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PR crises: planning ahead, reacting intelligently 
 

Crises come up suddenly and unexpectedly; that is their nature. They also have a tendency 

to catch individuals and organizations completely off-guard and make everyone look 

unprepared at best, incompetent or even criminal at worst.  Yet there is a range of sensible, 

easy steps you can take to lay the basic groundwork for managing unexpected events.  

 

Plan in advance. Organizing is easier before the chaos hits. 
 

Identify your most likely types of PR crises. For airlines, the most obvious scenario is 

clearly a plane crash. For mission-driven organizations, it might be less obvious. Kickstart 

your scenario identification with questions like: 

 What would be our ultimate nightmare? Break that ‘nightmare’ into parts – each is 

then a possible crisis.  Loss of funding?  Personnel loss in unstable areas? 

 Are we exposed to particular risk from political events? From natural disasters? 

From a sudden shift in public opinion?  What dangers might lurk in our mission? 

 Which of the above could erupt into crisis the most easily? 
 

Establish a crisis communication team and workflow. One thing in a crisis is certain: 

chaos and confusion will reign at the start. So pre-define who will be the central person(s) 

responsible for gathering all facts and formulating a first response. Make a flowchart of 

who should inform whom, and who will announce that crisis team is ‘live.’ 

Also define who is allowed to talk to the media – and more importantly who is not!  Ideally 

name a single individual who’ll be the sole media spokesperson in the event of a crisis.  
 

Create responses for each type of likely crisis.  Define general messages and for each 

likely scenario, pre-craft statements that can be adapted to the circumstances.  You might 

prepare a so-called ‘dark site’ that could temporarily replace your organization’s website.  
 

Arrange media training.  All key executives and spokespeople should be well-grounded in 

how to respond to journalists and how to handle difficult interviews.  This training may 

extend to key stakeholders such as donors, board members or partner organizations. 
 

Keep your media relationships strong.  Decide which of your journalist contacts will be 

most important if you ever need to get your organization’s response out quickly.  Having 

strong connections can make it easier to get your viewpoint across in a crisis.  
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Crisis management: when the storm hits . . .  
 

A crisis can erupt in many ways; part of its nature is the unpredictability.  However, if you’ve 

taken the advance measures outlined on the reverse of this sheet, your organization will be 

much better equipped to deal with the chaos.  In a nutshell, activate your crisis systems 

and try to take control of the narrative that is emerging: 

 

1. Activate your crisis communication team.  Inform all key stakeholders as defined 

in your advance plan, remind everyone of who the media spokesperson is, and who 

is assembling all the facts and the response. They might be the same person. 

2. Put all the facts together.  Early in a crisis, there’s a basic lack of information, and 

often multiple narratives in circulation.  As you get a handle on what’s rumour and 

what is fact, avoid making premature statements that have to be changed later.  A 

holding response such as “we’re in the process of gathering all the facts so we can 

give you an accurate statement.” will do temporarily.  Giving a specific time for your 

next statement might also take some pressure off. 

3. Develop a range of possible responses. Once you’ve got an idea of what is actually 

going on, consider what the options for response are. If the organization is at fault, 

admit this immediately. Shift the discussion to what is being done next. Each of the 

possible responses should cover: 

a. What is the organization’s official reaction to the event?  

b. What is the organization going to do now, how will it do it, and by when? 

4. Select your response and develop the exact wording.  Craft the actual statement; 

review it carefully to ensure there’s nothing there that could make things worse.   

5. Decide what level is appropriate, then deliver the statement to the media. The 

pre-defined crisis spokesperson will be your default, but serious issues may 

demand that the public response comes from the head of your organization. 

6. Brief your stakeholders.  For any mission-driven organization, there’s likely a range 

of key personalities, funders, implementers and partners who should be updated. 

7. Discontinue other communication. Depending on the type of crisis, you may need 

to cancel or adapt advertising or other activities.  Possibly also activate the dark site. 

8. If the crisis becomes an ongoing one, schedule regular media updates. 

Establish a cycle for when the media can expect the next round of new information. 
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