Crisis Communications Plan

(Name of college or university)

Purpose

The Crisis Communications Plan for ____(name of college/university)____ seeks to prepare the college/university to deal with unplanned actions, events or circumstances that could generate potentially negative local or statewide coverage if not handled correctly.

This plan provides a mechanism to act quickly and decisively in crisis situations and may be used as a supplement to the institution’s overall Crisis Management Plan. Although it is impossible to plan in detail for every possible crisis, these guidelines are designed to assist in responding and communicating successfully with news media and the public if a major crisis should ever occur.

Responsible Parties

The primary individual in charge of implementing this plan is the director of public relations.

Distribution and Updates

This plan should be distributed to all members of the ____(name of college/university)____ Crisis Management Team, in addition to department heads, who are responsible for sharing the plan with their employees. The plan should be updated annually, or when deemed necessary, by the director of public relations in conjunction with the committee appointed by __name of college/university)____ to annually update the college/university’s Crisis Management Plan.  It is also recommended that an annual or semi-annual crisis communications drill be conducted in conjunction with the institution’s crisis management drill.

Principles

In formulating communications strategies to meet a crisis, __(name of college/university)____ will be guided by the following principles:

· As a state institution, ____(name of college/university)____ has an obligation to disclose all pertinent information as quickly, accurately and completely as possible.

· In formulating internal communications, the Office of Public Relations will work with the director of human resources to help ensure that ____(name of college/university)____ employees (and/or their families) are the first to know the status of the emergency and steps they should take, with the understanding that the media may be on the scene immediately.

· It is in the best interest of the college/university to restore order as smoothly and quickly as possible.

· One of the quickest and most effective means of communicating with college/university constituencies is through the news media. The only way the media will get the accurate and up-to-date information on a crisis is if college/university officials talk to them and help them.

· At the center of the crisis communications plan is the universal agreement among ____(name of college/university)____ employees that during an emergency, the college/university will speak with one voice. Only the spokesperson, which will be selected by either the president of the college/university or the Crisis Management Team, will conduct interviews with assistance from the director of public relations. The spokesperson will be selected on the basis of that person’s knowledge of the facts surrounding the crisis and the ability to deal with the media.

Preparation

To prepare for an emergency on short notice, the director of public relations will maintain a crisis communications “care package.” The director of public relations or designee is responsible for taking possession of the package if the emergency requires leaving the building. The package includes the following items:

· Crisis Management Plan

· Crisis Communications Plan

· Local and statewide media telephone and fax list

· Staff and faculty telephone directory

· City or town telephone directory

· City, county or state emergency agency contacts

· Oklahoma College Public Relations Association (OCPRA) telephone directory

· Background material packets for media

· Twenty sheets of blank news release letterhead

· Mobile or cellular phone

· Laptop computer with modem or network capabilities

· Portable fax machine

· Flashlight; I.D. badge; inexpensive rain poncho; crisis management team clothing (i.e. vest or jacket); and hard hat

· Family service radio; mini tape recorder with mini cassettes; disposable camera; AM/FM radio; extra AA batteries; calculator; note pad; extra pens and pencils; clip board with college/university fact sheets, and maps of college/university buildings

As part of the crisis communications plan, the Office of Public Relations shall also be responsible for designating and publicizing a crisis hotline or online Web page, if needed, for parents and others who may be seeking information. The hotline and/or Web page will be established in cooperation with the vice president of the affected area.


For those public relations offices with little or no support staff, it is recommended that the director maintain a list of public information officers from other institutions who can serve in a backup role in a crisis situation.  

Immediate Actions

When a crisis occurs, the employees of the Office of Public Relations will work with the Crisis Management Team, taking direction from the on-scene commander, to determine the following:

· The type and level of emergency

· Crisis team command post location

· Access to computer, telephones, fax, e-mail (if available) for communications

· Number of employees involved, names, extent of injuries and location

· Extent of property damage; security issues

· Possible impact on community

· Legal liability; possible civil and/or criminal penalties

· Law enforcement/emergency crew units on the scene; anticipated actions

· Media awareness and response; reporters present; likely news play

· Corrective action; steps taken/planned to address the situation

· Need for video or photographic documentation of event

· On- and off-campus Web sites for crisis updates

Media Headquarters

· Based on the immediate information gathered, the Office of Public Relations, with input from the Crisis Management Team, will determine if a headquarters for the media needs to be established. If so, the director of public relations will work with college/university personnel to designate an appropriate media headquarters, which could include the following:

· Be in close proximity to the Crisis Management Team Command Center, but not close enough to interfere with the actions of the team

· Access to one or more telephones

· Access to one or more electrical outlets, with extension power strips, if available

· Be a large enough room to hold media briefings (with television cameras and other equipment as necessary)

· Access to background material packets on the college/university

· Availability of coffee and soft drinks and snacks if the crisis is likely to be a prolonged affair

· Designate parking space for the media and possible satellite uplink trucks

· School officials should also determine an alternate site for the media headquarters, including on-and off-campus sites, in case the original site is unavailable during a crisis.

· At least one member of the Office of Public Relations should be present in the media headquarters at all times to provide updates on when statements will be released and media briefings will be held, and to demonstrate cooperation, openness and visibility.

Preparing an Initial Statement

The initial statement to the media about the crisis should be brief, but comprehensive, anticipating the media’s questions, concerns and perceptions. The statement is designed to provide initial facts about the situation until more information can be gathered and press briefings can be arranged, if necessary.

If possible, the statement will be written and released as soon as possible, but at least within the first two hours of the crisis. Credibility with the media can be significantly strengthened in a crisis if college/university officials seek them out first. The statement will also be distributed internally to the college/university family.

The director of public relations will prepare the statement at the Crisis Management Team On-Scene Command Post, with assistance from the Crisis Management Team commander and general counsel. The statement will be delivered in writing or by the designated spokesperson. The following are items to include in the statement:

· What happened

· Where it happened

· When it happened (date and time)

· What employees, facilities, etc, were involved

· Factual assessment of the current situation without any speculation

· Number known injured, taken to the hospital or dead (no names)

· Demonstrated integrity, honesty and a willingness to cooperate

· Information on how the media can help – in warning the public, getting the message out, etc.

· Information on media access to affected areas and times for additional news updates.

Organizing a Comprehensive Media Briefing

As the crisis unfolds and the Crisis Management Team receives more information, it is appropriate to hold a media briefing after employees have been apprised of the situation. Media briefings allow the college/university to get out all of the information at once to the media, including answering questions, and thus eliminating the need for more time-consuming, individual interviews. To prepare for a briefing, the director of public relations will follow these steps:

· Determine if the crisis is a local story only, or if it has statewide impact, and notify media accordingly.

· Plan the media briefing as soon as possible.

· Write out the spokesperson’s statement.

· Get all the news out at once; this will result in one bad news day – not two or three.

· Clearly and accurately communicate what happened, when it happened, who and what was involved – employees, facilities, etc.

· Acknowledge responsibility if appropriate, but avoid laying blame. Only an investigation will determine the truth.

· Emphasize what the college/university is doing to correct the problem.

· Provide information on the following only if the facts are available:

· Monetary estimates of damage

· Insurance coverage

· Possible causes

· Who/what is responsible for the crisis.

· Don’t release names of injured or deceased until next of kin are notified.

· Communicate in the most caring, sensitive way. Don’t let the institution’s focus of following crisis procedures outweigh its concern and compassion for its employees, students and other individuals affected by the situation. Recognize the anxiety generated as a result of this situation.

· Develop a chronology or fact sheet of the event, if possible, to provide a written account of the facts as they currently exist. (This is especially important if the event is complex or prolonged.) Post the information on a Web page that is specifically dedicated to the crisis. 

· Obtain approval of the statement and fact sheet from the spokesperson, Crisis Management Team leader and general counsel.

· Distribute written copies of the statement (and fact sheet, if appropriate) to the media to help eliminate misunderstandings.

· Don’t go “off the record” with reporters in any crisis situation.

· Anticipate the following media questions and rehearse answers with the spokesperson before the media briefings:

1. What happened? When and Where? Who was involved?

2. Why? What was the cause?

3. What are you doing about it?

4. How much damage is projected?

5. What safety measures were in place and taken?

6. Who’s to blame? Do you accept responsibility? Liability?

7. How does the crisis impact the students, employees, the community and taxpayers?

8. Has anything like this ever happened before?

9. What do you have to say to the families of the injured or deceased?

10. What are the next steps (of resolving the crisis/of the investigation)?

11. How does this affect ____(name of college/university)____ in the short term? In the long term?

12. What changes will you make to avoid this situation again?

· If in doubt, leave it out. If the answer to a question is not known, the spokesperson should offer to find out the answer and have the director of public relations get back to the reporter as soon as possible.

· Announce when the next briefing will be held (if one is necessary) and what likely will be covered.

Short-Term Follow-Up

After the news of the crisis is out and one or more media briefings have been held, the college/university will continue to manage the message and meet the needs of reporters as they prepare follow-up stories about the status of the crisis. The following are some guidelines for following up in the short term:

· Continue to manage the flow of information to enable ___(name of college/university)____ and its leadership to emerge from the crisis with the highest degree of credibility.

· Publicly thank employees, media and others who did an exceptionally good job during the crisis.

· Keep an accurate log of calls and other contacts made during the crisis, including hits to the college’s/university’s Web site.

· Track media coverage and ensure that inaccurate or misleading reporting is corrected immediately.

· Organize media tours for behind-the-scenes insights into the crisis and the emergency response.

· Assist in informing government officials and other outside constituents as needed.

· Provide assistance to meet with witnesses, victims’ families, etc. By playing a coordinating role, the college/university demonstrates openness, compassion and cooperation with the media.

· Grant individual follow-up interviews at the appropriate time when the crisis is contained.

Long-Term Follow-Up

· Issue a final news release to summarize what happened and tell what further steps are being taken to correct the situation or avoid it in the future.

· Write personal thank you letters to the media and others who helped in the response.

· Write an opinion editorial or letter to the editor, if appropriate, praising the efforts of employees, emergency personnel and media in their response to the crisis.

· Once the media spotlight has dimmed, conduct an evaluation of the crisis communications response, including examining the content of actual media coverage in relation to the areas emphasized in media messages to determine if the story was covered in the manner the college/university had hoped.

· Make any necessary changes to the Crisis Communications Plan in anticipation of the next crisis.
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