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The first 72 hours - Information is key 

March 24 

Both Lufthansa and Germanwings concluded finding and communicating 
information was key in a situation like this. The CEOs knew that when managing a 
crisis that involves loss of life, it is important to be sensitive and keep the needs of the 
affected parties at the top of the priority list. Although they might not have had all the 
necessary details, keeping the stakeholders informed was a crucial focus point in their 
crisis management plan.  More than that, identifying and involving relevant 
stakeholders was necessary to ensure successful dissemination of information. 
Throughout the crisis, the companies made extensive use of a variety of 
communication channels to reach a wider audience, such as social media, in particular, 
Twitter, press conferences and telephone lines.  

A little over an hour after the crash happened on March 24th, 2015, at 11:52, 
Germanwings posted a series of three tweets informing their audience about the 
speculations of a crash, but without confirming it (Exhibit 1). They mentioned: “as 
soon as definite information is available, we shall inform the media immediately” and 
linked the following tweet to their website. It appears clear the company’s immediate 
priority was the media, as a result of the attention the incident was receiving. They 
approached their communication towards the public with caution, which led them to 
provide insufficient information. As a result, between 12:00 and 12:30, several other 
news outlets reported the crash, while Germanwings’ website was down as a 
consequence of many visitors (Exhibit 2). 

At 12:27, a crucial decision that paved the path for the crisis development was 
made. Germanwings’ mother brand, Lufthansa, made its first appearance in this crisis 
through their CEO, Carsten Spohr, who tweeted: "we do not yet know what has 
happened to Flight 4U9525. My deepest sympathy goes to the families and friends of 
our passengers and crew [...]. If our fears are confirmed, this is a dark day for 
Lufthansa. We hope to find survivors” (see Exhibit 3). This was the moment the 
companies decided they will go through the crisis together.  

Symbolic actions were taken to further empathize with the victims. Both 
Germanwings and Lufthansa immediately changed their logos from its usual color to 
grey colors on all social media platforms, representing the companies’ morning for lost 
lives (Exhibit 4). This symbolic change was met with mixed responses, some claiming 
the firm was thinking about branding, while others perceived it as a sign of solemnity 
and solidarity. 

After the press was addressed, the companies shifted their stakeholder priority 
from media to the affected passengers and their families. A message was posted on 
Germanwings crashed website, confirming the crash and providing a hotline operated 
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by Germanwings and Lufthansa, where relatives of the passengers can find out more 
information (Exhibit 5). The message ended with the companies offering their deepest 
condolences to both the passengers and the crew that died in the crash. This message 
was accompanied by one in English, which only mentioned that the company has not 
yet confirmed the incident and they are waiting for further evidence, advising people 
to monitor their website. While this message showed the companies’ quick action to 
care for the victims’ families, the communication failed to provide adequate 
information for all those affected. Albeit many passengers were German, victims also 
included Spanish, Australian, Argentinian and Japanese nationals, which Lufthansa 
and Germanwings missed to address. 

At 14:50, Carsten Spohr addressed the public in the first short press conference 
(Exhibit 6). In his speech, he starts by briefly confirming details about the crash, 
continues by expressing his grief for the passengers and the crew and transmits 
condolences to the passengers’ families, as well as the employees, for the loss of their 
colleagues. He continues by reinforcing the company-wide sorrow for this incident, 
and how sad they are to have let people down. He concludes by promising more 
information as soon as possible. By appearing and speaking in person, he is 
deliberately using grounded principles of communication, as more information can be 
gathered from body language and spoken words, than from a written statement.  

At 15:27, Airbus, the crashed airplane manufacturers, also released a statement 
on their website, providing information about the aircraft and offering technical 
support to the French Authorities conducting the investigation (Exhibit 7).  

March 25 

On March 25th , Lufthansa’s main priority was to be proactive and sustain 
prompt and truthful relationships with their stakeholders, maintain their reputation, 
and be accessible and available to their publics. Their first action was to offer the 
victims’ families flights to France and install a family-care center in Marseille. This 
helped the victims’ families get as near to the scene of the tragedy as possible and 
protect them from unwanted media. Moreover, an immediate, no-strings-attached, 
payment of €50,000 was made to the families to help them in the short term and further 
compensations have been offered as part of the final settlement.  

During this day, the general public reacted for the first time to the crash through 
the hashtag #indeepsorrow. In response to this overwhelming amount of global 
outreach, Lufthansa created a dedicated commemoration website, 
www.indeepsorrow.com, which collects thoughts and condolences, for those who lost 
their lives in the tragic events of 24 March 2015 (Exhibit 8). The company felt the need 
to provide an environment to share these acts of sympathy. 

Lufthansa executives, pilots, and employees held a moment of silence at their 
Headquarters to commemorate the passenger victims of the crash, as well as to 
acknowledge the airplane crew and the effect their death had on the rest of Lufthansa’s 
employees who lost their colleagues (Exhibit 9). In the same day, Lufthansa released 
an official video statement spoken by the CEO, apologizing for the incident and 
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emphasizing their proactive behavior towards solving this crisis by visiting the crash, 
working hard “every day and every night” to ensure the safety of passengers, and 
promising to ensure they live up to their top priority and core value of safety. He 
concludes by showing gratitude for people’s sympathy and loyalty. 

March 26 

On March 26th, a lengthy joint conference from Lufthansa’s CEO Carsten Spohr, 
and Germanwings CEO Thomas Winkelmann is held announcing that the flight’s co-
pilot Andreas Lubitz is believed to have crashed the aircraft deliberately (Exhibit 10). 
When it was discovered that Lubitz intentionally crashed the plane, Lufthansa officials 
owned up to it and expressed their deepest condolences to the families, emphasizing 
their transparent approach to this event: “I believe that we owe the families the 
transparency of what the investigation is pointing to and what is going on, we owe it 
to them to tell them what happened,“ said Carsten Spohr during this press conference. 
The media reacted to this discovery by publishing stories on Lubitz and his 
background. Lubitz family reacted very negatively to this incident and denied all 
accusations that he crashed the plane purposefully, emphasizing his good family 
behavior and active life. 

Overall, the companies managed to approach the crisis with a mournful yet level-
headed attitude. PR experts praised Spohr for his initial response to the tragedy, citing 
his “speed of communication, factual content of messaging, trust and credibility, 
empathy and caring, competence and expertise, honesty and openness”. 

 

The aftermath - Staying on top 

During this tragic event, the companies have proven to adopt a level-headed and 
effective communication towards their stakeholders, by providing the right 
combination of factual information and emotional connection. However, the question 
“Who is to blame for what happened?” now arises.  

During the investigation, many facts have been brought to light, including the 
fact that Lubitz was part of Lufthansa pilot training school for many years and that 
they failed to identify his mental health issues. The public wanted to know why he 
was allowed to fly, and the families wanted justice for the death of their loved ones. 
The tense situation was enhanced by the fact that, even though Lufthansa have 
assigned hundreds of people to work with the families, Spohr never contacted them. 
In high-profile situations like this, high-profile people should be used to the maximum 
effect.  He is the face of the company, and the fact that he never contacted the families 
personally is seen symbolically as if Lufthansa as a whole never contacted them.   

However, Lufthansa did act. As a measure against a similar incident happening 
again, on March 27, The Lufthansa Group adopted new security measures requiring 
two pilots to remain in the cockpit at all times (Two Person Rule). This was widely 
received as a positive step from the company, but the families remained unsatisfied. 
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81 of the passengers’ families filed a lawsuit in the US court, against Lufthansa training 
school in Arizona, alleging they bore some responsibility for failing to screen out 
Lubitz. This lawsuit was resolved in 2017. Many of the relatives have already settled, 
however, some are still motivated to bring their lawsuit in the German court. 

On March 31, 2015, Lufthansa announced that celebrations marking the German 
airline's 60th anniversary would be canceled in the wake of last week's deadly 
Germanwings crash. The company released the following statement: “out of respect 
for the crash victims of flight 4U9525, Lufthansa is canceling the festivities for the 60th 
anniversary of the company, which were planned for April 15”. A memorial service 
for the 150 people who died in the crash was held in Cologne Cathedral on April 17 
and instead of the planned celebration, Lufthansa provided a live broadcast of the 
ceremony for its employees, where the victims’ families and friends gathered to 
remember those who died. It is likely that the company decided on this action in order 
to show their humbleness, remorse and apologetic attitude towards the incident. 

Reputation impact 

It is unclear how the company measured its impact on their brand reputation, 
but likely measures were the general public opinion. They may have looked to social 
media platforms to indicate how customers were responding. In May 2015, Carsten 
Spohr made the following statement at the 71st IATA (International Air Transport 
Association) Annual General Meeting: “on the count of safety, Lufthansa has a 
reputation which even by the tragic accident has not been hurt or damaged. This is not 
just the CEO trying to sell the company but our April figures were record figures in 
the history of Lufthansa, days and weeks after the accident”. He added that 
Germanwings’ numbers were positive for the past two months. Lufthansa Chief 
Financial Officer, Simone Menne, said during the same month that forward bookings 
at Germanwings fell temporarily after the crash, but there was little impact on 
Lufthansa itself, signaling the trust customers still placed on the company. 

Today, Carsten Spohr still occupies his position as CEO of Lufthansa, while 
Thomas Winkelmann, former CEO of Germanwings, is also still part of the Lufthansa 
Group, showing the internal attitudes towards the way they handled the crisis have 
been positive. 

Financial impact 

In May 2015, Lufthansa reported a net profit of €425 million compared with a loss 
of €252 million in the same quarter last year. The airline group benefited from a €500 
million gain from the earlier than expected sale of shares in Jetblue Airways Corp. 

Lufthansa Passenger Airline Group performance in 2015 increased by 5.2% 
compared to 2014, while Lufthansa's own brand revenue grew by 5.1%.  

Whilst shares of Lufthansa dipped as much as 4.6% in European trading on the 
day of the incident, they still only closed 1.7% lower than the previous day. There were 
significant fluctuations in the share price over the course of 2015 (Exhibit 11), however, 
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The Deutsche Lufthansa AG share gained 5.3% over the course of the year, closing at 
€14.57.  

Whilst there may always be speculation about what airline catastrophes may 
mean for business in the long-term, often prompted by headline-grabbing newspaper 
articles, this shows that the incident had little to no effect on the share price in the long-
term. Catastrophes such as these may only be damaging if it exposes systemic issues 
or incompetence, taking ValuJet for example, which caught fire and crashed in 1996 
due to illegally loaded oxygen tanks. The company never rebuilt its customer base and 
eventually merged with another airline to survive. This is further exemplified by 
Malaysia Airlines, which saw a drastic drop-off in airline passengers following the 
drowning of Flight 17 in 2015 and the disappearance of Flight 370 in 2014. The airline 
was privatized by the Malaysian government to avoid further loses.  

Today, Lufthansa shows robust growth, with a 12.1% increase in Group revenue 
as of September 2017: “we have achieved the best first half-year result in our 
company’s history,” said Ulrik Svensson, Chief Financial Officer of Deutsche 
Lufthansa AG. 

Brand impact 

As part of a long-term business strategy decision, Lufthansa had planned to drop 
Germanwings as a brand, and incorporate its fleet into Eurowings. While the crisis 
itself was not a catalyst for any rebranding objectives that occurred, it may have 
prompted management to complete the process with more haste. Due to cost-cutting 
measures with the aim of leveraging wider business supply chain in January 2015, 
Lufthansa Group announced that Germanwings brand would be terminated and 
replaced by Eurowings as of late 2015. The merger was completed by early 2016, when 
the website and social media profile of Germanwings were redirected and renamed to 
Eurowings 

The name “Germanwings” will always be associated with the crash of Flight 
9525, but Eurowings will not. When googling “Germanwings”, the first results revolve 
around the crash, while results for “Eurowings” link to booking flights. In fact, not a 
single result on the first Google results page refers to Flight 9525. However, Lufthansa 
Google searches today still show results relating with the crash, proving their 
involvement has not been forgotten. Depsite that, Lufthansa remains a market-leading 
brand with a solid reputation by all accounts from brand ranking agencies; Brand 
Finance, RepTrak, World’s Top Airlines (Skytrax), etc. The Lufthansa brand is also 
currently undergoing a rebranding with the theme “Heritage meets the future” 
(Exhibit 12). 

During 2017, Eurowings is creating a “name” for themselves by expanding their 
long-haul flight routes and competing on price with other budget competitors, such as 
Norwegian and Iceland's Wow Air. Lufthansa officials say the ultimate goal is to grow 
Eurowings into the third largest European network after Ryanair and Easyjet. 
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Exhibit 1 Series of Tweets in the wake of the Germanwings Crash (now their 

Twitter profile is renamed Eurowings) 
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Exhibit 2 Other media outlets reporting on the Germanwings Crash 
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Exhibit 3 Lufthansa gets involved in the Germanwings Crash 

 

Exhibit 4 Germanwings changes logo to Black and White 
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Exhibit 5 Germanwings message for victims after the crash 

 

Exhibit 6 First appearance at a press conference of Lufthansa CEO, Carsten 

Spohr, after the Germanwings crash 
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Exhibit 7 Airbus statement about Germanwings crash 

 

Exhibit 8 #indeepsorrow and website www.indeepsorrow.com 
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Exhibit 9 A moment of silence at Lufthansa HQ 

 
 

Exhibit 10 Joint conference by Lufthansa and Germanwings CEOs about the 

Germanwings crash 
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Exhibit 11 Performance of Lufthansa share 2015 

 
 

Exhibit 12 New Lufthansa brand - Heritage meets the future 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


