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Corporate Exposure: Crisis Communication

Harry Mirijanian

‘\"\ ith environmental and other li-
Y% ability regulations tightening
at the state and local jevels, and in the
face of ever-increasing litigation, cri-
sts communication must be foremost
in the minds of managers. Through
strategic development, management
consensus, assignment of responsibil-
ity, and implementation. your organi-
zation can begin to address this chal-
lenging area.

A Suggested Approach

1. Designate a small group of key ex-
-ecutives as the crisis planning and
management team. This team should
include, at a minimum. the CEQ, in-
house counsel, risk manager, opera-
tions manager, and corporate rela-
tions persennel.

2. Brainstorm possible crisis sce-
narios for your operation so that plan-
ning can be as exact as possible. This
will also facilitate decisions about
whether one or several plans are re-
quired. Independent risk control man-
agement consultants, insurance bro-
kers, and carrier representatives are
additional resources for assisting in
this risk identification matrix.

3. Train all members of the team
to deal with the news media. During
a crisis, the news media will likely
become the primary audience to
which all others will react. Under-
standing the news operations process
will also help the team implement its
plan more effectively.

4. Develop a list of primary con-
tacts. Identify audiences that will re-
guire accurate and timely information
in the event of a crisis. A master list
of key individuals representing each
audience component should be as-
sembled, complete with address, day
and evening telephone numbers, and
FAX numbers where available. Con-
tacting each individual on this list
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should become the responsibility of a
designated member of the team.

5. Select one member of the team
10 serve as a spokesprson in the event
of a crisis. All team members may be
called upon to answer specific ques-
1ions from the news media, but the
spokesperson should serve as the pri-
mary contact, processing and tracking
all incoming inquiries. A back-up for
the designated spokesperson is advis-
able.

6. Establish contacts and develop
a relationship and rapport with the
news media before a crisis. Remain

Onee vou're canglu
in a lie. yvour
repudation will be
destroved.
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in regular contact and inform the me-
dia about such things as new opera-
1ons, community imvolvement, new
hires, promotions—-in short, whatever
could conceivably be called news.
Often, the way a company is per-
ceived during a crisis depends on
how well the company interacts with
the public before a crisis.

7. Review your plan continuously
and amend necessary areas as quickly
as possible. We have seen plans that
were not andited or updated for
years; in emergency situations some
of the people designated by manage-
ment to respond were 1o longer even
with the firm.

Organizations usually have to
learn the hard way that crisis com-
munication means being prepared to
act fast. Communication programs
will succeed or fail within the first
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few minutes of a crisis. Companies
must be capable of delivering and
processing news and information as
soon as it is available. Statements,
press refeases, and corporate re-
sponses to inquiries must be crafted
and approved in as simple and swift
a manner as possible. By taking
quick action. the company discour-
ages the news media from digging
elsewhere for information, and it en-
ables itself to present the company’s
side of the story before anyone else
has spoken.

Summary

There are some simple and obvious
considerations attached to this issue.
First, you should be honest, Once
you are caught in a lie, your reputa-
tion is destroyed and may possibly
be unsalvageable. Second, report
only on hard facts—and do this
without speculation. Do not make
statements about future develop-
ments, and do not velunteer nega-
tive information. Try 1o offer posi-
tive comments as much as possible.
Third, do not use industry acronyms
or terminology. Your audience is the
general public, and if they do not
understand, vou can expect that
their conclusion will be negative.

Finally, be calm and in control
at all times. Practicing in front of
cameras, or having others on your
team do some role-playing and pre-
tend to be reporters digging for
sensational headlines, will help
make it easier to face confronta-
tions that have become common-
place in today’s society.
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