
Recently, we’ve seen a number of examples of what
is known in government as ‘damage control’. It is
important for the observer to recognize the

techniques involved so as to be able to make an
uninformed but probably accurate guess as to what is
actually happening. 

The reader should realize that the following hints on
‘damage control’ are speculative and apply only in
hypothetical situations, such as gross mismanagement or being
caught with your hand in the cookie jar. In theory, of course,
there is no possible relationship between these two situations.

The hints are theoretically of interest to both politicians and
bureaucrats, who, in a typical hypothetical situation, might
appear to deceive each other until the situation gets so bad they
have to co-operate. Which would be fine except that they
perceive that the public perception of the situation is really the
problem, rather than the problem itself. But even in a fictional
situation, things are not always as they seem.

Which means that the term ‘damage control’ itself is a
public misconception, or at least an invention of the dastardly
media. But in case of the very remote possibility that you
(politician or bureaucrat) might have to practice it, here is how
it’s done:

Rule #1 
Deny any Knowledge of any Conceivable Problem
The first rule is to deny there could possibly be a problem.
Because if there was a problem, you would know about it, and
so it would have been dealt with.

Rule #2
General Denial
The second rule is to deny there is a problem, possibly
accompanied by denying the inaccuracy of any statements
made under Rule #1. While you are denying things, also deny
that you are engaging in ‘damage control’. Because there is no
damage, right?

Rule #3
Deny any Knowledge of a Particular Problem

If denials under Rules #1 & 2 have not solved (buried) the
problem, it is possible that by now the problem will have been
identified. This gives you something quite specific to deny
knowledge of. A Rule #3 denial must, however, be
accompanied by a promise to investigate the source of the
incorrect information, which may by now be widely circulated.
This should be accompanied by action to shred any
incriminating documents.

Rule #4
Deny the Problem is a Problem
In order to avoid the impression that everyone but you knew
about the problem, indicate that you now know about the
situation, but that it is not a problem, or that it has been dealt
with. This should be accompanied with a denial of any
inaccuracy in previous denials, and a denial that you are
engaging in ‘damage control’. An interesting variation on this
is the explanation that nobody told you about the situation
until they had a solution to it. Another is that you discovered
the problem long before anyone else knew about it, and it had
already been dealt with, so what is all the fuss about?
Rule #5
Discover the Problem
This should only be resorted to if it is clear that denials under
Rules #3 & 4 are not working (see an earlier column on
‘plausible denial’). The ‘discovery’ should be accompanied by a
ration of thespian angst, expressions of shock and dismay, and
promises to ‘get to the bottom’ of the situation. By this time, all
bottoms that could be got to should be well covered, and all
relevant documents should have disappeared.
Rule #6
Initiate an Inquiry
This can take various forms (Internal Inquiry, Audit,
Parliamentary Committee, Judicial Inquiry, etc.), depending on
the amount of delay required, and the probability that an
inquiry might actually exacerbate the damage or throw light on
the problem. Any inquiry should be accompanied by the
statement ‘This is not a witch hunt’ thus putting to rest any
suspicion that any individual might be blamed or disciplined
for any malfeasance. In fact, any officials who might have been

Reprint from Volume 12 Number 3                                                                    Feb 24, 2000

Visit www.islandtides.com for more interesting articles on other BC, national & international topics

Reprint

Dealing With Government IX
Damage Control~ Patrick Brown

© Island Tides Publishing Ltd.This article may be reproduced with the following attribution, in its entirety, and notification to Island Tides Publishing Ltd. 

‘This article was published (August 29, 2002) in ‘Island Tides’ is an independent, regional newspaper distributing across the
Southern Strait of Georgia from Tsawwassen to Victoria to Nanaimo.’

Island Tides, Box 55, Pender Island, BC, Canada.       Phone: 250-629-3660.       Fax: 250-629-3838. 
Email: islandtides@islandtides.com.     Website: http://www.islandtides.com



Reprint from ISLAND TIDES, Feb 24, 2000, Page 2

present at the time the problem was alleged to have occurred
should be promoted and transferred. Their successors can then
quite plausibly deny any knowledge of the problem.

(The rate of promotion and transfer of senior officials in a
government, and, indeed, even politicians, may display some
correlation with the amount of damage control that becomes
necessary. But that’s another topic.)
Rule #7
Terminate the Inquiry as Soon as Possible
It is important not to let the inquiry go on too long, particularly
if it is in danger of actually discovering something, or calling
someone to testify who might spill the beans. In serious cases,
cut off funding. If delay is still required, the inquiry can take an
indefinite amount of time to produce a report. When the report
is produced, its release can be delayed until those involved

have had a change to read it, question its conclusions, or deny
them (see Rules #1, 2, & 3).
Special Case - Destruction of Records
An interesting variation on these techniques is found in cases
where the records maintained are not adequate to prove what
happened. (See also shredding, above.) In this case, the
technique is not to deny malfeasance, but to indicate that,
unfortunately, it cannot be proven. (The ‘unfortunately’ is
important, giving just the right feeling of sincerity and
detachment.) This puts those who may suspect a problem on
an even footing with those who protest innocence, with the rest
of us, suspicious but lacking any proof, in the middle.

All you have to say is ‘it won’t happen again’ and hopefully
we’ll get tired and shut up. ✐
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