
HANDLING THE MEDIA IN A CRISIS     

The way we communicate during a crisis can make the difference between the crisis 
escalating out of control and its being a minor setback. 

It is important to gain control of communications in a crisis by being proactive. The 
aim of successful crisis communications is to show that the organisation is 

 going about its normal work 
 controlling the crisis 
 retaining the support of the people who matter most.  

What should we be communicating in a crisis? 

Every crisis is different, but there are four broad principles to consider when putting 
together your key messages.   

 Empathy - show that you understand why people might be 
angry/upset/confused with the situation. e.g. “We recognise that clients  and 
their families will be affected by the proposed closure of some of our 
services”. 

 Context - put your situation in the context of what is happening to the sector 
as a whole, or to similar organisations. e.g. “All organisations are facing cuts 
and being forced to reduce services and we are no different.” 

 Action - outline what your organisation is doing to deal with the crisis and 
where possible give examples of where you have already dealt with issues 
successfully eg “We have already sought a meeting with our MP to discuss 
the implications of these cuts.” 

 Transparency - be open and honest. Journalists and their audiences can tell 
if you’re hiding something and being dishonest can do more damage to your 
organisation’s reputation. Mistakes happen and even in a real crisis, respect 
can be gained by admitting fault and being clear about the reasons for it. e.g. 
“We are aware mistakes have been made and we are working hard to rectify 
the situation. We have already taken the following steps…” 

 1. Decide whether to go public 

The first stage of the plan should be to decide whether to speak out or not. If the 
crisis has not gone public and is unlikely to, you may decide it is better not to react. 
Nevertheless, you should still should develop some ‘lines to take’ just in case. 

In situations where the story is already in the media – or it is likely to be in the media 
- you will want to put out a statement and react accordingly. 

Nine times out of ten it is better to be pro-active and tackle the crisis head on rather 
than not saying anything and hoping it will go away. 

 



 

2. Identify key messages 

Decide on the organisation’s ‘line’ on the crisis.  Using the key principles of 
‘empathy’, ‘context’ and ‘action’, how are we dealing with the crisis?  

If possible, try to tackle potentially difficult questions head on. 

Consider preparing a short question and answer sheet as well as a short statement 
(see below). 

3. Developing a statement 

Using the key messages, put together a short statement that explains the 
organisation’s position. The statement should be: 

 short – three or four sentences maximum 
 direct – tackling the issues head on 
 unambiguous – avoid statements that are open to interpretation.   

Make sure everything you say in the statement is something you are happy to be 
quoted on. 

4. Identifying and briefing spokespeople 

Decide who is best to speak on the issue. Ideally you should have one or two 
spokespeople who are available  to speak on behalf of the organisation. 

Having a spokesperson from outside the organisation to give support is also useful. 
This is especially useful if the crisis involves a crisis of confidence in the  
organisation. 

All spokespeople should be given the lines to take and a short question and  nswer 
sheet if one has been prepared. 

5. Checking all communications mechanisms are in place  

As well as print and broadcast media outlets, ensure any statements that you issue 
are sent to online outlets and are visible on your website. This can help minimise the 
number of calls you get directly from journalists. 

Make sure all staff know what to do if a journalist calls ie the contact details of the 
spokespeople to pass them on to. 

The most important thing is getting the messaging right, acting quickly and making 
sure all the spokespeople are well briefed 

 



 

Responding to a journalist 

Never say “no comment”. 

The simple tactic here is to check the journalist’s deadline. Ask them what 
information they have, where they got it from and who else they have spoken to. 
Then tell them you will call back as soon as you can by their deadline. 

Make sure staff are fully briefed even if they won’t be speaking to the media so 
they understand the situation and what is being done about it.. 

Building a group of external advocates  

Having spokespeople from outside the organisation who can speak positively on 
your behalf is a huge advantage. If there is a negative news story about your 
organisation, you will need to counter it with supportive voices and external 
expressions of confidence. 

Advocates can be encouraged to do a number of positive things in a crisis to help 
your organisation. This might include: 

 writing supportive letters to the press (local or national) 
 being quoted in press releases/media outlets 
 being active on social media networks  
 making use of their own networks to advocate for your organisation. 

Crises and social media 

The explosion of the internet means it can take one negative comment about an 
organisation posted on a website to prompt a media crisis. Within minutes, the 
reputation of the organisation can be under threat and a bad news story can have 
made its way across the globe. 

The web also means stories stay around for longer.  A story that took minutes to 
spread is in cyberspace for ever. It may take on different forms – a blog post, a 
Tweet, a comment on a website – but a bad news story has the potential to rumble 
on long after the print media has finished with it. 

Having a clear grasp of how social media works and taking control of your own 
output is now a key part of effective crisis management. 

It also worth noting that a few 'negative comments' on message boards and Twitter 
feeds does not necessarily constitute a crisis.  However, it’s important to keep an 
eye on comments and take action when you think it might be getting out of hand. 
Think about what the tipping point is for the organisation – and act when you feel it’s 
more than just a few. 
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