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Crisis communication
503
Tamara McBride

Tuesday, March 30, 2010   10:45 to 11:45 a.m.

CRISIS/RISK

COMMUNICATION

WHAT IS CRISIS/RISK

COMMUNICATION?

 Risk communication occurs whenever 
there is an exchange of information 
among interested parties about the among interested parties about the 
nature, magnitude, significance or 
control of a risk (Vincent Covello).

 People have the right‐to‐know

 Public fear

WHY ARE WE LEARNING

ABOUT THIS?

 Public fear

 Media interest and reporting

 Loss of faith and trust

WHAT DO PEOPLE WANT TO

KNOW?

 Health vs. Engineering

 Risk Magnitude vs. Risk Probability

 Non risk issues that are attached to Risk

 What are you going to do about than the risk 
itself

 ASK THEM WHAT DO THEY WANT TO KNOW

WHAT DOES EMERGENCY

INFORMATION MEAN?

 Emergency information is as critical to 
people as food or water. Not only can 
accurate information mean the 
diff b lif d h idifference between life or death, it can 
provide reassurance that response and 
recovery are truly underway. 
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FIVE TRUTHS OF CRISIS

COMMUNICATION

1. Organizations (people) in Crisis Need to 
Communicate Immediately

2. Organizations That Do Not Communicate 
Quickly Make It Worse

3. The Crisis Response Itself Changes The 
Crisis

4. The Media Will Focus on the Victims

5. Burying Bad News Rarely Works

 Organizations ‐‐ or people ‐‐ that begin 
communicating immediately have a much 
greater chance of becoming the media's 

ORGANIZATIONS (PEOPLE) IN CRISIS

NEED TO COMMUNICATE IMMEDIATELY

g g
primary go‐to source for information 
during the crisis.

 Communicating immediately doesn't 
make the bad stories go away. But it 
usually makes the stories shorter‐lasting 
and less severe.

 If an organization does not 
respond to a crisis quickly, the 

di ill h h i b

ORGANIZATIONS THAT DO NOT

COMMUNICATE QUICKLY MAKE IT WORSE

media will have no choice but to 
get their information elsewhere. 
Outside sources are never as 
accurate, informed, or measured 
as the organization itself.

THE CRISIS RESPONSE ITSELF

CHANGES THE CRISIS

 An organization's initial response 
to a crisis changes the crisis itself. 
b illi i i illA brilliant crisis response will 

almost always lead to better (if 
not good) media coverage, 
whereas a lackluster response 
almost always guarantees worse 
coverage.

THE MEDIA WILL FOCUS ON

THE VICTIMS

 The media (and the public) tend to see 
crises from the perspective of the 
victims. A good crisis response puts g p p
victims first by demonstrating genuine 
concern and taking immediate action 
to protect their well‐being.

BURYING BAD NEWS

RARELY WORKS

 Trying to bury negative parts of the 
story often extends ‐‐ and deepens ‐‐
the crisis The information usually getsthe crisis. The information usually gets 
out anyway, and the lack of 
forthrightness hardens any lingering 
suspicions about an organization's 
integrity.



3

A FEW THINGS TO CONSIDER

 Empathy

 Non Verbal Communication 

 Tell the truth

 Don‘t use a lot big words… plain 
language

EMPATHY

 People want to know that you 
care, before they care what you 
kknow. 

NON VERBAL

 Credibility

Memorabilityy

 Power

TELL THE TRUTH

 It is what it is

 On and off the record On and off the record 

DON’T USE BIG WORDS

 When people are stressed or upset, 
they have difficulty :

 hearing information

 understanding information

 remembering information 

THE PSYCHOLOGY OF A CRISIS

1. Vicarious rehearsal

2. Denial

3. Stigmatization

4. Fear and avoidance

5. Withdrawal and feelings of hopelessness

6. Heightened anxiety, public confusion and 
stress
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7 RECOMMENDATIONS TO HELP

YOU COMMUNICATE IN A CRISIS

 1: Be careful with risk comparisons

 2: Do not over reassure

 3: Sensitive syntax

 4: Acknowledge uncertainty

 5: Give people things to do

 6: Stop trying to allay panic

 7: Acknowledge people's fears

COMPARISONS

 Risk can be perceived quite 
different

 Imply you know more about the 
outcome than you do

REASSURANCE

 Expect high outrage if an 
emergency event is 
catastrophic, 
unknowable, dreaded, 
unfamiliar, in someone 
else's control

 Too much reassurance 
can backfire

SENSITIVE SYNTAX

 “Even though we have not seen a new anthrax 
case in X days (subordinate clause with good 
news), It is too soon to say we are out of the 

d ” ( i l i h i i )woods” (main clause with cautioning news)

 “Chief Moose”

ACKNOWLEDGE UNCERTAINTY

 “I wish I could give you a 
definite answer on that…”

 If you don’t you could make 
promises you will regret

GIVE PEOPLE THINGS TO DO

 Action helps with fear‐ it puts them in 
control

 Choices to act on 
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STOP TRYING TO ALLAY PANIC

 “Panicking Public”

 Panic is not driven by bad news, but 
by double messages from those in 
authority.

 When the public does not trust you

ACKNOWLEDGE PEOPLE’S

FEARS

 When people are afraid, not pretend 
they are not

 Don’t tell them they should not be 
afraid

10 COMMANDMENTS

1. Be open and cooperative, NEVER 
LIE.

2. If you goof confess and repent.

3. Personalize the Organization.

4. Develop Media contacts.

5. Take good stories to them. 

10 COMMANDMENTS

6. Respond quickly. 

7. Never say "NO COMMENT"7. Never say  NO COMMENT

8. It's ok to say ,"I don't know, But I'll 
find out for you".

9. Use the BIG DUMP.

10. Prepare for  Media Disasters.

THE JOB IS TOUGH

 Do your best

 Practice

 Pay Attention

 Be smart‐ have a smart team

THANK YOUTHANK YOU


