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How to… handle a crisis

A crisis situation can occur for any number 
of reasons – from a customer complaint to a 
widespread scandal. 

Some potential causes of a crisis can be 
prevented through good customer service and 
working practices. Others can’t.

However a crisis occurs, it needs to be dealt 
with effectively to protect your business and the 
reputation of your organisation.
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Don’t wait

Don’t wait for a crisis to occur before thinking 
about, or better still, planning for one.

Not that anybody wants a crisis to occur. It’s a 
bit like having an insurance policy – you hope 
you never need it, but if something bad happens, 
you’ll be glad you had it in place.

It’s the same with a crisis plan. If you don’t have 
one, you’re in big trouble if a crisis occurs. 
You won’t have time to think what to do and you 
won’t have a plan of who does what. It’s likely to 
be chaos.
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People sometimes say (before they’ve 
experienced a crisis situation) that “we’ll know 
what to do if it happens”.

The first problem with this approach is 
determining what constitutes a crisis. One 
person might have an idea in their head what 
constitutes a crisis, but other people might 
have a different view: one person’s crisis can be 
another person’s ‘hiccup’.



7

Crises vary in scale and potential impact. And 
a crisis can sometimes start out as something 
fairly minor and then grow into an enormous 
issue (especially if it’s not handled properly in the 
first place).

Situations can also depend on the mood of the 
public at the time, particularly if anything similar 
has happened in the recent past.

The thing is, you can’t predict what form a crisis 
will take or its level of severity - you might have 
an idea of some possibilities (which is a useful 
part of the planning process), but there’s always 
something that can be a surprise.
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2 Have a plan

By creating a crisis plan you will have a blueprint 
and written procedure of how to deal with 
a crisis. Your plan will include a process for 
identifying what a crisis looks like, the risks 
posed to your organisation, and the personnel 
who will deal with it.

It will define a chain of command, who will be 
the crisis co-ordinator and who will respond to 
media enquiries.
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The crisis plan provides a methodology 
for responding to a crisis and removes the 
guesswork and uncertainty that will naturally 
occur without one.

Once written, a crisis plan should be briefed 
to all staff in your company or organisation, so 
everyone knows their roles and what to do if a 
crisis situation occurs. This might be as simple 
as them alerting their manager and referring 
any media enquiries to the appointed person or 
agency.

The crisis plan should be reviewed on a regular 
basis to make sure it doesn’t become out of 
date. For example: updating personnel changes, 
highlighting new sensitivities within your industry 
or reallocating defined roles.
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Be alert

Crises usually occur because something has 
gone wrong. It may be that your company 
has done something wrong, or it may be an 
unfortunate set of circumstances that has 
unfolded. It could even be mistaken identity or 
a malicious social media campaign waged by a 
disgruntled ex-employee.

Whatever it is, a crisis is a threat to your 
organisation and its reputation.

It may be something huge that is obviously 
identifiable as a crisis or it might be something 
small that develops in to a crisis.
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You can never be sure who will be the first 
person in the business to become aware that a 
crisis is developing – quite possibly the person 
who first encounters it might not identify it as 
such. But eventually (this may take minutes, 
hours or days) it will grow to a size that someone 
will call it.

Then you need to put your plan into action.
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Act fast - 
but get your facts 

together first

How you respond to a crisis is absolutely crucial 
in saving you both time and money, and, most 
importantly, safeguarding the reputation of your 
company.

The slower you are to respond, the bigger the 
crisis becomes and the more damage is done.

But don’t ‘shoot from the hip’. It’s essential to 
get all of the facts – What’s happened? Why has 
it happened? What’s the severity of the issue? 
Who’s affected? Has the issue been resolved 
(can it be resolved/when will it be resolved)? 
What action have you/will you put in place to 
prevent it happening again? What remedy are you 
proposing to help people affected?
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And it’s essential to gather these facts quickly, 
because once you start to get media interest or 
reports start to spread on social media, the clock 
is ticking and, if you don’t provide the answers 
people are wanting, you either look like you don’t 
care or you don’t know what you’re doing.
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Be empathetic

Your response will depend to some extent on 
the nature of the crisis. Even if your company or 
organisation has done nothing wrong, don’t just 
dismiss an issue that’s been raised.

Acknowledge it, show that you take such matters 
seriously, show empathy for people affected. 
Then you can make a response that minimises 
the negative impact on your company.

If it’s a spurious allegation with absolutely no 
merit, you can make this point, but in a calm, 
measured tone and be absolutely certain that 
you have exhaustively checked the facts and 
have proof – denying something, then having 
to about turn will lose you any credibility in an 
instant.
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If your company has acted correctly, but 
someone is not happy with the outcome and 
has ‘gone to the press’, it’s still important to 
acknowledge their sense of injustice or loss and 
to show empathy, before sensitively explaining 
your position.

In the world of PR and the public, being in the 
right doesn’t always mean you are in the right. 
Sometimes there’s a sense of fairness or morality 
that makes people side against you, especially 
if you are a large company and people perceive 
that you are bullying.
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Say what you’re 
doing about it

If your organisation is ‘bang to rights’ at 
fault, apologise, but accompany this with an 
explanation of what you have done/will do to 
correct things and/or make recompense. 

Also explain what you have done/will be doing to 
prevent such incidences happening in the future.

Don’t get too involved in detail or overcomplicate 
your answer. Any confusion caused may be seen 
as you trying to wriggle out of your obligations.
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Choose your 
spokesperson wisely

If you have to give an interview to broadcast 
media, put forward the most senior person who 
is also adept at conducting such interviews, 
maybe because of their natural demeanour. 
This might not be the CEO. 
Select someone tactful to 
break the news to the CEO.

DO NOT use someone 
who has not undertaken 
media training – they are 
vulnerable to being picked 
apart by the interviewer.

DO make sure they thoroughly 
prepare answers to possible questions and have 
a complete understanding of the situation and 
agreed actions going forwards.
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If you’d like an informal discussion on putting 
together a crisis plan or to explore how to get 
your PR working harder for you, email us at 
prworks@trianglepr.co.uk or call 0161 938 8155.



114 Timber Wharf, 32 Worsley Street, Manchester M15 4NX
t: +44 (0) 161 938 8155
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