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From a public relations standpoint, there 
is a right and wrong way to face a crisis, 
whether it’s internal or external, like the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

Your messages, no matter how well-
intended, have the potential to be 
perceived as using a disaster for personal 
gain. Decisions your company makes in 
the midst of a crisis will follow you, even 
after the crisis is over.

Developing a PR crisis playbook is 
fundamental for ensuring your company’s 
safety and security when unexpected 
events take place. This guide will help 
you be prepared for the next crisis, no 
matter what it is.

“It takes twenty years 
to build a reputation 

and five minutes to 
ruin it. If you think 

about that, you’ll do 
things differently.” 

— Warren Buffett 
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This is your dream team and go-to group of communicators 
and action takers who will implement an action plan. You 
will need three kinds of people in this team ready to act, 
according to your unique situation. 

Crisis management chair: This person should come from a 
leadership position in your company. Think CEO or trusted 
second-in-command. You need one person from a high level 
of credibility to speak to what your company truly wants. 
This person will act as the shot-caller when decisions need 
to be made quickly. Once your crisis team has assembled 
and an action plan is in place, your crisis chair will bring the 
group consensus to the other members of leadership at the 
company and act as communicator between management 
and others. 

Subject matter experts: These two or three other members 
of the crisis management team should come from public 
relations or communications backgrounds. It’s also helpful to 
have SEO or web development experience in this role. These 
people will be your go-between for media communications 
and social media content. These are your writers, your 
organizers, and your thought leaders for message 
development and implementation. 

Your account manager: If your company partners with a third-
party marketing firm or advertising agency, it’s essential that 
the account manager for that outside company is part of the 
crisis team. This person has had a long-standing relationship 
with the business and can bring a different perspective to the 
effort, and help ensure brand continuity. Even if their only role 
is to act as a sounding board, they will need to be in the loop 
for every single action that your team decides to take. 

Assemble Your Crisis Management Team 
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Have contact info ready: The last thing you would want is to 
have a PR challenge occur while your team is scrambling to 
find cell phone numbers and email addresses. Long before 
you need to implement crisis management strategies, have 
your contact information for your stakeholders close and 
ready at all times. 

Plan communication with your leadership: You’ll want to 
create a channel of communication (whether in email or 
otherwise) directly to your company leadership. This channel 
will enable you to inform leadership of every decision that is 
made and what you plan on communicating to stakeholders 
before any moves are made. Even if your leadership doesn’t 
plan to step in and make any changes, give them an 
opportunity to weigh in. 

Custom fit messaging for your stakeholders: While the 
messaging you share with your company leadership 
doesn’t need to be perfectly polished, every single piece of 
information handed to stakeholders needs to have a strong 
sense of your company’s urgency to fix the current issue, 
a reminder of how important their support throughout this 
ordeal is, and a promise to keep them in communication with 
a single-point-of-contact from your team, assigned by you. 

Build Your Contact Lists
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Any crisis can send shockwaves of fear throughout your 
company and your customers, but the nature of the crisis 
determines your response. Most crises can be broken down 
into internal or external situations. An internal crisis could 
mean a stronger, immediate response with personal apologies 
from your management whereas an external crisis like a 
natural disaster means an action plan to help your community 
and updates on changes in regular business hours. 

Here are some examples: 

External Crisis: This would be a natural, technological, or 
sudden crisis such as a pandemic like COVID-19, a hurricane, 
or a outsider hacker taking your systems hostage. Situations 
like these require clear communication and updates to your 
core audience with messaging that informs and sympathizes 
regarding any inconveniences that may result from the 
situation. 

Internal Crisis: This would be a situation causing outrage or 
confrontation within your company that could do lasting, 
sizable damage. For example, a disgruntled employee files 
a lawsuit or starts a PR offensive against your organization, 
an employee accidentally makes a scandalous post on your 
company’s social platform, or a significant workplace accident.

While the situations may differ in severity and the level of 
damage they could cause your company, every crisis deserves 
a carefully planned and implemented approach. It’s important 
to keep the severity of the situation in mind to adjust your 
tone and urgency in your messaging later. 

Identify the Different Kinds of Crises
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4. Create a dark page. Before a crisis hits, your company 
should create a page that is not live within your website. 
This can later be used as a landing page for press releases, 
video statements and hourly updates. This way, your link 
can be shared to all other social accounts and direct your 
audience back to your own messaging instead of news 
coverage or outside opinions.

This is the first place you will be sending your emergency 
messaging. These days many PR crises BEGIN on social 
media. Here are the first steps you will want to take: 

1. Stop all content posting immediately. If your company 
uses an automatic posting system like Later or has a team 
member posting from a preplanned content schedule 
— STOP. The post you planned with a picture of a dog 
on a desk cracking a joke about Mondays is no longer 
appropriate and your audience could become angry that 
you aren’t appreciating the gravity of the situation. Ensure 
your playbook identifies specific steps to halt all social 
media interaction the second your PR crisis hits. 

2. Redirect your content. This is the time to post an 
acknowledgment: “More information coming...we are 
aware of this unfortunate situation.” Even if you have not 
compiled a full-thought-out statement, it is better to say 
SOMETHING rather than nothing. Especially if the situation 
will interrupt regular company functions and could 
possibly affect customers. 

3. Prepare content for different scenarios. Keep spare 
content for the possibility of a crisis archived at all times. 
This content can be a generic: “We appreciate your 
patience and consideration in these times.” You might 
also offer to open communication with anyone who 
needs answers — this communication needs to go to your 
PR subject expert in the crisis team who should have a 
statement prepared for any situation. 

Execute Social Media Strategy 
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This is a crucial step, especially when dealing with an internal 
crisis, that will need to be managed by all members of your 
team. These days the media is more than just print and TV 
news. Every blogger, Yelp reviewer, and Facebook account 
holder now has the power to ‘report’ in real time. Gone are 
the days when you could simply watch the news and wait for 
things to blow over. Your team must keep a pulse on online 
content related to your company. Here are some steps to 
follow when assigning responsibilities to your team: 

24/7 Brand Alerts for All Platforms: This means setting 
Google Alerts for as many categories as you find relevant. The 
alerts let the user know when it finds new results that match 
selected search terms. Some options are news, blogs, videos, 
discussion or — the recommended option — everything. Why 
risk missing a beat? During the first week of any crisis you 
want to make sure these alerts are sent for everything and all 
the time. Alerts can be set to only send notifications once a 
day or once a week (don’t let your team make that mistake). 

Answering Online Comments: It is likely that communication 
with your audience will happen in user-generated content 
areas like Google reviews or Instagram comments. Appoint 
someone on your team to engage with those comments. 
It is key to respond to comments within an hour — while 
immediate answers to questions are not necessary, timely 
acknowledgment of the comment is ideal. Responding to 
comments should not include defensive language or efforts 
to set the record straight. If someone is kicking your company 
in the gut online, the response need only acknowledge their 
feedback, thank them for their input, and invite them to 
address their concerns directly through a proposed channel 
like email or phone call.

 
Customer:  
“I purchased this item and it’s fallen to pieces! Nothing like 
what I ordered — very disappointed.”  

Your team:  
“Hi (insert commenter’s name) I’m very sorry to hear that. 
Our team here at ______ is dedicated to making this right. My 
name is Becky, please contact me at (phone or email) at your 
earliest convenience so we can discuss how to resolve this 
situation. Thank you!”

 

This level of immediate dialogue shows the public that 
your company is credible, empathetic and dedicated to a 
resolution. 

Broadcast Alerts: Hand this responsibility to a member of 
your crisis management team. Depending on the size and 
scale of both your company and the situation, determine 
what levels of media you should be watching: national 
coverage, local coverage, live social coverage, etc. You can 
also use software to scan closed captioning for mentions 
on national and local broadcast TV, that way you know 
what is happening on multiple channels across your target 
audience’s viewing possibilities. 

Media Monitoring 
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When dealing with an internal crisis, your team should have 
close talks with company leaders to find out if an apology 
is necessary and how best to release one. For example, an 
airline that is handling an incident involving injuries should not 
be overly concentrated on the facts; the audience will read 
that as cold and calculating. While the timeline of the incident 
and contributing factors may not be readily available or 
appropriate to share publicly, it’s often more important to first 
communicate regret and compassion. 

This is one of the most important details to your crisis 
approach — exactly what you say and how you say it. If 
communication shows too little concern, your audience 
and stakeholders could lose respect and trust. When crisis 
management is handled with the right tone and productive 
language, companies not only avoid damage and fallout down 
the road, but they also have the opportunity to increase their 
credibility and build loyalty. 

Show constant care and empathy: When creating your first 
press release you want to make sure the first sentences 
are respectful, sincere and empathetic. Communicate to 
your customers and stakeholders that you understand the 
gravity of the situation, you’ll keep communication open and 
transparent, and you are not making excuses. 

Messaging Tone 
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With a step-by-step approach to build your crisis response 
strategy, you’ll next want to dive into the best practices list for 
how to implement your tools.

1. Immediate action: When you appoint your PR crisis team 
chair, it is this person’s job to make the first move. Take 
one of your archived generic posts, tailor it to the situation 
on hand, and IMMEDIATELY blast on either social media or 
to stakeholders via email or other communication. The first 
step is an agreed-upon first move that prevents the public 
from awaiting your company’s address to the problem. 

2. The first 48 rule: Within the first 48 hours, your 
stakeholders, audience and entire company should be 
aware of the problem and have seen or received two 
materials addressing the situation. The recommended 
materials are one press release and one video statement. 

3. Silence is not golden: The ‘wait this out’ method is not a 
successful model for companies. When the public does 
not hear from you, they’re likely to speak on your behalf, 
and the result is likely to be unflattering. Speak up, speak 
often, and answer questions. 

4. Remember the goal: Your one true goal is to maintain 
trust and transparency with those who connect with 
your business. This applies both outside and within your 
company. Mistakes happen; what sets your company apart 
is how you respond in hard situations. While the situation 
may be unexpected and undesirable, use the opportunity 
to control the dialogue and show what your company 
stands for.

PR Crisis Best Practices 



1 0© 2020, RedRover Sales & Marketing Strategy   speak@redrovercompany.com   redrovercompany.com

Conclusion

PR  CR IS IS  PLAYBOOK

A PR crisis is not the end of the road. 
With a carefully implemented crisis plan, 
your company can feel ready to take on 
whatever comes its way and may even 
find itself stronger than ever on the other 
side! Be prepared and resolute. When 
a crisis does present, your company’s 
measured response will encourage trust 
among your employees and stakeholder 
audience. Times of crisis show one’s 
true colors; remain future-focused and 
execute a crisis plan that reflects the 
image by which you’d want the company 
to be known. 



RedRoverCompany.com

Speak@redrovercompany.com

+1 (901) 266-2662


