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It takes 20 years to build a reputation 
and five minutes to ruin it. If you think 
about that, you'll do things differently.

Warren Buffet
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You got the call, received the email or someone came right to 
your office door — something has happened, and it’s not good. As 
the lead marketing professional at your company, these incidents 
tend to fall in your lap. Except, managing through a crisis is a lot 
different than selling and marketing a product or service. The ideal 
scenario would be working closely with senior leadership and the 
PR person for your organization to deal with the issue at hand. But, 
because there is no PR or communications person (in this scenario, 
anyway), it’s up to you. 

This guide offers the basics for dealing with a crisis at your 
organization — be it an unfortunate employee accident or a 
system failure. Here, you’ll find the steps you need to take to 
survive the incident, while keeping your company’s and your own 
reputation intact. 
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In crisis management, be quick 
with the facts, slow with the blame. 

Leonard Saffir

• Banking and financial services
• Technology
• Education
• Transportation
• Pharmaceuticals
• Food
• Healthcare
• Consumer products
• Media and entertainment

Source: Institute for Crisis Management
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WHAT ARE THE MOST CRISIS-PRONE 
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Chapter One

*IT* HAS OFFICIALLY 
HIT THE FAN, NOW 

WHAT?
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It goes without saying that preparation is key to dealing with any 
unexpected situation or crisis. Most companies have an idea of the 
kinds of events or disasters that could interrupt service to their 
customers. However, not everything that happens unexpectedly is 
necessarily a true crisis. Let’s examine the difference between a crisis 
and an issue:

Crisis: A negative event that stops business as usual to some extent 
and requires immediate attention and guidance from leadership. 
The Institute for Crisis Management defines a crisis as: “An issue, 
problem or disruption which triggers negative stakeholder reactions 
that can impact the organization’s reputation, business and financial 
strength.” Types of crises: 

§ Sudden
§ Perceptual
§ Smoldering
§ Bizarre

Issue: A negative event or situation that either does not stop business 
as usual, and/or does not have a long-term negative impact. 
However, mismanaged issues can and do develop into crises. The 
Institute for Crisis Management defines an issue as, “created when 
there is a gap between stakeholder expectations and corporate 
practice and policy as expressed by management and in corporate 
communication.” A well-managed issue can close the gap to align 
the organization more closely with stakeholder expectations.
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For some context, here are a few recent, well-known crisis events:

Henry Pratt Co. Manufacturing Plant — A disgruntled employee shot 
and killed five coworkers at an Illinois facility.
References:
Henry Pratt Co.:
https://abcnews.go.com/US/gunman-deadly-illinois-plant-shooting-
vowed-kill-blow/story?id=62720160
https://www.henrypratt.com

Jim Beam Warehouse Fire — A lightning strike caused a fire in a 
warehouse that burned 40,000 barrels of bourbon and 
contaminated local waterways.

Naval Air Weapons Station China Lake — This California naval facility 
had to halt operations and evacuate following significant damage 
due to a 7.1 magnitude earthquake. 

Marriott Starwood Hotel — Hackers accessed the hotel’s reservation 
system and stole guest information over a four-year period. Marriott 
International Inc. now faces $124 million in fines due to the breach. 
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https://abcnews.go.com/US/gunman-deadly-illinois-plant-shooting-vowed-kill-blow/story%3Fid=62720160
https://www.henrypratt.com/
https://www.tennessean.com/story/news/2019/07/03/jim-beam-bourbon-whiskey-warehouse-burns-kentucky/1637533001/
https://www.militarytimes.com/news/your-military/2019/07/07/naval-air-weapons-station-china-lake-evacuated-after-earthquake-california-guard-sending-200-troops-for-support/
https://www.cnbc.com/2016/09/23/marriott-buys-starwood-becoming-worlds-largest-hotel-chain.html


On the other hand, below are some hypothetical scenarios or issues 
that could quickly escalate to a crisis: 

• An employee posts a racist rant on their personal Facebook 
page. 

• A discrimination claim. 
• A sub-contractor your company works with seasonally is arrested 

for his involvement in a drug bust. 
• A customer posts a negative review that is shared by others.
• A former employee makes accusations against your company 

and contacts a media outlet. 
• An employee violates HIPAA by posting about a patient.
• Photos from inside your organization are circulated that show a 

dirty or unsafe area.
• Executive dismissal.
• Labor disputes.
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When something happens out of the blue — throwing a major wrench 
into your day — it can feel like a big deal. It might be one, too. Before 
reacting, though, it’s best to quickly assess the circumstances so your 
response matches the situation itself. Sometimes, an overreaction can 
cause a relatively small issue or inconvenience to become public, or a 
well-intentioned proactive message can turn the spotlight on your 
company when it isn’t even your issue to manage. 

This could be true in the case of a sub-contractor embroiled in 
controversy. If your company’s only connection to this person is a 
contractual relationship for very specific work, you’ll want to be 
prepared with a response. However, this likely isn’t a crisis for your 
company unless employees or customers were also involved. 

In a crisis, timing is critical, but make sure you take enough time to assess 
the situation with other members on your team. Your response will set the 
tone for how the situation unfolds and how the public reacts. 

Could your issue go viral? 

One of the great questions of the 21st century — ”Will it go viral?” The 
quick response to that question is, “What do you consider viral?” Let’s 
face it, there is no easy answer to this question. And those who seem to 
have an answer only base it on their own perception or experience. 
Sometimes viral is good, such as the heartwarming story of a boy who 
pays for a police officer’s breakfast, saying he wants to be just like him 
when he grows up. 

And sometimes they are bad … as in the case of a former KDKA news 
employee who wrote text for a graphic that aired on television calling 
Tom Brady a “known cheater.” The image of that graphic was posted to 
Twitter and quickly spread, landing in articles for Sports Illustrated and the 
Boston Globe. Oh yeah, that employee was fired, too. 
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https://www.boston.com/sports/new-england-patriots/2019/01/30/kdka-pittsburgh-tom-brady-cheater-graphic


Professors Jonah Berger and Katherine L. Milkman at the Wharton 
School of the University of Pennsylvania studied how and why online 
content goes viral. They found that positive stories are more viral than 
negative, however any content that elicits a strong emotion, 
whether negative or positive, is more likely to go viral. Additionally, 
content that shares useful or helpful information and is presented in a 
visually compelling way, tends to get more traction. 

Whether or not your issue has potential to go viral may be unclear, 
but consider these factors: 

• Is it emotionally compelling?
• Is it from a trusted source? 
• Is it easily sharable? (a visually appealing image or graphic, a 

short video clip, etc.)
• Is it rooted in fact? 
• Is it relatable? Will others find the information useful to them?
• Is there conflict? Have people identified the hero and villain of 

the story?

If you answered “yes” to any of these factors, you’ll want to prepare 
for the possibility that your issue could indeed become a crisis. 
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This is the group who will be in the know on any issues that arise 
affecting the company’s reputation. Most often it will include: 

• Head of public relations or marketing (CIO, CMO, 
Communications Director/Manager, Marketing 
Director/Manager)

• General or on-site manager 
• Human resources (VP, Director)
• Legal (Chief Counsel)
• Risk management/safety (Director/Manager)
• CEO

You may wonder why the CEO is listed last. Isn’t that the most 
important person in the organization? Yes, but it’s intentional, and 
here’s why: not every incident or issue will need to involve the CEO. 
There are many variables here, but the size of the company and 
severity of the issue will often dictate their involvement. In fact, in 
some crisis situations, you’ll want to keep the CEO in the loop but not 
put them front and center as a spokesperson. The CEO has a lot on 
their plate and sometimes making them so visible will associate them 
with a story that could hurt their or the company’s reputation. When 
something happens, convene the team and determine as a group 
how much or how little the CEO should be involved, and then pick 
who will be the designated company spokesperson for that issue. 

Once you have a team in place, make sure all contact information 
for team members is handy — not just online. Consider a pocket-
sized laminated card that members can carry in their wallet. Or, if 
budget permits, a mobile crisis app, such as In Case of Crisis, will 
house all pertinent contact information and provide easy ways to 
communicate no matter where each member is located. 
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Chapter Two

STOP THE BLEEDING
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Before you can effectively stop the bleeding, you must know where 
the information is coming from and determine how you’d like it to 
flow from here on out. Below is a general guide to help once you 
have your crisis team in place. 
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Should your CEO be the spokesperson? 

As mentioned earlier, sometimes situations require the involvement of 
your president/CEO, and in those cases, he/she may even be your 
company spokesperson. Depending on the issue at hand, we will 
make a recommendation to our clients that a CEO should or 
shouldn’t be involved publicly. Here are the variables/questions we 
consider in doing so: 

• Has the event or crisis halted operations for your company 
completely? 

• Will the event or crisis cause irreparable harm to the organization 
if the CEO is not visible? 

• Was someone seriously hurt or injured? Are many families or 
customers involved? 

• Will having the CEO on camera connect him/her to the crisis in a 
way that could hurt the company or their reputation even more?

• Has your CEO been through media training?
• Could he/she suffer personal attacks based on operational 

setbacks?
• Do you have another high-ranking or operational executive(s) 

better suited as a spokesperson? 
• Are multiple people available to be the spokesperson if needed? 
• Is this a 24/7 crisis?
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Oftentimes, people will assume “one voice” means “one 
spokesperson.” This is not the case, however. One voice means 
providing a consistent message. The “voice” should be calm, 
consistent and confident, no matter who is speaking on behalf of the 
company. By adhering to this concept, you can have a few different 
spokespeople, giving you more flexibility since timeliness is important in 
a crisis situation. And you want the best-suited official to be your 
spokesperson. Putting the entire burden of communicating publicly on 
one person can be risky. By definition, a crisis is a threat that can cause 
harm to your business or organization. There’s no doubt it can be 
stressful, as well as mentally and physically exhausting. By identifying a 
small, capable and trained team of spokespeople, you will ensure your 
messages are conveyed in the best way possible, thereby helping to 
keep your reputation intact.

What is a ‘holding statement’?

A holding statement is a short, concise statement you use in a crisis 
that buys you time until you have additional information. In some legal 
cases, a holding statement becomes the only communication you use 
with the media. Done well, your statement reduces the chances for 
speculation and the spread of rumors that could damage your 
company’s reputation. 

While a holding statement is designed to be concise, it’s chock-full of 
important information. Here are the three most important elements of 
a holding statement: 

1. Empathy, not sympathy. 
2. Action. 
3. Reassurance.
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Some people believe apologizing, offering to help or standing with 
others in a time of crisis is somehow admitting culpability or 
accepting blame. Yet, this is not often the case. Regardless of who is 
at fault, acknowledging that something terrible happened, is 
impacting others or is causing stress goes over much better than any 
appearance of defensiveness. If the fault lies on your organization, 
by all means, accept it wholeheartedly. The public generally 
understands mistakes happen and they are far more forgiving when 
they believe a company has accepted responsibility. 

It’s in the gray areas that some companies lose the battle of public 
opinion. These are the moments when something has impacted 
customers, such as a natural disaster or a late delivery of something 
critical. These are perceived to be unavoidable — they are not your 
fault. 

But consider this: by sharing and acknowledging the pain or 
inconvenience with your customers, you are letting them know they 
aren’t alone. You care, and you feel it’s your duty to help, even in 
times you didn’t cause the issue. Be careful with this one, however. 
You may find that even while you aren’t at fault, customers and 
others have expectations that you fix it, regardless. They pay you 
money for things to run smoothly and they believe you’ve 
anticipated incidents like these. They expect plan B. In some cases, 
these are reasonable expectations, too. Even if you believe 
something isn’t your company’s fault, it could be, and this is reason 
enough to avoid defensiveness. An investigation, or new information 
could turn the tide, so you will want to plan ahead appropriately. 
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Now that you know how a holding statement is used, it’s time to get 
clear on what you want to actually say. This can feel overwhelming, 
but if you break it down into no more than three main messages, 
you’re well on your way. Why three? Have you ever heard of 
the “power of three” in marketing? It’s based on the geometric 
strength of a triangle, but also the historic and philosophical power of 
three often referred to in nursery rhymes and children’s stories. If you 
focus your attention on three main points, you increase the chances 
that your audience will retain what you’ve shared, because 
(drawing loosely from Goldilocks and the Three Bears) it’s not too 
little, not too much … it’s just right.

We suggest creating a message pyramid to organize your thoughts. 
It’s a simple, yet powerful tool that prioritizes what you want to say 
and how, starting with an overarching statement and then drilling 
down into greater detail. Once complete, it can be shared with and 
utilized by your entire team to ensure consistency in messaging.
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Facts and figures help tell a story by providing context and clarity. 
Because of this, reporters will ask for details to support their articles. 
They look for things like number of employees, people impacted, 
date of last inspection, safety numbers, revenue and square footage, 
depending on the crisis at hand. If you can provide key facts, they 
won’t have to go digging for it. And, if you provide it, you’ll have 
confidence it will be reported accurately. Oftentimes, once incorrect 
information is out there, it tends to be picked up and included in 
future articles and news stories — over and over again. We advise, 
with some occasional exceptions, that if it’s public information, share 
it. If it can be found, even with some digging, share it. 

As a marketing professional, you may not have operations data 
readily available, but chances are your crisis team does. Your role is 
to think ahead to what you might need, starting with a Q&A 
document. Capture every question you can think of that may be 
asked, not just by the media, but customers, employees, the 
community, vendors and others. 

As you collect answers to these questions, you’ll begin to see there 
are some questions you can’t answer for a variety of reasons — legal, 
proprietary, against your protocol, etc. We recommend three 
categories for your information: 
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Chapter Three

MOVE HEARTS 
AND MINDS
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It seems obvious, but sometimes in the midst of chaos, you can 
forget the basics. As you’re gathering information about the incident 
at hand, keep in mind these considerations: 

• What happened? You want the details of Who, What, When, 
Where, Why and How.

• Is there a danger to the community? To your employees? If so, 
safety is the absolute top priority. Once things are as stable as 
possible, gather the information you need to communicate with 
your important stakeholders. 

• Assess everything and think about your primary concern. If you 
find yourself leaning toward worrying about products, resources 
or money, take a minute to readjust. Take stock of the situation 
and try to look through the lens of your employees, your 
customers and your community. Your main focus should be on 
people, and any public statement should carry that sentiment. 

• Outline the actions you are taking to solve the issue or problem. 
• Establish the expectations for when the media and your 

stakeholders will receive additional information. 
a. Chances are, after your initial statement to the media (see 

holding statements on Page 17), you’ll need to share more 
information. 

b. In the absence of information you can share, communicate 
a process. What are you doing to make things better? 
What can people expect next? When? 
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In explaining what happened, follow the 4 R’s: 
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In a crisis situation, your ultimate goal is to seize control of the 
narrative and amplify your key messages. To do this, you must be 
clear and direct with your responses. There is no need for extra color 
or description. Each statement you make should be strong, leaving 
little room for ambiguity. This helps instill confidence, so your 
audience feels good about how you are handling the crisis. 

Here’s how you can incorporate stronger language in your 
responses: 
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Chapter Four

RESTORE YOUR 
REPUTATION
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Host a debrief session

In any crisis situation, you’re working to lessen the damage to your 
company’s reputation. Sometimes, the only way to know whether it 
has been damaged is to debrief with your core team. Use this time 
to review all media coverage, statements and communications to 
your audiences and to seek honest feedback. Find out what the 
team has been hearing internally and externally. Have customers 
called with questions or concerns? Have there been noticeable 
changes in orders or calls to the service center? What has the 
activity on social media looked like? You’ll want to look at the entire 
event from an objective standpoint. It was likely very difficult and 
personally taxing. Try to take a few steps back so you can see with 
clearer eyes. 

Ask questions

The best way to get this important information is to ask questions. 
Encourage the team to ask a lot of questions of their staff, customers 
and others. Get a sense for how things were perceived from their 
standpoint. It’s not uncommon to feel as if you failed in some way 
only to learn that some people had no idea it was happening, or 
that they thought it wasn’t nearly as bad as it was from your point of 
view. Perspective is so critical in these situations, and you want your 
team to be fully honest. Make this meeting safe for all to share their 
thoughts and concerns, because it’s only then that you’ll receive 
meaningful feedback to help you the next time something happens. 
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Continuing the drumbeat of communications

One of the first questions people ask immediately following a crisis is 
when they should return to their normal communications routine. 
Essentially, when is it considered “business as usual”?

This all depends on what you were dealing with, of course. At the 
onset of a situation, we always recommend turning off all 
automated communications or posts. When something terrible is 
happening, the last thing you want a customer to receive is a perky 
email about a new offer or discount.

Here are some general guidelines and questions to consider when 
resuming your proactive communications: 

• Is media coverage dwindling? If so, don’t add fuel to a fire that is 
likely going out on its own. Of course, continue to monitor it 
because that can always change.

• If emotions have leveled off based on posts and responses from 
customers, employees and others, you can probably restart your 
normal communications without major issues.

• Is your company willing to learn from what happened? Is there a 
positive outcome or path forward that wouldn’t have happened 
before the crisis?

• Are you prepared with responses in case people continue to 
bring up the issue/incident?

• Are you sensing that people are ready to “get back to normal”?
• If you can look back on the crisis and say your company stayed 

true to its mission and values, this is a sign you may be ready to 
get back to business as usual. 
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CONCLUSION

At some point, regardless of the type of organization you work for, 
the chances of a crisis occurring are very high. It’s not IF, it’s WHEN. 
And when it happens, it can be downright overwhelming — as if 
you’re drowning. Even if you don’t have an existing crisis plan in 
place, you now have the right tools and guidance from many years 
of communications experience to help you come out on the other 
side with your reputation intact. 

Good luck! If we can provide personalized assistance, don’t hesitate 
to give us a shout. 
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If you have an immediate need and would 
like to talk to one of our crisis experts, 

schedule a free consultation. 

EMAIL US

SCHEDULE A 30-MINUTE 
CONSULTATION

29

mailto:paul.furiga@wordwritepr.com?subject=30-Minute%20Crisis%20Consultation

