Crisis 101

Why worry about the media during a crisis?

Top of the editorial list of stories to cover are crises.
Crises sell.
Crises can create a media feeding frenzy where logical argument and rational defence is overwhelmed by raw emotion and hype.
If you’re caught in a media feeding frenzy, at the centre of a crisis, unless you respond in exactly the right manner you, your staff and your company can suffer extreme reputational damage.


What is a Crisis?
Put simply, a crisis is an event, precipitated by a specific incident that attracts critical media attention and lasts for a definite period of time.

A crisis is different than ordinary bad press.  For example, a government agency that announces an unpopular tax or fee may get some negative coverage but they won’t face a crisis.  But if that government agency is forced to raise fees due to financial mismanagement, it probably will.

Crises can be classified into eight categories, some of which may over-lap, depending on the situation: 

Natural Disasters: Weather-related events such as typhoons, cyclones, fires, floods or droughts
Unnatural Disasters: International or unintentional incidents, such as industrial accidents, plane crashes, workplace violence or terrorist attacks
Product Crises: Defective or dangerous products, product recalls
Policy Crises: Unpopular or controversial policy positions; changes to policies, procedures or fees 
Process Crises: Failure to deliver promised goods, incompetent customer service, slow order fulfilment
Employee Crises: Layoffs, sexual harassment or discrimination, illegal labour practices
Personal Crises: Sexual affairs, personal conflicts of interest, questionable behaviour or decision-making
Wrongdoing: Violations of law, such as fraudulent financial reporting or embezzlement

These highlight the fact that the vast majority are predictable. This means they can (and should) be planned for in advance. 

If you’ve never done a risk assessment, you can begin by listing the five crises that are a combination of the most likely to occur and the most potentially damaging to your reputation. 

Worst-Case Scenarios

One way to determine whether you have the potential for a serious crisis is to call a meeting of top people and draw up a list of worst-case scenarios.  Then ask:
If any of these worst-case scenarios should occur, what would it do to our project/plans?
How likely is it that our worst fears will come to pass?
How and when will the media learn about it?


Never Under-Estimate the Crisis

If you under-estimate, once reporters learn the real extent of the problem, they will feel like you tried to deceive them
If you under-estimate, you can be blamed for your lack of knowledge and skill, once we know how bad it really is
If you over-estimate, and solving the problem becomes a long, difficult task, the news media expected that to be the case and you won’t be faulted
If you over-estimate the crisis and then solve it quickly, it appear you have immense power and skill

You’re Going To Suffer – At First Anyway….

Legendary investor Warren Buffet once said, “It takes 20 years to build a reputation and five minutes to ruin it.” 

What’s even truer in many cases is this; a crisis itself doesn’t always do the most damage – the handling of it does.

Some crises seem to have a short shelf life while others linger for months, taking down top executives, destroying share price, and shattering a once-respected company’s image. 

A well-handled crisis, on the other hand, can be an opportunity for a brand – and its executives - to demonstrate its competence and enhance its image. 

One of the most difficult steps in crisis management is making the decision that there is a crisis.  Wait too late, and you may not be able to save the sinking ship.

Send everybody to battle stations when hindsight shows there was no Armageddon looming and you’ll look like Chicken Little… but take my advice – it’s better to look like Chicken Little.

The Four Stages Of A Crisis

Stage One: The breaking news, “what happened?” stage

Stage Two: The make it or break it, reputation-forming stage, during which the media focuses on victims and an appropriate response

Stage Three: The finger-pointing stage. By doing everything correctly in stage two, companies can minimize the length and severity of this stage. 

Stage Four: The fallout/resolution stage. This marks the end of the crisis; there is some resolution.  This might include a funeral or a government or independent inquiry.

Develop your own Crisis Plan. 

“Once you hear the thunder, it’s too late to build the ark”

That old proverb, used for decades by crisis communicators, teaches that the single best way to “win” a crisis is by preparing for it well in advance. 

There are five steps to prepare for a crisis, and the right way to conduct a “real-time” crisis drill.

Assemble a “crisis” team:  A crisis team should include your top leadership, as well as one member of the board. 
Brainstorm potential crises: There are many potential crises that could befall your organization in each category. Identify and prepare for the most likely.
Reduce your list: Cut down those ideas to the five crises that are a combination of the most damaging and the most likely to occur. You will no doubt need several meetings with your crisis team to brainstorm potential crises and reduce the list to five.
Develop your response: Schedule five meetings, one per month. Select one crisis for each meeting and discuss how you would respond (as well as who would respond). After each meeting, write an action plan that details your response to that crisis and share it with members of the team.
Conduct crisis drills: No matter how thoroughly you’ve developed your crisis response, there are probably still gaps in your planning. Nothing reveals those holes and prepares you better than conducting “real-time” crisis drills.


Very few organizations have crisis media plans and those that do rarely rehearse them.

Most of them will have a media crisis long before you experience fire or flood or tornado.  And media crises in a media-driven society can be much more damaging, much more demoralizing than those hazards of nature.

You’ll Be Cast as a Good Guy or a Bad Guy

When a crisis strikes, the media cast roles almost immediately.  

News organizations usually ascribe two roles: the good guy and the bad guy. That’s because most media stories strip the narrative down to its most basic parts, resulting in each character being presented as an incomplete figure. 

What you do in the early hours of a crisis will determine how the media cast the role you have.  If your response is tone-perfect from the start, you stand a greater chance of being perceived as the good guy – or at least not the bad guy.  

But if something about your tone is off – if you come across as defensive, dismissive or uncompassionate – the media will portray you as the bad guy.  And once you’re cast in the role, you’re going to find it difficult to convince them you deserve to be recast as a more heroic figure. 

If that sounds discouraging, consider these two pieces of good news:

Most crises are (usually) somewhat predictable: That means you can plan and practice your response to a crisis long before it ever occurs. (See above)
The media’s methods of reporting crises are also predictable: That means you can anticipate, with a reasonable degree of certainty, how the media would evaluate your handling of the crisis.

As well as your initial response to a crisis, one additional factor determines how you will be cast in a crisis; who you are. 

The media love a good David and Goliath story.  If you’re a “little guy” fighting entrenched power despite the long odds against you, you’ll probably be cast as the heroic David.

But if you work for a giant company, bureaucratic government agency, or multinational bank, you’re likelier to be labeled an unfeeling Goliath.  Don’t despair.  Even big institutions often succeed in media crises. But they need to do everything right from the start to avoid being cast as a bad guy. 

You Must Communicate Immediately

Often that means making a public statement within the hour.  You should be “present in your own coverage”.  This will help establish your company as the primary source of information for reporters. 

If you don’t talk, others will.  Reporters have to produce a story, with or without you cooperation, and they’ll have no choice but to fill the void of information by getting their information from an external source – a former employee that doesn’t have her facts straight, a critic who’s been warning of this looming disaster for years, or a competitor who secretly relishes your misfortune. 

It’s no surprise that those outside sources are often inaccurate – but if you’re not present in your own coverage, those false charges can (and often do) become widely accepted “facts”.

That dynamic is truer than ever in the age of Twitter, when anyone with a smartphone and can tweet a false allegation to thousands of people with a click of a button. If you’re not present in your own coverage, you’ve voluntarily surrendered a critical opportunity to rebut false charges and disseminate accurate information.

There’s another important reason to begin communicating immediately: reporters tend to provide more sympathetic coverage to sources who talk.  The lack of a public response, on the other hand, usually comes across as a sign of guilt.  Communicating early conveys openness and a genuine desire to solve the problem. Clamming up suggests the opposite.

You will rarely have all of the facts early in a crisis.  Don’t let that prevent you from communicating quickly.  You can begin with a statement that conveys your awareness of the incident, your investigation of it, and your plan to update the press as soon as you know more.

The Media Will Side With the Victims

When the media cast roles after a crisis strikes, no voice is more compelling than that of the victim’s (or, when a company is accused of something it didn’t do, the perceived victim).

Those who have been injured by another party, especially by a larger organization, are viewed as inherently relatable. That’s particularly true when the victims are “ordinary” people, since we tend to put ourselves in their shoes when we read, hear, or watch their stories. 

This makes it challenging for companies to appear as sympathetic as an individual victim.  But it’s not impossible.  The best way to earn goodwill with the audience is to treat the victims with genuine humanity in your response. 

The public will base much of its opinion of you on the way you treat the victims (or perceived victims) during a crisis.

That sounds obvious but organizations in crisis tend to over-rely on the facts, especially if the facts prove their innocence. Facts alone are rarely enough in a crisis. If their facts are right but their tone is wrong, the public is probably going to view them as clueless, heartless or both.

The Spokesperson You Choose Speaks Volumes

The person you choose to communicate with during a crisis tells the public a lot about your handling of it. 

If you select someone too high on the corporate hierarchy chart, the public will conclude that the crisis is bigger than it originally thought.  If you select someone too low, the public will conclude that you’re not taking the crisis seriously enough.  However, you’re better to err on the side of going too high rather than too low.

The size and scope of a crisis will help you determine the right spokesperson; generally speaking, the bigger the crisis, the more senior the spokesperson. 

If the issue has a technical component, consider having the CEO alongside a technical expert to deal with the detail.  

That “multiple spokesperson” approach offers another advantage: it allows you to strategically deploy different spokespeople to handle different mediums.  

As well as considering the hierarchy chart as a guide as selecting spokespeople, you should also choose a person capable of delivering your messages with the compassion and care that a crisis demands.  This demands an ability to deliver good “heart” and “head” messages and be absolutely believable when they express concern.

Burying Bad Parts of the Story Makes It Worse

In the earliest moments of a breaking crisis, journalists rarely know all of the facts.  They may have discovered a small sliver of the story, leading executives to conclude they should deal solely with the parts of the story the media already know about rather than revealing additional – and more damning – parts of the story.  

It’s the “why make a difficult situation even worse?” rationale.  That kind of short-term thinking often backfires, activating the media’s “gotcha” instinct and instantly making you the bad guy.  

If you allow reporters to discover each new part of the story on their own – with each revelation spawning its own story – you will keep the crisis alive longer than necessary.  That steady drip, drip, drip of new information will diminish your credibility that much more – assuming that you still have any left at all.
As difficult as it is to get all of the facts out at the very beginning of a crisis, it’s usually the right decision.  Don’t peel the Band-Aid back bit by bit.  Tear it off quickly.  You may still be accused of causing the crisis or exercising terrible judgment but you’ll usually reduce the damage by dealing with the crisis forthrightly.

If you don’t know all of the facts at first, it’s imperative that you tell reporters you don’t have all of the facts yet, but you’re working hard to obtain them, and will share them as soon as you learn more. You might even tell them when they can expect the next statement from you, which will include any new information.

If you don’t know the facts, don’t bluff. 

Social Media Can Make or Break You

Most reporters now use social media as an essential tool of crisis reporting.  They effectively see it as the new police scanner. 

You can no longer afford to relegate social media to being of secondary importance. 

Communicate through your social media networks as quickly as possible, ideally within half an hour of learning about an incident. You can include links to lengthier statements and additional resources in your posts. 

There’s one additional way to help manage a crisis using social media: be engaged with your social networks before a crisis strikes. You’ll need fans to defend your integrity when something goes wrong, and few people are more credible than the unaffiliated third parties who voluntarily vouch for you.

You Need to Apologize in the Right Way

Many executives are reluctant to issue a full and unequivocal apology after making a mistake. That’s not because they’re bad or uncaring people.  It’s often a human reaction from a defensive person who feels that his or her well-intentioned motives were misunderstood.

As a result, the executive issues a hedged “half apology” that goes:

“If you were offended by what I said, then I am sorry.”

That type of “if/then” apology, which places the burden on the offended person rather than the offender, tends to inflame the crisis instead of ending it. The equivocation almost inevitably fails to satisfy the public, forcing the executive to issue a second apology.

You’re better off skipping the first apology entirely and beginning with the second one instead. 

The best apologies offer no excuses and pledge specific action to ensure the mistake never happens again. 


The Court of Public Opinion Vs. The Court of Law

When a crisis strikes, many lawyers have the same instinct: to clamp down on corporate communications and make the fewest number of public statements possible, if at all. 

That’s because a lawyer’s primary job is minimize future financial payouts and, in cases of criminal wrongdoing, to reduce your culpability. 

For you, that’s too narrow a prism to view a crisis, and anyway, it may not be sufficient to keep your business afloat. 

In some crises, the amount of damage to your reputation can exceed the legal payout. 

Crises require you to make tough choices, occasionally ones that pit sound legal advice again sound communications advice.  

When faced with such a choice, ask yourself the following questions:

What’s the right thing to do?
Have I received input from legal and communications professionals and given both perspectives consideration?

Can I develop a strategy that marries the best legal and PR advice? Better yet, can I find a lawyer who excels in communications and fully supports the PR function?
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