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A Cautionary Note on Persuasive 
Messaging [1]

Last year, South Carolina was in the news for all of the wrong reasons. At the beginning of the 
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year, the white football coach at local school made headlines for a post-game ritual that 
involved smashing watermelons with caricature faces drawn on them in a way that suggested 
offensive racial stereotype demeaning to African-Americans.

Then, in April, eyewitness video emerged purportedly showing a white police officer shooting 
an unarmed black motorist in the back. The North Charleston police officer was later indicted
on murder charges.

In June, a white male killed nine black parishioners at a prayer service in Charleston. Later, it 
emerged that the shooter reportedly said, “You rape our women and you're taking over our 
country. And you have to go."

In July, the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) protested the removal of the Confederate flag from the state 
capitol building. This led to clashes with the Black Panthers and others in Columbia.

Finally, in December, photos emerged online showing cadets at the Citadel with white 
pillowcases over their heads that resembled KKK hoods. The same month, the Confederate 
Relic Room and Military Museum Commission voted to spend up to $3.6 million of taxpayers 
dollars to display the recently-removed Confederate flag and other Civil War memorabilia.

Amazingly, these were just the stories that made the headlines. But what headlines they 
made. Consider these doozies from The Guardian. Following the Walter Scott Shooting, it ran 
an OpEd entitled, “Walter Scott: Week by Bloody Week, My America is Sliding Back Towards 
Slavery.” Following the KKK rally, it published an article entitled, "Still a Racist Nation: 
American Bigotry on Full Display at KKK Rally in South Carolina." Of course, it is beyond the 
scope of this article to provide a full account of what made international headlines or to 
evaluate their credibility. These examples are sufficient for our purpose. What they show is 
that it was not just the South Carolina brand that took a wallop from the events described 
above; brand USA also took a hit.

When negative news breaks, we try to get out in front of 
the issue. We try to take ownership of the narrative. And 
one of the best ways to do that is to find someone who is 
credible to deliver a message that changes the narrative. 

Fortunately, not everyone in South Carolina turned a blind eye to what was happening. In 
July, our legislature passed a bill that finally removed the Confederate flag from the State 
House grounds. To many, this flag was a symbol of racial intolerance. The move was widely 
applauded across the United States and around the world. In September, our governor then 
headed to Washington, D.C. where she addressed the National Press Club. In her speech, 
she argued that South Carolina is not “a racially intolerant place.” Instead, she claimed that 
“racial harmony existed in South Carolina long before the nonviolent reaction to the hate-
crime slayings of nine African-American parishioners at a Charleston church.”

In the end, the speech attracted significant press coverage. Personally, I think that had a lot to 
do with the messenger. Aside from being a potential vice presidential candidate, one of the 
most interesting things about Nikki Haley is that she “can offer a credible assessment of 
racism in the American South.” The daughter of Indian immigrants, she witnessed racism 
firsthand growing up in South Carolina. And yet she rose above it to become only the 
second Indian American governor

https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.postandcourier.com_article_20150103_PC16_150109852_1177_mcginley-2Dquestioned-2Dwalpoles-2Dfiring-2Dahead-2Dof-2Dcoachs-2Ddismissal-2Demails-2Dshow&d=CwMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=IU_wu9adJ2kCeLsBoTIBFw&m=r3NPJ9VxiBNCwl-9e-slxVrLGOgmz_9fMkXG7WD8FdI&s=PTAg1Q0_ehMo1WycYjdU1ncIELEiMI31HWea02MMVY0&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.postandcourier.com_article_20150511_PC16_150519944_another-2Dlawsuit-2Dfiled-2Dover-2Dacademic-2Dmagnet-2Dwatermelon-2Dcontroversy&d=CwMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=IU_wu9adJ2kCeLsBoTIBFw&m=r3NPJ9VxiBNCwl-9e-slxVrLGOgmz_9fMkXG7WD8FdI&s=TL0jqrK6B271IfA7szClv4OoJdYF1Xeva173Dhob9ng&e=
http://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__en.wikipedia.org_wiki_Shooting-5Fof-5FWalter-5FScott&d=CwMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=IU_wu9adJ2kCeLsBoTIBFw&m=r3NPJ9VxiBNCwl-9e-slxVrLGOgmz_9fMkXG7WD8FdI&s=7E8gzHc_bKVQ9GKCkysgoQEvKHpeZbMGsMPlLsp2lGM&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.npr.org_sections_thetwo-2Dway_2015_06_08_412884507_former-2Dnorth-2Dcharleston-2Ds-2Dc-2Dpolice-2Dofficer-2Dindicted-2Don-2Dmurder&d=CwMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=IU_wu9adJ2kCeLsBoTIBFw&m=r3NPJ9VxiBNCwl-9e-slxVrLGOgmz_9fMkXG7WD8FdI&s=-ya6j8Z6ykmUcwvgi50dcVEbVsGd13RXgH6Ot1NNvTk&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__en.wikipedia.org_wiki_Charleston-5Fchurch-5Fshooting&d=CwMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=IU_wu9adJ2kCeLsBoTIBFw&m=r3NPJ9VxiBNCwl-9e-slxVrLGOgmz_9fMkXG7WD8FdI&s=P-y81UTMMlW3ujs8aHRopDu0vKpB0kajH71ywIBEHAY&e=
http://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.cnn.com_2015_07_19_us_south-2Dcarolina-2Dkkk-2Dblack-2Dpanther-2Drally_&d=CwMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=IU_wu9adJ2kCeLsBoTIBFw&m=r3NPJ9VxiBNCwl-9e-slxVrLGOgmz_9fMkXG7WD8FdI&s=0uuxxa85Q9gbPkCRc2lqgIH71WNbdLoSOWTAElDHm3E&e=
http://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.nbcnews.com_storyline_confederate-2Dflag-2Dfuror_south-2Dcarolinians-2Durged-2Dignore-2Dugly-2Dopposing-2Dconfederate-2Dflag-2Drallies-2Dcapitol-2Dn394401&d=CwMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=IU_wu9adJ2kCeLsBoTIBFw&m=r3NPJ9VxiBNCwl-9e-slxVrLGOgmz_9fMkXG7WD8FdI&s=ueR3rYl9AQgmRRN2XfhZL2EtZ2CgtSbExag4DPi7Yj8&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.nbcnews.com_news_us-2Dnews_citadel-2Dstunned-2Dafter-2Dphotos-2Dcadets-2Dlooking-2Dkkk-2Demerge-2Dn477856&d=CwMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=IU_wu9adJ2kCeLsBoTIBFw&m=r3NPJ9VxiBNCwl-9e-slxVrLGOgmz_9fMkXG7WD8FdI&s=nj5WSq7O8UHwUHh0Bf-BFNC4quM795w8SLHlav-4BgY&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.huffingtonpost.com_entry_confederate-2Dflag-2Dthat-2Dwaved-2Doutside-2Dsc-2Dstatehouse-2Dcould-2Dcost-2Dmillions-2Dto-2Dpreserve-5Fus-5F567eb012e4b06fa688803649&d=CwMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=IU_wu9adJ2kCeLsBoTIBFw&m=r3NPJ9VxiBNCwl-9e-slxVrLGOgmz_9fMkXG7WD8FdI&s=xS8Ap48vf_hufoHvOHW3ay_VhQNPu3YN3W7bwqVHrhQ&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.huffingtonpost.com_entry_confederate-2Dflag-2Dthat-2Dwaved-2Doutside-2Dsc-2Dstatehouse-2Dcould-2Dcost-2Dmillions-2Dto-2Dpreserve-5Fus-5F567eb012e4b06fa688803649&d=CwMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=IU_wu9adJ2kCeLsBoTIBFw&m=r3NPJ9VxiBNCwl-9e-slxVrLGOgmz_9fMkXG7WD8FdI&s=xS8Ap48vf_hufoHvOHW3ay_VhQNPu3YN3W7bwqVHrhQ&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.tripadvisor.com_ShowUserReviews-2Dg54273-2Dd125518-2Dr278964393-2DHilton-5FHead-5FIsland-5FBeach-5FTennis-5FResort-2DHilton-5FHead-5FSouth-5FCarolina.html&d=CwMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=IU_wu9adJ2kCeLsBoTIBFw&m=r3NPJ9VxiBNCwl-9e-slxVrLGOgmz_9fMkXG7WD8FdI&s=oH_OLvsi_sVrLsPX4Orih-Xm1WzoN4Rpk2Q2hnvd184&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.theguardian.com_commentisfree_2015_apr_12_walter-2Dscott-2Dshooting-2Damerica-2Dsliding-2Dto-2Dslavery&d=CwMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=IU_wu9adJ2kCeLsBoTIBFw&m=r3NPJ9VxiBNCwl-9e-slxVrLGOgmz_9fMkXG7WD8FdI&s=Bonz23mosJZdTKQSr1KFhnLEsDSSEnXDM0SEvwiYcRc&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.theguardian.com_commentisfree_2015_apr_12_walter-2Dscott-2Dshooting-2Damerica-2Dsliding-2Dto-2Dslavery&d=CwMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=IU_wu9adJ2kCeLsBoTIBFw&m=r3NPJ9VxiBNCwl-9e-slxVrLGOgmz_9fMkXG7WD8FdI&s=Bonz23mosJZdTKQSr1KFhnLEsDSSEnXDM0SEvwiYcRc&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.theguardian.com_us-2Dnews_2015_jul_19_kkk-2Dclashes-2Dsouth-2Dcarolina-2Dracism&d=CwMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=IU_wu9adJ2kCeLsBoTIBFw&m=r3NPJ9VxiBNCwl-9e-slxVrLGOgmz_9fMkXG7WD8FdI&s=78-UtlS8wQsoSqm5B980r-BW0A4PoJazjJb4k7XV0zo&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.theguardian.com_us-2Dnews_2015_jul_19_kkk-2Dclashes-2Dsouth-2Dcarolina-2Dracism&d=CwMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=IU_wu9adJ2kCeLsBoTIBFw&m=r3NPJ9VxiBNCwl-9e-slxVrLGOgmz_9fMkXG7WD8FdI&s=78-UtlS8wQsoSqm5B980r-BW0A4PoJazjJb4k7XV0zo&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.thestate.com_news_politics-2Dgovernment_politics-2Dcolumns-2Dblogs_the-2Dbuzz_article33254697.html&d=CwMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=IU_wu9adJ2kCeLsBoTIBFw&m=r3NPJ9VxiBNCwl-9e-slxVrLGOgmz_9fMkXG7WD8FdI&s=6JO_yaNAjk9TyTyFTcaQYo8brZthN4tJ8nUE8vUsDFc&e=
http://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.newyorker.com_news_news-2Ddesk_the-2Dcomplicated-2Dhistory-2Dof-2Dnikki-2Dhaley&d=CwMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=IU_wu9adJ2kCeLsBoTIBFw&m=r3NPJ9VxiBNCwl-9e-slxVrLGOgmz_9fMkXG7WD8FdI&s=jrb2trwHylCNV1PAcMie7ho5-SI_E5vtyRsgxgfX4e4&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__en.wikipedia.org_wiki_Nikki-5FHaley&d=CwMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=IU_wu9adJ2kCeLsBoTIBFw&m=r3NPJ9VxiBNCwl-9e-slxVrLGOgmz_9fMkXG7WD8FdI&s=zAQWEC_ZKPiOAoKlZn6c6-XRoRZTEVb1prdn8XjZDpg&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.press.org_sites_default_files_20150902-5Fhaley.pdf&d=CwMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=IU_wu9adJ2kCeLsBoTIBFw&m=r3NPJ9VxiBNCwl-9e-slxVrLGOgmz_9fMkXG7WD8FdI&s=fe4TRJKlP9hN8-uqxQXrHCNeJCqacuNtjhMQedH6SqE&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.press.org_sites_default_files_20150902-5Fhaley.pdf&d=CwMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=IU_wu9adJ2kCeLsBoTIBFw&m=r3NPJ9VxiBNCwl-9e-slxVrLGOgmz_9fMkXG7WD8FdI&s=fe4TRJKlP9hN8-uqxQXrHCNeJCqacuNtjhMQedH6SqE&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__en.wikipedia.org_wiki_Nikki-5FHaley&d=CwMFaQ&c=clK7kQUTWtAVEOVIgvi0NU5BOUHhpN0H8p7CSfnc_gI&r=IU_wu9adJ2kCeLsBoTIBFw&m=r3NPJ9VxiBNCwl-9e-slxVrLGOgmz_9fMkXG7WD8FdI&s=zAQWEC_ZKPiOAoKlZn6c6-XRoRZTEVb1prdn8XjZDpg&e=


in the United States. She even took a stand against some in her own party to push for the 
removal of the Confederate flag from the state capital. It is therefore not hard to understand 
why her claim that South Carolina is not racially intolerant was perceived as credible by many 
people: she spoke from experience. She was perceived as an expert. She was perceived as 
trustworthy. She was persuasive.

Unfortunately, the events of the last six months have not been kind to her claims about the 
new South Carolina. For that reason, her speech might very well end up serving as more of a 
cautionary tale in persuasive messaging. At the very least, it serves as an important reminder 
for anyone who specializes in strategic communications. Oftentimes, we get carried away with 
our own metrics. Our own short-term metrics. When negative news breaks, we try to get out in 
front of the issue. We try to take ownership of the narrative. And one of the best ways to do 
that is to find someone who is credible to deliver a message that changes the narrative. In 
other words, someone who is perceived as an expert. Someone who is trustworthy. Someone 
like Colin Powell. Or Nikki Haley. The problem with these strategies is that we sometimes do 
more harm than good, especially in the grand scheme of things. Now, maybe that won’t 
matter to a public diplomacy officer at the end of their tour. Or to a president of a think tank in 
desperate need of funding. But it should matter. Just ask Michael Morell.
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