead of the story. This is a field guide to help you successfully navigate a fundamentally changed landscape.

The uncomfortable truth is that many organizations clinging to the old playbook arent just failing; theyre making their exposure worse. The reason I wrote Faster, Messier, Tougher: Crisis Communication Strategies in an Era of Populism, AI, and Distrust is to offer a new framework for a world where corporate communication and crisis communication have become indistinguishable and where the ability to navigate perpetual controversy isnt just a nice-to-have skill; its essential.

The scenario planning I learned as a teenager (understanding your environment, assessing threats, and having contingency plans) goes beyond survival instinct. Its now a core competency for anyone responsible for protecting an organizations reputation in the current moment. The only difference is that instead of street gangs, corporate leaders must navigate misinformation campaigns, cultural warfare, and technological disruptions that can destroy decades of trust-building in minutes.

Whether youre a CEO, head of communications, or otherwise responsible for protecting an organizations reputation, this book is your road map to not just surviving the storm but emerging from its wake stronger than ever.
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CHAPTER ONE

FROM THE AGE OF IMPACT TO THE AGE OF ISSUES

In the early 2020s, the consensus among highly paid corporate communications consultants was that companies, and particularly high-profile CEOs, should take definitive stands on thorny societal issues. The prevailing view was that, as trust in government leadership waned, people were now looking to private sector executives to pick up the mantle of societal leadership. People in roles similar to mine encouraged companies to weigh in on social conversations in the media, post core value statements on their websites, and fund cause-oriented philanthropic and advocacy efforts through earmarked foundations and charitable contributions. Employee engagement became a cornerstone of corporate culture as employee experience came to rival customer experience. Company leaders were warned that the world had changed and so had their roles, and that statesmanship was now part of the job description.

Recognizing that something truly unprecedented was happening in companies across America, I began writing a column for Inc., focusing on the intersection of corporate culture and values. I called it The Age of Impact. There was no way for me to know then just how short-lived that remarkable age would be.

THE RISE AND FALL OF THE AGE OF IMPACT

Every so often, an event so transformative comes along that it splits time in two: before and after. The Declaration of Independence. The Emancipation Proclamation. The Great Depression. World War II. The Civil Rights Movement. The 9/11 attack. These werent just major events; they were turning points that changed both how America saw itself and how it operated. Theres no debate that the COVID-19 pandemic belongs on
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