Crisis Communications Cheat sheet

By Scout * May 1, 2008

What is a crisis? 

· Fast breaking media that could make you look bad 

· Might be outside events

· Or could be bad internal news about your organizations work/staff/finances 

Types of responses needed

1. Planned responses (press releases, statements)

2. Interactive responses on planned issues

3. Off the cuff new reactions, being “blindsided”

· Environment for any can be neutral or hostile.

The myth versus the reality

· You are almost never blindsided in live interview

· Almost all responses are of the first two types, which allows you to plan much better

First rule of crisis communication
· Crisis communications are won by three parts preparation and one part quick wits. 

· So prepare now for the unexpected tomorrow. 

· Former white house press secty M. Fitzwater says "Good crisis communications is based on a system already in place… A crisis is no time to design a new system."

Basic Preparation Steps

Build your relationships with the media now!

· They will come to you first in a crisis

· They will not exclude you from the dialog

· Much less likely to misrepresent you later

· Remember you help them = they value you.

Preplan your overall response steps

· ID 1-2 spokespeople

· Not always your media person

· Need quick wits, good debate skills & a great grasp of the big issues.

· Have system for allowing press immediate access if they are on deadline (someone’s cell)

Preplan your messaging – be clear on thematic issues

· What are the main issues facing yr effort?

· Why do you feel passionately about them?

· If you had the opportunity to tell reporters to do stories on three things, what would they be? 

· Think of past examples of bad spin in yr arena? How would you reframe each to be good spin?

· Pick your most compelling point, which is not always your most important one. (i.e. Farmers don’t make us fat).

· With bad spin, don’t just counter the symptom or words, think deeper, is there an underlying assumption you disagree with? 

Preplan your soundbites

· What’s a good soundbite? 

· Positive, engaging, short, presents whole issue in a few words, can stand alone pretty well

· Think of Greg Packer! His philosophy, “"I always come up with an answer for everything, number one. And ... I always give everybody ... the respect and the time that they need."

· "The Jewish people are fans of Pope John Paul II," said Greg Packer of Huntington, N.J. "He does not limit his message to one faith; he reaches out to everybody."

· "I'm a big fan of Hillary and Bill's. I want to change her mind about running for president. I want to be part of her campaign."

· Include drama numbers to bring points home

· Create a message sheet with soundbites and talking points for major issues.

Prepare your spokespeople

· Test interview them to create better skills

· Do hostile test interviews too

· Research the arguments used by the opponents (e.g. Pat Robertson)

· You may have to create media events to give your spokespeople the platform to talk

Tips while in an interview

Most importantly

· Relax and believe in the value of your work

Second most importantly

· Tell the truth, early and often.

· You never have to answer the question they ask

· Calm and confident, better to laugh than be flustered (e.g. sheep)

Other tips

· First & last things said are remembered most.

· Say lots when orienting or giving background, say less if you want to control the message
· You want to appear as a regular joe

· Emphatic and impassioned is ok, enraged should be rare, it can drive away empathy

· Use stories or analogies to bring yr point home

· Make sure you find out when the story is running, and give yr info for f/up questions. 

· Rarely helpful to engage tit for tat with opposition, back up and show big picture.

· Asking questions can be good rhetorical point, and one way to avoid libel

· What’s most often wrong in print? What org I work for and what my role is there. 

Crisis Communication Example

Homepage of an organization doing crisis communication after they just announced being on the verge of bankruptcy.
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