Managing Through the Storm: How to Successfully Handle a Crisis for Your Company or Client Speaker Julie A. Johnson Principal, ZW Consulting, McMinnville, OR By Christina B. Sumners, MS J ulie A. Johnson began the presentation by calling the Tylenol poisoning case of 1982 the perfect example of a crisis handled well. However, she also noted that we live in a very different world now, a world with social media and instant reactions, in which organizations have less time to respond than Tylenol manufacturer Johnson & Johnson did 33 years ago. The goal of a public relations professional handling a crisis needs to be to “just shut it down,” Johnson said, adding that rarely does a company come out of a crisis better off than before it started. Johnson listed 3 tiers of crises: high, medium, and low, each requiring a different type of response. High-level crises involve the organization itself and can damage the company’s business or reputation. Medium crises have the potential to turn into something bigger quickly and need careful monitoring. Lowlevel crises are generally happening elsewhere in the industry, but could become an issue for one’s own organization. Writers are needed in a time of crisis, Johnson said. “There are a lot of materials that have to be developed in a very short time frame” during each stage of the crisis. These may include key messages, press releases, social media statements, and more. Regardless of the scale, managing the crisis requires 3 steps: prepare, monitor, and respond. Preparing The first step, preparing, involves answering questions about one’s organization—and doing so before a crisis hits: • Who are the members of the crisis team? Do they understand their roles and responsibilities? • What is the approval process for the response plan? • Are there third-party groups you can leverage in a crisis? Do you have friends in the industry or elsewhere who would be willing to speak on your behalf?

What kinds of issues constitute a crisis? How might they involve your organization? • What kinds of media or other communication channels are available to get your message across? • What general key messages or position will you use to help develop your response? Once you have answers to these questions, Johnson recommended making a simple chart that lays out the response team, the approval process, and possible messaging for the most likely scenarios. It is also advisable to prepare a “standby statement” to give to the press in each of the likely crises that may arise (Figure 1). This statement should be short and simple while still conveying the message that your organization is trying to get across in each situation. Two sentences is probably the ideal length because something too long tends to make the media wonder what you’re hiding behind flowery or technical language. Monitoring Once you’re prepared, you must know what is going on; that’s where monitoring comes into play. “No one will tell you when a crisis is coming,” Johnson said, so you need to be constantly on the lookout for stories about events that might affect your organization. When you see relevant news articles, dig deep, and find the story behind the story. Analyze the situation and determine both the key messages and what is being left out. Missing elements in news reports might indicate that reporters don’t understand something
Responding Finally, when a crisis hits, you have to respond, and quickly, but don’t panic, Johnson said. Trust your gut. “If a statement feels bad, don’t say it,” she said.” “Do not lie,” Johnson cautioned. Focus on the facts and on the issue, and “you can build your story from there.” “Be willing to apologize and be humble,” Johnson continued. “Apologies go a long way, especially in the United States.” In the United States, people tend to be more emotion-based than fact-based in these situations, so apologizing sincerely for actions taken (or not taken) and demonstrating that you care about people involved in the situation and how they are affected can be powerful. “Ensure you have 1 spokesperson, maybe 2,” Johnson said—because although you do want to have a consistent message, everyone needs to sleep. The spokespeople should be upto-date on key messages and have extensive media training. Prepare everyone in the organization for possible questions from friends, a media ambush on the way to their home or car, or simply the unexpected phone call. “People forget that other employees might get questions,” Johnson said, “and they have to be prepared for those.”

Tenets of Crisis Communications
1. Whenever possible, keep it simple.
2. Often, the biggest hurdle to overcome is your own
 staff—specifically the legal team.
3. Always dig deep. Find the story behind the story.
4. Don’t lie; focus on the facts.
5. Don’t become defensive or angry; be willing to
 apologize and be humble.
6. Don’t blame or finger-point, but do address your
 company’s actions—you can only speak for your
 organization (not anyone else involved).
7. Don’t allow everyone to talk about the issue; ensure
 you have one spokesperson.
8. Don’t ignore the issue; act swiftly and communicate,
 when appropriate.
9. Care.
10. Sometimes, the best response is to say nothing at all.

Reference: 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Sumners, C. B. (2015). Managing through the storm: how to successfully handle a crisis for your company or client. American Medical Writers Association Journal, (4). 173
