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INTRODUCTION



INTRODUCTION

Definition of Crisis 
Communications:
• Designed to defend and 

protect an individual, 
company or organization

• Ethical, financial or legal 
standing of an entity

• Restore reputation



4 STAGES OF A CRISIS

4. Fall-out/resolution

3. Finger-pointing

2. Make-or-break

1. “Breaking News”

• History is made
• Rebuilding the image 

• Who’s to blame? 
• How did this happen?
• Taking sides

• The drama unfolds
• Determining the “real” facts
• Who was involved?

• What happened?
• Speculation



4 STEPS FOR HANDLING A 
CRISIS

• Where’s that crisis plan?! Who’s the best spokesperson?
• Research, know your audiences and the facts
• Test messaging

1. Prepare

• Be first to respond – you’re in charge!
• Be correct and credible
• State the facts, empathize, update, outline next steps

2. Respond

• Stay on point and be clear
• Convey transparency
• Ask for support and be respectful 3. Maintain
• Be proactive and positive
• Listen and keep communication channels open
• Rebuild the future4. Recover



CRISIS EXAMPLES



NEW YORK CITY 
BLIZZARDS
The Wrong Way:
• Mayor Bloomberg 

defended response 
efforts

• Disposition towards 
media off putting

• Worked to restore 
reputation - hit the 
streets

NYC received 2 feet of snow and 
cars were buried in the snow. 







FUKUSHIMA NUCLEAR 
DISASTER
The Wrong Way:
• Communication was 

slow and lacked 
coordination

• Failed to communicate 
accurately and clearly

• Crisis management and 
crisis communication 
were not synchronized

Not one – but three disasters
in Northeastern Japan: 

Earthquake, Tsunami, Nuclear 
Meltdown



CALIFORNIA ELECTRICITY 
CRISIS
The Right Way:
• Proactive response
• Communication: 

Brochures, quality 
control, toll free phone 
numbers, new website, 
Daily Electricity City
report, Q&A fact sheets, 
telephone call-in new 
conferences, task forces 
spokesperson

“Shortage of electricity” led to   
large-scale blackouts in 2000-2001



HURRICANE KATRINA

The Wrong Way:
• Slow to send response 

teams, although 
accepted responsibility

• City/state/federal 
breakdown and blame 
game

• No comprehensive 
communication and 
action plan

On August 19, 2005 the deadliest 
U.S. hurricane since 1928 

hit New Orleans



BP OIL SPILL

The Wrong Way:
• BP immediately 

released statements, 
didn’t take responsibility 
at first

• False promises and 
overly optimistic

• CEO, Tony Hayward 
response

• “Voices From the Gulf”

April 20, 2010 BP dumps 4.9 million 
barrels of oil into Gulf









STARBUCKS FIX

The Right Way:
• Starbuck’s PR team 

confronted the issue 
head on

• Sincere statement 
addressed investigation 
and held back the media 
firestorm

• Used multiple media 
outlets

Female customer says she witnessed 
a “brazen and unapologetic display 

of homophobia”



JET BLUE IN FLIGHT DELAY

The Right Way:
• Interview with CEO
• Addressed how they are 

fixing the problem
• Getting the trust back: 

“Bill of Rights”

After customers stuck on airplanes for 
over 8hrs, flights were delayed and 

canceled for 5 days 





DELTA LUGGAGE VIDEO

Right But So Wrong:
• Social media response
• Expressed sincere 

gratitude, reiterated the 
policy

• Following day, Delta 
announced a new policy

• Reimbursement?

Army Staff Sgt. uploaded a YouTube 
video after getting mad about being  
charged extra money for luggage.





IMPORTANCE OF 
COMMUNICATION PLANS



WHY PLAN?

• Gives work a focus
• Sets priorities
• Provides order
• Creates preparedness
• Established accountability



DEVELOPING THE PLAN

Research

Audit

Goal and 
Objectives

Target 
AudiencesTools

Timetable

Evaluate



THE PLAN DOCUMENT

• Everyone should have a 
copy

• Update annually
• Refer to plan when crisis 

strikes
• Customize for your utility, 

area and issues
• The plan should be 

detailed: Phone lists, 
media lists, spokesperson, 
steps for handling 
situations

• Training and Exercises



EXAMPLE PLAN

• Introduction
• Crisis Communication Plan
• Messages and Spokespersons
• Media Outreach
• Stakeholder/Partner 

Communications
• Direct Public Outreach
• Standardized Emergency 

Management System (SEMS)
• Standard Notifications and 

Message Maps
• Glossary
• Appendix 



MEDIA TRAINING TIPS



MEDIA TRAINING TIPS

• On the record vs. off the 
record

• Dress appropriately 
• Know who you’re 

speaking with
• Have answers prepared
• Be concise 
• Avoid acronyms and 

controversy
• Don’t speculate
• Rehearse!



SOCIAL MEDIA 
CONSIDERATIONS



SOCIAL MEDIA TIPS

• Social media is a tool
• Chose the right platforms
• Know the influencers
• Monitor weekly, daily, 

hourly, minute-by-minute
• Communicate regularly
• Respond appropriately
• Be proactive
• Provide resources
• Take it offline
• Create a policy



QUESTIONS TO ASK 

What is the goal?

What outlets will you use?

Who is the target audience?

Who is the spokesperson?

Where will you get content from?

How often should I communicate?



SUCCESSFUL SOCIAL 
MEDIA



NOT SO SUCCESSFUL 
SOCIAL MEDIA



SOCIAL MEDIA IN CRISIS

Before

• Information, 
tips and 
preparedness 
schedules

• Collaboration
• Geography

During

• Communicate 
directly

• Source for real 
news

• Quick 
response

• Constant flow 
of information

• Sharing

After

• Bring 
communities 
together

• Documentation 
and instruction

• Rebuild and 
help

• Reconnect
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