
1 

 

 

 

 

The T-Mobile Crisis Response to Accusations of Disclosure of Confidential Data and  

Spying on its Top Management: Developing a Paradigm of Global Crisis  

Management Response Strategies 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Roxana Maiorescu 

Purdue University 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Roxana Maiorescu 

Department of Communication 

2257 BRNG 

Purdue University 

West-Lafayette, IN, 47907 

Email: maiorescu@purdue.edu  Phone: 540-267-5783 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:maiorescu@purdue.edu


2 

The T-Mobile Crisis Response to Accusations of Disclosure of Confidential Data and 

Spying on its Top Management: Developing a Paradigm of Global Crisis 

Management Response Strategies 

 

 

Abstract 

 

The purpose of this paper is to propose and test the applicability of a global crisis 

response model drawn from Benoit (1995), Coombs & Holladay (2004), as well as Frandsen & 

Johansen (2007). The model that emphasizes the importance of the context in which a crisis takes 

place is tested on the T-Mobile Germany crisis response regarding accusations of stolen data of 

17 million customers as well as of spying on employees and members of the board of directors. 

 

 

Crisis Overview 

 

 

 “Stick together” is the slogan that has been undergirding T-Mobile, one of the most 

important GSM providers in world. Also known in Germany as the “Pink Giant” due to the color 

of its logo, T-Mobile is part of the largest phone company in Europe, Deutsche Telekom, and 

currently operates in countries such as Austria, Croatia, The Czech Republic, Hungary, 

Macedonia, Montenegro, The Netherlands, Poland, Slovakia, UK, and The United States. With a 

profit of € 42,8 billion in 2008 (“Konzern-Zwischbericht,” 2009, pag.3) T-Mobile‟s and 

Deutsche Telekom‟s success seemed unshakable.  

Yet, “sticking together” became harder in May 2008 when the German magazine Der 

Spiegel revealed serious issues within T-Mobile that triggered the telecom giant to face a crisis 

that engulfed the entire country into a national fervor (“Phone Company under Fire,” 2008, para. 

3). Der Spiegel announced that confidential information of 17 million T-Mobile customers was 

being sold on the internet. The data included email addresses, telephone numbers, as well as 

permanent addresses of VIPs, Members of Parliament, and government officials. Der Spiegel 

investigated the matter further and found out that T-Mobile‟s top management was aware that 

confidential data had been stolen between 2005-2006, but decided at that time to perform 

internal investigations and not to go public (“Spy Scandal Grows,” 2008, para.3). Further on, T-

Mobile reacted to the negative media coverage at the beginning of May 2008 and assured publics 

that the data available on the internet had not yet been misused and that, internal investigations 

were being conducted in order to see who or what had led to the information disclosure. 

At the end of May 2008, Der Spiegel published further information that deepened the  

T-Mobile confidential data crisis. Journalists from Der Spiegel wrote that the internal 

investigation conducted by the GSM giant to determine how the information had been disclosed, 

involved spying on top level management, supervisory board members, and journalists who 

covered Deutsche Telekom. The news regarding the fact that the company hired the detective 

company Desa spurred enormous stir. Additionally, Der Spiegel revealed that Desa was 

comprised of former members of the Security Service of former Eastern Germany, called Stasi 

(Staatssicherheit). Being a subsidiary of DT, T-Mobile is controlled by the German government  
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through a 32 percent stake. As a result, the German Government demanded an exigent 

investigation and described the spying operation as a “serious breach of trust” (“Phone Giant in 

Germany Stirs a Furor,”2008, para. 4). 

Due to its development, the T-Mobile crisis echoed the corporate spying scandal that 

Hewlett-Packard (HP) faced in 2006 in California, when HP hired investigators in order to obtain 

the phone records of journalists who covered the corporation (“Phone Giant in Germany Stirs a 

Furor,”2008, para.6). Yet, the T-Mobile scandal differs from the one of HP since it carries 

particular resonance in Germany, where people are cautious of private information ever since the 

state-sanctioned snooping of the Nazi and Communist regimes (“Phone Giant in Germany Stirs a 

Furor,” 2008, para.9). In this respect, Lutz Hachmeister, director of the Institute for Media Policy 

in Berlin, asserted: 

 

No one likes to hear that people are using their mobile phone records. It gives one the 

sense that Big Brother can watch you and hear you (“Phone Giant in Germany Stirs a 

Furor,” 2008, para 11). 

 

As the scandal evolved, more information became available to the public. For example, 

the Financial Times Deutschland wrote that operations of spying within DT dated back to 2000, 

when Tasso Enzweiler, a journalist who was reporting for the same paper had been spied on with 

hidden cameras (“Spy Scandal Grows, 2008, para. 5.).  

Yet, the T-Mobile spying scandal was not one of the kind in Germany. In 2006, a 

parliament report accused the German Federal Intelligence Agency (the 

Bundesnachrichtendienst) of systematic surveillance on some reporters. The crisis ended when 

the government of Angela Merkel ordered the agency to stop. Additionally, the T-Mobile 

scandal occurred on a background dominated in Germany by crises of other corporate giants 

such as Siemens, the industrial and engineering electronics company based in Munich, accused 

of bribery, and Volkswagen whose reputation was tarnished by payoffs to union representatives 

(“Phone Giant in Germany Stirs a Furor,”2008, para. 15). 

For T-Mobile and DT, the scandal can have a tremendous impact on their reputation at an 

international level. For example, the American media revealed that U.S. Federal 

Communications Commission could enter the investigation into Deutsche Telekom to see if the 

latter had been also spying in the U.S. Joe Nordgaard, director of the consulting firm Spectral 

Advantage asserted with regard to Deutsche Telekom‟s spying scandal: 

 

Pre-texting is clearly against the law in the U.S. That was made clear in the HP scandal,  

but there are other complications stemming from the fact that Deutsche Telekom is part 

owed by the German government (Deutsche Telekom Scandal Could Spread to U.S., 

2008, para. 3). 

 

As a result, what first started as a crisis threatening the relationship of the company  

with the customers whose expectations with regard to confidential data had not been met,  

extended over a few weeks to a scandal between DT and its internal publics on one hand  

(the  employees whose trust was betrayed by pre-texting) and a political one at an international  

level on the other hand. 
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To this time the crisis is far from being over and will probably come to an end when the  

decision of the German court will have been made. Up to that time, Deutsche Telekom adopts 

different strategies to prove its responsibility and regain the trust of its internal and external  

publics. Interviewed by The New York Times in May 2008, Mark Nierwetberg, the company‟s  

spokesman asserted:  

 

By handling over the information to the prosecutor, we are using the  

sharpest knife we have to solve the problem. We are not trying to hide anything. 

 

The scandal that emerged compelled DT‟s top management to face not only the  

internal and external publics that became suspicious of the telecom provider, but also the  

reluctant media to which it had to respond quickly in order to restore its image. 

The T-Mobile‟s crisis developed as a result of issues from within the system, i.e. from the 

frustration and the discontent of the employees. According to the chaos theory that was studied 

by McKie (2005) systems are characterized by instability and nonlinearity which makes it hard if 

not impossible to predict any possible issue that might rise and develop into a crisis. There is 

evidence that the management intentionally ignored the frustrations caused by the Deutsche 

Telekom‟s plan to eliminate 45,000 jobs by the end of 2007. The service workers‟ union, Ver.di 

strongly disagreed by calling the Telekom‟s plans “clear-cutting” and “an outrage scandal to 

employment policy” (“Did Deutsche Telekom Spy on Journalists and Board Members,” 2008, 

para.2). 

In 2006 the crisis became more acute as a result of the tensions between the member of 

the executive board Rene Obermann, head of the mobile division of Deutsche Telekom on one 

hand and Walter Raizner, head of the landline division on the other hand. While the two were 

deeply suspicious of one another and treated each other more like rivals than colleagues, 

information from within the company was slowly leaking to the press, revealing the discord 

within the corporation. At the same time, the environment in which the corporation was 

operating had started to change dramatically and landline business was facing growing 

competition from small upstart providers which declined the prices and sales. Additionally, the 

mobile telephony business was no longer achieving the growth rates. Yet, while competition was 

trying to come up with a strategic plan to face the new challenges of the business environment, 

the management of Deutsche Telekom was unable to agree on a strategy “Did Deutsche 

Telekom Spy on Journalists and Board Members,” 2008, para.2). 

As noted earlier, in May 2008 the German newsmagazine Der Spiegel revealed that data 

about 17 million customers was available for sale online (Data on 17m Mobile Phone Users 

Stolen, 2008, para1.). The T-Mobile‟s response was that, although the company had known 

about the information leak since 2006, they were using internal investigations to make sure that 

they would further prevent such situations. However, less than two weeks later, Der Spiegel 

published details with regard to the way in which Deutsche Telekom and T-Mobile had been 

coping with the information leak.  

Further on, German Journalists from Der Spiegel managed to procure a fax that was sent 

to Deutsche Telekom and was addressed to the Head of Telekom‟s legal department. The three- 

page document ended in a threatening tone: “you should not underestimate my aggressive 

potential and my staying power. “The fax came from the chief executive of a consulting firm in 
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Berlin who had been allegedly hired to spy on the top management of Deutsche Telekom as well 

as the media that covered the corporation. The goal was not only to determine how internal 

information with regard to 17 million customers could have been disclosed but also how 

informational and strategic plans with regard to T-Mobile‟s future actions that could affect the 

stock reached the press. The surveillance programs were called “Clipper” and “Rheingold” and 

the fax made it clear that the program involved monitoring phone calls of hundreds of thousands 

of landline and mobile connection data sets of German journalists and their private contacts. The 

fax also stated that the same procedure was repeated with several board members on the 

employee side. The frustration of the chief executive of the consulting firm had stemmed from 

the fact that Deutsche Telekom had not paid for all the services his firm offered. The fax also 

included information with regard to spying on one of the Deutsche Telekom‟s shareholders 

called Blackstone, headquartered in New York (“Germany Rocked by Telekom Spying 

Scandal,” 2008, para.7). 

Der Spiegel newsmagazine classified the crisis as “an absurd concoction of economic 

spying, power-hungry megalomania, paranoia, and a complete disregard for the freedom of the 

press”, adding that “had it not been for the money, there is a good chance that the entire unsavory 

story would have never come to light” (“Germany Rocked by Telekom Spying Scandal,” 2008, 

para.2). 

It is important to note that Der Spiegel was the media outlet that triggered and defined the  

crisis first, therefore compelling T-Mobile to provide a crisis response and face a situation that 

could damage its image and reputation both at an external and an internal level. 

 
Literature Review 

 
William L. Benoit‟s theory of image restoration (1995) states that organizations and  

individuals employ the same limited repertoire of image restoration strategies: 

 

Despite differences in how image restoration strategies might be selected,  

combined, or employed, the basic image restoration options are the same for both individual and 

corporate image repair efforts. 

 

Benoit‟s perspective on crisis communication is rhetorical and focuses on verbal  

strategies, more precisely on what people or organizational spokespersons say when they have  

been attacked. Therefore, the theory lays more emphasis on the sender of the message and does  

not take into consideration other factors. The key words of Benoit‟s theory are: verbal defense,  

ethos, reputation, and image restoration discourse.  For Benoit (1995) communication is goal 

oriented. Moreover, as soon as individuals establish goals and realize they are capable of 

achieving them, they engage in communication that would help them fulfill their aims. 

Analogously, organizations engage in crisis communication with the goal of maintaining or 

restoring a good reputation. 

According to the theory proposed by Benoit, an image is threatened: 1) when an  

undesirable or offensive act has occurred and 2) someone is holding the accused accountable.  

The degree to which the act is offensive and the accuser is responsible plays a paramount 

role in how much the reputation of the accuser will be affected. On the other hand, whether the 
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accused is responsible or not for the wrong doing is not important: so long as he is held 

accountable by publics he has to defend his reputation. 

Furthermore, Benoit identified five strategies that help restore the image of an individual or an 

organization, each of them being characterized by diverse tactics as follows: 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Benoit‟s  (1995) theory shows that companies will engage in employing several strategies 

during one single crisis. For example, an organization could make use of both denial and 

bolstering to protect its image. 

In contrast to Benoit (1995), Coombs‟s contribution to the crisis communication 

scholarship brought in a public relations perspective. Coombs and Holloday (2004) developed 

the Situational Crisis Communication Theory which, contrary to Benoit‟s perspective, takes into 

account the role of the stakeholders during a crisis. Consequently, crisis communication is goal- 

Type of Strategy Explanation of Strategy 

Denial 

- Simple denial 

- Shift the blame 

 

 

- did not perform act 

- another performed act 

Evasion of responsibility 

- Provocation 

- Defeasibility 

- Accident 

- Good intentions 

 

- responded to act of another 

- lack of information or 

ability 

- mishap 

- meant well 

Reducing Offensiveness of  

Event    

- Bolstering 

- Minimization 

- Differentiation 

- transcendence 

- Attack Accuser 

- Compensation 

- stress good traits 

- act not serious 

- act less offensive than 

similar ones 

- more important 

considerations 

- reduce credibility of accuser 

- reimburse victim 

Corrective Action - plan to solve 

problem/prevent   recurrence 

Mortification -apologize 



7 

oriented just as Benoit suggested, yet stakeholders play an active role in the crisis discourse and 

the rhetorical strategies become subtler when trying to reach the target audience. 

Thus Coombs considered that the strategies a rhetor employs in dealing with a crisis  

should be a continuum, changing from defensive strategies that are used when he denies either  

that a crisis has occurred or that it has a great significance, to accommodating strategies that he  

uses when he has to take full responsibility for the act, ask for forgiveness and try to  

renew/restore his image. 

The following chart provides the seven crisis communication strategies proposed by 

Coombs: 

 

 

Strategy Explanation 

Attack the 

accuser 

-the 

organization 

may sue/threat 

the accuser 

Denial - there is no crisis 

- why there isn‟t 

any 

Excuse - minimizing 

responsibility 

(deny the 

intention, no 

control over the 

situation) 

Justification - no serious 

damage 

- no injuries 

Ingratiation -remind 

stakeholders of 

good deeds in 

the past 

Corrective 

Action 

- repair the 

damage 

- prevent similar 

crises in the 

future 
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According to Coombs, “The symbolic approach to crisis communication moves beyond  

the basic list of crisis response strategies to an examination of how the crisis situation can  

influence the selection and effectiveness of crisis response strategies” (Coombs & Holladay,  

2001).  

Coombs (1999) also introduces the notion of conceptualization which he considers to  

incorporate three perspectives: the relationship between an organization and its stakeholders, the  

organizational legitimacy, and the causal attribution. For Coombs, the relationship between an  

organization and its stakeholders is determined by a structural and a temporal dimension. The  

structural dimension defines the interdependence that characterizes the relationship between an  

organization who needs resources from the macrosystem in order to survive and the stakeholders  

who need the products or the services that the former provides them with. When he discusses the  

temporal dimension, Coombs (1999) introduces the notion of relational history by which he 

understands  

the actions taken by the organization in the past that are perceived by stakeholders as defining 

the values and characteristics of the organization. Therefore, a crisis is an unpredictable event, a  

relational damage or a phase in the ongoing relationship between the organization and its  

stakeholders. 

Taking into account elements from the theories of Coombs and Benoit‟s mentioned  

above, Finn Frandsen & Winni Johansen (2007) developed a model that makes allowances for all  

the publics that are either affected or affect a crisis. In the researchers‟ view, once a crisis arises,   

“an arena opens with the public sphere of the society and/or the organization where various  

actors communicate with or against each other, to or past each other” (Frandsen & Johansen, 

2007). The theory which they entitled Rhetorical Arena uses the notion of interdependence  

different than Coombs, more precisely it borrows the concept as used by Pompper (2005) when  

describing The Game Theory . Thus, interdependence transcends the meaning Coombs offered  

to the term and implies the fact that, before reaching  a decision, organizations have to take into  

account what other persons and organizations do. Additionally, in the view of Frandsen and  

Johansen (2007), organizations are unpredictable systems whose behavior does not unfold in a  

linear cause-effect way. Therefore, at any time, organizations could face severe disruption and  

chaos may arise at any time. Consequently, the evolution of crises comes in contradiction to  

the Newtonian view according to which the universe is governed by predictable and stable laws.  

In sum, the researchers make use of the game theory and the chaos theory to develop the 

following model: 

 

 

 

Full Apology - the organization 

takes full 

responsibility 

and asks for 

forgiveness 
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 Genre                                               Text 

 

Contrary to the model of Frandsen and Johansen (2007), who consider that context and 

media influence the image recreation discourse, the model proposed in this paper assumes that 

context and media can themselves be influenced by the corporate crisis discourse and undergo 

considerable modifications. The model dovetails with those analyzed by Benoit, Coombs, and 

Frandsen and Johansen. However, the model provides an in depth overview of the circumstances 

that determine a specific type of discourse and assumes that any speech delivered by 

organizational representatives before, during, and after a crisis is delivered with the intent of 

image restoration. In other words, the very goal of organizational communication is image-

oriented.  

The fulcrum of the model is a relationship of interdependence between speaker, media,  

and publics. Yet the degree of interdependence and mutual influence is established by the 

context. 

The model can be reduced to the following schemata: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Next, each element of the model will be discussed:  

 

   Sender 

 

   Image Recreation    

        Discourse 

 

Receiver 

CONTEXT 

 

Speaker  
Discourse    

Type 

Media 

Publics 



10 

  

 

The Speaker 

 

When designating a person who would be in charge of media relations during a crisis, top 

management should take into consideration his or her training as well as the experience this 

person has in dealing with past crises. Choosing the right person who would face media could be 

a tough decision and should be made not only by considering his or her abilities and skills, but 

also by being sure that the person is representative of the organization, i.e. that he or she shares 

the values and the goals promoted by the company. Furthermore, a crisis can create “heroes” and 

the context might necessitate that the “hero” of the crisis should be the one to step forward and 

talk to the publics.  

On the other hand, when appointing a speaker, the management has to make allowances 

for public segmentation. A certain type of organizational representative might be more effective  
when talking to a specific ethnic group by appealing to the latter„s values and beliefs, thus  

increasing persuasion. In the last two instances mentioned a company might be constrained to be  

represented by an employee who may not have the necessary training in dealing with crisis  

communication but who would still be able to reach the audiences through his or her appeal,  

charisma, or past experience publics are aware of. 

 

 

 

The Media 

 

It is important for top management to adapt their strategies of response in accord with the 

type of media they would use for message delivery. Media could be divided into controlled and 

uncontrolled or traditional and new. Therefore, the response to a crisis is a PR campaign in 

which one has to do research before responding. Research would include public segmentation 

and the use of appropriate media to reach a specific target group. 

 

Public Types 

 

As mentioned earlier, without proper knowledge of the public segment it should address, 

the effect of the discourse might be minimal.  

According to Wilcox and Cameron (2008), publics should be divided according to: age 

(youth and young adults, baby boomers, and seniors), race and ethnicity, religion, and sexual 

orientation. Wilcox and Cameron (2008) provide an insight into the latest research, according to 

which there are characteristics of each group that help an organization reach them. For example, 

radio has a great impact on minority groups, especially the Hispanics, people from the GLBT 

community are very loyal to brands, and seniors can be reached by messages delivered via 

traditional media such as the newspapers.  

Yet groups are not monolithic. Although common values are the pivot around which a  

community performs its activity and develops itself, different people within each group share  

extra and various values and goals. Therefore, one could talk about a group within a group and  
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additional segmentation is needed.  

 Looking into past experiences and events that took place within a specific community or 

group appears to be of paramount importance. It could be impossible to predict an exact reaction 

for each member within a specific group, yet by looking into past events that affected a certain 

region and a community one can draw a general line to predict reactions and therefore adopt a 

response strategy. 

In sum, there has to be a match between the discourse during/after a crisis, the group or  

community it addresses, as well as the medium used to reach the target audience. Crises require 

exigent action and response and, consequently, it is paramount that thorough and minute research 

with regard to public segmentation should be conducted for each crisis. 

 
The Context 

 
The context in which a crisis takes place is crucial to the way in which the rhetor chooses  

the type of discourse that would reach the audience. Context is an integral part of the  

macrosystem in which an organization functions and on which its failure and success depends. 

The political system of a specific country in which a corporation performs its activity, the 

democratic system, the degree of freedom that media has, as well as the cultures and traditions 

exert influence on the way in which a crisis emerges and develops along with the type of 

discourse the organization should employ. Additionally, the context also involves the reputation 

the organization has gained at the time of the crisis, as well as its relationship with various 

stakeholders. The reputation of a company stems from the way in which it has proved to be 

socially responsible but also its response and strategies during past crises. Before providing 

media with a crisis response, the management should take into consideration who defined the 

issue and the crisis first as well as the implications the crisis may have.  

For example, top management can use corrective action, full apology, and ingratiation for 

a crisis that has been first defined by the media or by any other external group, depending on the 

severity of the crisis. On the other hand, in a crisis whose repercussions do not include casualties, 

the organization could employ excuse and justification provided that the crisis has been defined 

by internal stakeholders. 

In the early stages of a crisis the control is exerted by the group or the person who first  

defines it. Yet, as the crisis develops control can switch into the hands of the group who is able  

to dominate the issues that arise from the crisis by predicting future developments.  

Monopoly in the market is also a factor that should be taken in consideration in crisis 

response and part of the context. Etymologically, the term monopoly is derived from Greek 

monos-  alone and polein- to sell. Monopolies are characterized by a lack of competition for 

good service or practice. Yet monopolies could also be imposed by governmental decisions in 

countries where democracy and fair market competition are not a tradition. On the other hand, 

companies could lead a market where the quality of their services and products has no rival. 

Additionally, there are corporations that dominate not necessarily due to unavailability of 

products that provide better quality than theirs, but because they have previously established an 

utter powerful brand and their products define a specific lifestyle. An example would be brands 

that address specific elite groups such as Rolls Royce.  

In the case of a corporation that faces a crisis while having monopoly, the crisis response  
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could differ from the one provided by an organization that struggles to impose itself on the  

market. Furthermore, the strategies of crisis discourse used by a company that has gained  

arbitrary monopoly could vary from the ones employed by one that has imposed itself on the  

market through outstanding products and services. 

Media relationships are another factor of the context in which the response is delivered.  

Companies with contacts in the media and good relationships with journalists may not face  

negative coverage. Journalists are themselves a type of public and thus can inadvertently be  

undergoing a process of framing. Moreover, there are countries in which free media is not a  

tradition as it is the case of Russia where companies pay for the journalists to cover them.  

In such countries, the response to a crisis is influenced by black PR (paying journalists for 

coverage), a practice considered illegal in other parts of the world (Wilcox and Cameron, 2008). 

The context also determines the level of secrecy in which an organization should engage.  

Organizational secrecy refers to any piece of information purposefully withheld and not made 

public by an organization. (Bok, 1983). According to Grunig & Grunig (1996) publics expect an 

organization to be transparent. However, there are circumstances in which secrecy cannot be 

shunned lest organizational strategies made accessible to public should spur unprofit and turmoil 

(Bok, 1983). Nevertheless, secrecy is inevitable for organizations to function effectively in  

some occasions.  

In sum, apart from the type of crisis and the type of organization that faces it, (non-profit  

versus profit, public versus private) the context in which the crisis response is exigently 

demanded determines the type of discourse. In the process of response preparation there is the  

need of making use of data that have been previously collected with regard to: publics, media,  

and culture along with choosing the right person who would constantly keep the publics up to  

date with the developments.  

The elements in the model exert mutual influence on one another: the context  

influences the speaker, the media, and the publics. Yet as the crisis develops, a group of publics  

can change the context and the media coverage. On the other hand, media can shift the crisis into  

a different direction just as the speaker or the crisis itself could modify the entire context. But,  

most importantly,  the context, either the political or the social one along with its values can be  

altered by the crisis as the latter is defined and handled by the media, the organization, or the 

publics. 

 
Discourse Analysis 

 

The item of analysis is a crisis response provided by T-Mobile for the newsmagazine Der 

Spiegel. The importance of this discourse lies in the fact that it is the first response, under the 

form of an interview, provided by the CEO of DT, Rene Obermann, to the newsmagazine that 

triggered the crisis first. 

T-Mobile‟s crisis was first defined by Der Spiegel on May 8, 2008 when the magazine  

revealed details about the loss of confidential data regarding 17 million customers, half of the T-

Mobile customers (“Data on 17m Mobile Phone Users Stolen,”, 2008, para. 1). Further on,  

the same magazine made public the fax received by Deutsche Telekom with regard to  

the “Clipper” and “Rheingold” spying operations performed on top management and journalists. 
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T-Mobile responded to media immediately and on June 30, 2008 Der Spiegel  

newsmagazine published an exclusive interview with Rene Obermann, the CEO of Deutsche 

Telekom (“I Stand by the Approach That Was Taken”, 2008). 

The choice of having the CEO speak during times of crisis is meant to denote the  

availability of the company‟s management to reveal the current state of affairs and also to  

demonstrate transparency and cooperation with media and external stakeholders. In the case of 

T-Mobile the availability of the chief of Deutsche Telekom also proved that the company is 

taking responsibility especially since the matter had political resonance and could have led to 

new regulation for the entire telecom industry in Germany. 

However Obermann‟s answers to the journalists‟ questions seem evasive and his 

responses are terse at times. For example, the CEO avoids talking directly about the spying issue 

until a court decision has been reached in this regard: “Until there is exact evidence no one 

should be treated as guilty.” Consequently. Obermann engages in what Coombs (1995) calls the 

nonexistence strategies and makes use of denial until a judicial decision has been reached. 

However, the use of this strategy in a crisis is premature and risky. If DT is found guilty of 

spying by the court, the CEO‟s evasive denial will preclude the image restoration of the 

company. 

 

Further on, when the journalist asks why T-Mobile didn‟t go public in 2006 as the company first 

found out that confidential data of 17 million customers had been disclosed, Obermann responds 

that the company considered that solving the matter internally was the best choice and he did not 

regret any measure the company took in the matter. In this case the CEO fails to meet the 

publics‟ expectations both internally and externally.  

Obermann asserts that until the court reaches a decision, the spying issue shouldn‟t be a 

matter of emotion, but a matter of facts. 

 

I do not get involved in premature judgments. A person is considered innocent until  

proven guilty. And what is at issue in this case is not my emotions but the need to clear  

up the matter.  

 

He further engages into remediation (Coombs, 1995) and provides a solution for the 

customers whose confidential data is being sold online: the 17 million could change their phone 

numbers for free in case they feared illegal acts or felt threatened. Yet, Obermann‟s solution is 

not accompanied by an apology and neither is it a good decision in solving the matter.  

Customers among which government officials, VIPs, and business men would rarely accept 

changing their phone numbers since their daily activities involve the high use of 

telecommunications and it is important to have their phone numbers known by their contacts.  

 

Further on, the CEO of Deutsche Telekom provides Der Spiegel with the measures taken 

by his company as a result of the data stealth:  

 

We changed all our security procedures. We modified the code of ethics and we replaced 

the management of the security department. We now make sure that all our folders 

containing customer data are locked. 
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He further on asserts: 

 

Yes, I stand by the approach that was taken, based on the information available at the 

time. The fact is that we have made many changes in the security area since then -- 

changes that we would not have been able to implement as quickly if there had been an 

investigation by the public prosecutor's office and a public debate. 

 

We completely restructured the security area, divided up responsibilities and developed a 

new code of behavior for that department. We brought new people on board, including 

Reinhard Rupprecht, the former deputy head of the German Federal Office of Criminal 

Investigation (BKA). From our standpoint, it was the appropriate reaction. 

 
Thus, T-Mobile took corrective action and Obermann tries to re-establish the image of  

his company by making use of rectification strategies (Benoit, 1992). Yet, his speech lacks a full  

apology and he is only willing to provide one once the court reaches a decision:  

 

I have already told the supervisory board that I consider the incident to be highly 

deplorable and that it shouldn't have happened. Of course, I will apologize -- also on 

behalf of the company -- to other journalists, members of the supervisory board or others 

who were affected as soon as reliable conclusions have been reached. Simply issuing 

general niceties at this point without knowing who else may have been affected doesn't 

make any sense to me. 

 

Additionally, the CEO asserts that his company acted as quickly as it could after 

receiving the threatening fax. Yet, the manner in which Obermann talks about the swift decision 

of taking the matter to court is rather sharp under the circumstances faced by DT: 

 

Oh, come on! Where was there a delay? We received the fax from the Berlin company on 

April 28 and launched an internal investigation right away. The head of the supervisory 

board was notified two days later. We went to the public prosecutor's office with the first 

documents on May 14. It's hard to imagine how we could have done this any faster. 

 

Obermann also admits it would be difficult to build trust again with his employees and 

further engages into corrective action by asserting that he plans to change the values of both 

management and the subordinating departments. 

 

We have no concept of the enemy. But it is certainly true that the tradition of trust still 

needs further development. This is probably due in part to the extended period of time in 

which there was tension among divisions. This cannot simply be ignored… It will 

certainly become more difficult to develop a trusting relationship. 
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He considers that the crisis arose from within DT due to the negligence of the 

management to take into consideration the employees‟ dissatisfaction and that, in the future, 

employees should engage into constructive criticism of the management and should not take for 

granted all information provided by their superiors: 

 

Everyone could use more civil courage. Employees must know that questioning 

instructions from supervisors and even rejecting them if necessary is the right thing to do 

-- with justification, of course. I'm not looking to establish some sort of general culture of 

disobedience. But everyone needs to know that just because something is coming from 

above, it isn't automatically correct. Questionable or illegal instructions must be reported. 

 
In his interview with Der Spiegel (“I stand by the approach that was taken,” 2008) the 

CEO also makes use of the rhetorical strategy of transcendence (Coombs, 1995) by placing the 

spying and the data disclosure scandals into a broader context. Yet, contrary to Coomb‟s theory, 

in this case transcendence is not defined by appeal to higher values, but rather by the use of a 

broader context in which the crisis took place. According to Hearit (1997) in “organizational 

communication, transcendence is a form of symbolic action whereby a corporation [or other 

organization] redefines its acts so that they are viewed from a larger context, one that 

customarily features an ethical dimension.” 

In this interview Obermann asserts that in these times there are higher chances for 

telecom companies to face crises since, apart from their multinational characteristics, the 

technology of both landline and mobile telecommunication is continuously evolving and thus 

leads to increase efforts to incessantly restructure the telecomm companies: 

 

I believe that there are similar problems in many companies. But Telekom is a very large 

business with a unique history and developments moving in opposite directions. We have 

both the growing mobile communications and the traditional landline business, which 

continues to lose ground. This is why there is tremendous pressure to restructure the 

company. Because we still have three times as many employees in Germany as all of our 

competitors combined, the pressure to restructure personnel and reduce costs will 

continue. This, of course, leads to a lot of dissatisfaction, and not just from the personnel 

affected by reforms but also from some executives. 

 

 At the end of the interview, Obermann reassures customers that their data is safe with T-Mobile 

and DT and says that the systems used by Deutsche Telekom are constantly checked 

by government agencies. By resorting to a higher authority, in this case the government, the CEO 

intention is to boost credibility and rebuild trust. 

 

We have a high standard of security and are constantly working to improve it. Our 

systems and procedures are regularly monitored by government regulatory agencies. 

 
The response of T-Mobile in the interview with Der Spiegel seems evasive at times, thus  

leading to the impression that the corporation is still reluctant to speak openly with the 

journalists from Der Spiegel, who were the ones that first defined the crisis. Obermann‟s speech  
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seems to fail to openly address the types of audience whose support T-Mobile and DT need in 

order to continue their activity: its employees and its customers. 

The context in which the T-Mobile crisis takes place is a period dominated by corruption  

at Siemens as well as conflicts between works council on one hand and top management on the 

other hand at Volkswagen. Therefore, Obermann should have taken into account the fact that, on 

a market dominated by crises, an evasive response without concrete apology may render low 

efficacy and increase public skepticism both at an internal and an external level. According to the 

crisis response model proposed earlier, the period of corporate conflicts that was facing Germany 

at the time DT was struck by crisis is part of the context and should have been taken into account 

in the strategies of response employed by DT. In times of corporate turmoil, publics become 

more skeptical of profit organizations and therefore it is recommended to engage into an 

apologetic discourse. Furthermore, the historical context should be taken into account when 

organizations respond to crisis. What impact does spying have in a country like Germany, 

judging by the past Communist and Nazi regimes in which citizens were constantly monitored? 

How will such past events affect the way in which DT‟s customers perceive the spying scandal? 

The CEO‟s responses seem to be terse. Yet, the cultural values in Germany could be 

different and the type of terse and concise discourse without direct apologia and emotional 

display could appeal to the typical German customer. Therefore, for a better analysis of T-

Mobile‟s response several other media responses should be taken into account so as to analyze 

whether T-Mobile‟s image restoration discourse for international media outlets differed from the 

one provided for Der Spiegel. 

According to the model of response provided above, Obermann‟s interview in Der  

Spiegel should have acknowledged the importance of the publics and should have included prior  

preparation for addressing and reaching the target audiences by bolstering and emphasis on  

values and previous good will. The terse and rough response could be part of the context factor  

mentioned in the model. Since T-Mobile is by far the leader of the German telecommunications  

market, the management could have chosen a distant attitude without feeling the need for a 

justification until a final court decision has been reached. On the other hand, the concise 

response provided in the interview for Der Spiegel could have also been caused by the 

antagonism between the two parties.  

Moreover, DT could have looked into better strategies that could influence the context. 

Since spying is a sensitive issue, the company could have engaged into a strategy of full apology 

and use the crisis to exert influence on the context. More precisely, since the matter was taken to 

court it could have led to new litigation and regulation. Therefore, the CEO could have pointed 

out at the issues that would arise from the crisis and that would lead to a better telecom industry, 

all of which would be directed toward the customers‟ needs. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The DT crisis is still in development and much can be learned about the response 

strategies in the months to come. The purpose of this paper was to develop a paradigm of crisis 

management response and to test its applicability by using the crisis management response 

provided in the context of one of the biggest scandals in the European corporate world. 
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 In order to better determine the applicability of the paradigm proposed in this paper, the 

whole media coverage should be analyzed starting with the moment the crisis was first defined 

until the crisis comes to an end. Once the T-Mobile crisis draws to an end, the image restoration 

discourses along with the changes the crisis brings about in legislation and politics should be 

analyzed by comparing the German media of high circulation Deutsche Zeitung, Die Welt, and 

Die Tageszeitung on one hand and Der Spiegel on the other hand. The purpose of such an 

analysis is to determine if coverage discrepancies occurred since Der Spiegel was the 

newsmagazine that first revealed information about the crisis.  
Furthermore, internal documents from T-Mobile would be useful so as to determine the  

steps the corporation took in trying to re-establish trust with its own employees. The press 

releases on the T-Mobile website could be compared to the media coverage to determine if the  

company managed to set the media‟s agenda and control the crisis. 

Since the T-Mobile crisis is still in development and possibly will not come to an end  

when the Court reaches a decision, such a study would be interesting to conduct if also the 

internal documents were available. Internal documents could prove useful in order to determine 

if the crisis response was effective. More precisely, the number of the employees that left the 

company or the number of customers who switched to competition, as well as the sales result, 

would be paramount in measuring DT‟s crisis rhetoric. 
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