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BMW Public Relations Plan With a Social Media Focus After CEO EV Comments 

Crisis

Executive Summary

BMW faced a reputation risk in April 2011 after CEO Jim O’Donnell stated that 

electric vehicles would not work for most people at current battery range levels. The 

Detroit News published the comment on April 18, 2011 and questioned BMW’s 

commitment to electric mobility, which was quickly amplified by AllCarsElectric.com. 

Although the backlash remained largely within the EV advocacy community, BMW’s 

Corporate Communications team recognized the risk that the controversy could move 

into mainstream automotive media if it was not addressed quickly and clearly (BMW: 

The Development of Social Media Policy, 2011).

BMW monitored the discussion beginning April 21 through an external 

monitoring firm. After eight days of escalating criticism, the Digital Marketing team 

recommended responding through BMW’s owned channel, Activate the Future. On April 

28, O’Donnell posted a clarification and apology that reaffirmed BMW’s EV strategy and 

referenced the ActiveE launch and the forthcoming i3. The apology spread through the 

same platforms that fueled the criticism and the discussion returned to a balanced tone 

within twenty-four hours (McDonald, 2011).

While the response prevented a broader crisis, the case revealed structural gaps in 

BMW’s social media policy and crisis workflow. The policy was still experimental and 

did not provide clear response-time expectations or explicit guidance on engaging in 

third-party forums. BMW also operates at global scale, with more than 95,000 

employees, which increases both opportunity and risk in social spaces.
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More broadly, developing social media policy is difficult because corporate 

approval structures move slowly while online conversations move in real time. A strong 

policy must be broad enough to cover multiple platforms and future crises, yet specific 

enough to guide fast decisions, protect brand voice, and support employee participation 

without creating legal or reputational risk.

BMW’s specific challenge is to refine its policy so that it balances employee 

freedom with clear guardrails, defines response triggers and timelines, and standardizes 

decisions about whether to engage in third-party forums or owned channels. The ultimate 

purpose of this plan is to restore trust, strengthen prestige, and create long-term 

favoritism toward BMW’s innovation narrative using a social media-first public relations 

strategy grounded in the Arthur W. Page Principles.

Situational Analysis

The Crisis and Communication Problem

The crisis was triggered by a single, technically truthful statement delivered in a 

way that sounded dismissive to EV advocates. O’Donnell’s remark implied skepticism 

about electric mobility for most consumers. Even though BMW was investing in the EV 

future, the quote made it easy for publics to interpret the brand as hesitant or behind 

competitors. For a premium automotive company whose equity depends on innovation 

and future readiness, this created a reputational threat (BMW: The Development of 

Social Media Policy, 2011).
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Social Media Amplification Path

The backlash followed a recognizable amplification chain in online publicity. The 

Detroit News framed the quote as a potential contradiction of BMW’s EV roadmap, and 

AllCarsElectric distributed that framing into a committed EV community. The 

conversation stayed niche at first, but advocacy publics are often the origin point for 

wider narratives in technology categories. This meant BMW needed to treat the issue as a 

likely escalation risk instead of a small isolated complaint.

Complexities of Global Social Media Communication

Corporate social media policy evolves more slowly than platform culture. The 

case emphasizes that few world-class policies existed at the time, so BMW was operating 

in a space where learning happens publicly. A global brand also faces the tension 

between openness and control. Employee voices can spread messages authentically, but 

inconsistent participation can damage brand character. BMW’s scale makes clarity, 

training, and internal alignment critical.

BMW’s Existing Social Media Structure

BMW created its first formal social media policy in 2009 under Vice President 

Tom Kowaleski. A cross-departmental Social Business Council coordinated policy and 

helped avoid siloed messaging. BMW also implemented three-tier training for senior 

leaders, spokespeople, and employees, signaling awareness that corporate character is 

expressed through its people (BMW: The Development of Social Media Policy, 2011). 

However, the policy did not specify response-time targets or platform rules for third-

party engagement, which contributed to the eight-day delay in this case.
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Innovation Opportunity

Because social media is dynamic and audience-specific, BMW’s response must 

also be innovative in form, not only content. This plan therefore emphasizes two-way 

formats, rapid-response structures, short-form storytelling, and credible third-party 

validation to convert a reactive apology into a proactive innovation narrative.

Page Principles Diagnosis

Tell the Truth

The CEO’s comment reflected real limitations of current EV range, but its 

negative framing conflicted with BMW’s innovation posture. The truth needed to be 

restated optimistically.

Prove It With Action

BMW had a strong EV action record, including immediate proof from the 

ActiveE launch. That evidence should have been paired with the response earlier.

Listen to the Customer

EV enthusiasts are an advocacy public. Visible listening and direct engagement in 

their preferred forums was necessary to show respect and learning.

Manage for Tomorrow

Because EV development is part of BMW’s long-term future, social policy must 

anticipate repeated debates about new mobility technologies.
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Conduct Public Relations as if the Entire Company Depends on It

Although EVs were a smaller part of BMW’s portfolio in 2011, brand trust affects 

every line of business.

A Company’s True Character Is Expressed by Its People

At BMW’s scale, employee social participation must be supported with clearer 

guidelines and empowerment to avoid inconsistent brand character.

Remain Calm, Patient, and Good-Humored

BMW’s response tone was measured and professional, which helped stabilize the 

conversation, but the plan must improve speed.

Goals and Objectives

Goal 1: Restore Trust and Credibility With EV Stakeholders

Objective 1.1: Within 90 days, increase positive or neutral sentiment in EV-

focused online communities by 25 percent compared to the baseline week of the CEO 

comment, measured through sentiment analysis across EV blogs, microblogs, and 

forums.

Objective 1.2: Within 60 days, secure at least 10 earned media pieces in EV and 

automotive outlets that explicitly reference BMW’s EV roadmap and reaffirmed 

commitment.
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Goal 2: Reposition BMW as Optimistic and Forward Looking About Electric Mobility

Objective 2.1: Within 6 months, generate a 15 percent lift in mainstream luxury 

consumer recall of BMW’s EV models and innovation direction in brand tracking 

studies.

Goal 3: Strengthen BMW’s Social Media Readiness and Policy Robustness

Objective 3.1: Within 120 days, implement a revised social media policy with a 

crisis response playbook and achieve complete training participation by senior leaders, 

official spokespeople, and voluntary employee ambassadors.

Retrospective Assessment

 BMW ultimately responded effectively, but the eight-day delay created 

unnecessary escalation risk.

 BMW’s response was delivered in an appropriate forum for message control, but 

a portion of the reply should also have appeared in the originating third-party 

discussion spaces.

 Responding only on Activate the Future signaled commitment, yet it reduced 

perceived listening in the EV community where the criticism started.

 BMW followed the spirit of its policy through monitoring and coordinated 

approval, but the policy lacked explicit response-time and forum-selection rules.

 The policy was not robust enough for the full range of social media challenges 

because it did not clearly define escalation thresholds or empower rapid engagement.

 To prevent the discussion, BMW should have pre-briefed the CEO on EV-

sensitivity framing and established a rapid-response hub before the interview.
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Strategies, Tactics, and Activities

Audience, Platform, and Activity Matrix

The following mapping ensures every strategy is tailored by public and channel, 

rather than treated as one general social push.

 EV enthusiasts and advocates: AllCarsElectric-style blogs, EV forums, Reddit-

type communities, X. Activities include direct forum engagement, myth-busting 

range threads, and monthly Activate the Future AMAs.

 Mainstream premium buyers and prospects: Instagram, YouTube, TikTok or 

short-form equivalents, BMW blog. Activities include premium lifestyle EV reels, 

product trial storytelling, and mini-documentaries.

 Automotive and tech media: Press kits, LinkedIn, BMW newsroom, owned blog. 

Activities include consistent Q and A packets, innovation timeline graphics, and 

access to spokespeople.

 Investors and analysts: LinkedIn, quarterly investor comms, press briefings. 

Activities include roadmap posts, sustainability and R&D proof points, and forward-

planning updates.

 Employees: Internal channels, LinkedIn, optional ambassador spaces. Activities 

include three-tier training refresh, shareable approved content, and clear rules on 

personal vs official voice.

Strategy A: Reframe the Truth Positively Through a Unified Message Campaign

BMW must restate its EV position without contradicting current technology 

realities. The unified campaign will acknowledge limitations while positioning BMW as 

a solution leader.
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Tactics: Create a short CEO video clarification pinned on owned channels. 

Deploy platform-specific explainer threads connecting EV limits to BMW’s innovation 

roadmap. Distribute a press Q and A kit to keep earned media consistent.

Strategy B: Prove Commitment Via Action-Based Innovation Storytelling

BMW’s credibility increases when publics see tangible proof. Content will 

foreground ongoing EV development and premium-market fit.

Tactics: Release an ActiveE and i3 development mini-documentary series. 

Publish EV myth-busting social content based on real driving use cases. Share a BMW 

EV innovation timeline graphic that visually traces MiniE trials to i-series progression.

Strategy C: Listening Led Engagement Directly in EV Community Spaces

BMW should engage in the same spaces where criticism originated to show 

respect, transparency, and responsiveness.

Tactics: Trained spokespeople respond in third-party EV blogs and forums with 

clear answers and links to official messages. Host monthly Activate the Future Live 

AMAs with EV leaders. Create an EV community advisory panel for quarterly feedback.

Strategy D: Policy Upgrade and Internal Activation

BMW needs explicit response structure while remaining agile. This reduces crisis 

lag and empowers consistent employee participation.

Tactics: Establish a Social Response Hub within the Social Business Council for 

rapid approvals. Implement a response-trigger matrix defining when to monitor versus 

engage. Require executive pre-briefing for sensitive topics before interviews. Refresh 

three-tier training for leaders, spokespeople, and employee ambassadors.
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Strategy E: Credible Third Party Endorsement

Third-party validation helps reinforce BMW’s future readiness in a way owned 

messaging alone cannot.

Tactics: Partner with respected auto and tech creators for transparent EV reviews. 

Collaborate with sustainability thought leaders. Require full disclosure for paid 

partnerships to preserve trust.

Endorsement Fit Examples

Endorsements should prioritize credibility over celebrity reach. Two 

recommended archetypes are: a respected EV auto journalist or YouTube reviewer 

known for technical honesty, and a sustainability-focused public figure with a track 

record of supporting clean mobility. These voices validate BMW’s roadmap without 

appearing scripted.

Key Messages

How BMW’s Social Media Policy Should Be Better Structured

BMW will operate with a clear escalation ladder, rapid approval routing, and 

platform-selection rules so that niche issues are answered quickly in their originating 

spaces, while larger threats trigger multi-platform crisis deployment. Policy will also 

include recurring executive pre-briefing when discussing emerging technologies.

A New Social Media Issue BMW Might Face

A likely future challenge is a viral critique about EV battery sourcing, labor 

practices, or sustainability claims. These debates spread quickly through advocacy 
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communities, so BMW must be prepared to provide transparent proof and avoid 

defensive tone.

How BMW Handles Policy Differently Than a Smaller Company

Because BMW is larger and more bureaucratic, its policy must protect 

consistency across global divisions. This requires formal approval systems and training 

programs that a smaller firm could manage informally. At the same time, BMW must 

build agility through the Social Response Hub to avoid slow decision cycles.

Suggestions to Tom Kowaleski and Corporate PR Leaders

Kowaleski should institutionalize rapid-response authority inside the Social 

Business Council, publish a short employee-facing addendum with real examples of 

acceptable practice, and require quarterly policy reviews so guidance evolves alongside 

platforms.

Does BMW Have the Tools and Structure to Implement This Policy

BMW already has the core structure through its Social Business Council, 

monitoring partnerships, and three-tier training model. The plan strengthens those tools 

by formalizing triggers, timelines, and cross-platform content systems so implementation 

remains consistent worldwide.

Evaluation of the PR Plan

Output Metrics

Track response-speed improvements relative to policy targets, volume and quality 

of official content deployed, and earned media placement count and tone.
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Outtake Metrics

Measure engagement rates on EV innovation content, share of voice in EV 

discussion spaces, and participation levels in AMAs and other two-way engagements.

Outcome Metrics

Evaluate sentiment improvements in EV communities, lifts in innovation and EV-

commitment perception in brand tracking, and reductions in recurring policy violations 

after training.

Conclusion and Way Forward

BMW’s April 2011 microblog controversy was contained through a calm, 

apologetic, and factual response, but it demonstrated how quickly specialized online 

publics can threaten broader brand equity. BMW’s 2009 social media policy provided a 

foundation for monitoring and coordination, yet its experimental nature and lack of 

response-speed rules created an eight-day delay.

The updated policy and social-first PR plan proposed here mitigates risk while 

leveraging opportunity by improving triage speed, clarifying where and when to engage, 

and emphasizing proof-based storytelling. It reflects best practices through transparency, 

visible listening, and platform-specific engagement. It also scales across BMW’s global 

workforce by reinforcing that corporate character is expressed through people.

Going forward, BMW should maintain continuous monitoring of EV 

conversations through daily dashboard reviews owned by the Social Response Hub. 

Metrics should track sentiment drift, issue velocity, emerging platform hotspots, and 

influencer activity. A weekly summary should be shared to the Social Business Council, 
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and any Level 2 or Level 3 signals should trigger immediate escalation steps outlined in 

the revised policy.

Positive conversation and word-of-mouth will grow when advocacy publics feel 

respected and when mainstream publics repeatedly encounter evidence of BMW’s EV 

leadership. Over time, this approach shifts BMW from reacting to niche controversies to 

owning the innovation narrative proactively and consistently.
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