
How to Develop a Media Crisis  
Communications Plan



Media crisis communications should be at the heart of 
every organization’s planning strategy.  Every company and 
organization is in the public eye, so you cannot escape the 
scrutiny of the media, nor should you try.  Therefore, you must 
be prepared at all times for the full range of potentially negative 
media stories.  Today’s news cycle moves at light-speed with 
blogs, social networks, mobile communications, and the 24-hour 
cable news networks.  Now, it is more crucial than ever to plan for 
crises in advance, and be ready to respond swiftly and forcefully 
with your side of the crisis explanation to contain potentially 
devastating stories. 

It is always best when a mistake has been made to admit it 
up front, and begin doing whatever possible to re-establish 
credibility and confidence with internal and external 
audiences.  This may be difficult for senior management to 
do, but the long-term implications of not following a well 
developed Media Crisis Communications Plan might be 
unsurvivable.

This media crisis communications plan will provide a generic, 
basic outline for any organization to consider in preparation 
for a future crisis.  As with any plan, you will have to adjust it  
to meet the current situation.  It is not intended to answer all 
questions, nor provide all of the necessary items you will need 
to consider when the next crisis hits, but it is a great place  
to start.

5 Key Steps in preparing your Media 
Crisis Communications Plan:

1. Prepare in advance: Develop a  
Crisis Communications Plan

In preparation for any crisis, a company must explore a range 
of possible scenarios - from the best case to the worst case.  In 
a crisis situation, the choice is usually between being on the 
defensive, or taking the offensive posture.  It’s always best to 
be on the offensive; however, this must be clarified among 
stakeholders early, to avoid confusing both inside and outside 
members, and to avoid sending mixed messages to the media 
and other interested parties.

Part of developing your plan is making a list of the four 
engagement groups that you will be communicating with 
during most crises. These four groups are: your colleagues, 
customers, constituents, and your community. Each of 
these different groups will want a different perspective on 
the situation, different information, and will have different 
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A “crisis” is any situation potentially threatening the integrity or 
reputation of your company, which is often brought about by 
adverse or negative media attention.  These situations can be any 
kind of legal dispute, theft, accident, fire, flood, or other natural 
or manmade disaster.  It can also be a situation where in the eyes 
of the media, or general public, your company did not react to 
one of the above situations in an appropriate manner - what is 
often referred to as the “second crisis”.  This crisis definition is not 
all encompassing, but rather is designed to give you an idea of 
the types of situations where you may need to follow this crisis 
communications plan.  If handled correctly, the damage can be 
minimized.  One thing to remember: it is crucial in a crisis to tell it 
all, tell it fast, and tell the truth.  If you do this, you have taken the 
first giant step to minimizing the situation. The end goal is to put 
the media to work for you, not against you.
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questions. Not fully considering who the main groups are may 
mean you might inadvertently not cover all the bases in the heat 
of a crisis. Each of these four groups can be powerful influencers 
on your organization’s health and reputation, so you definitely 
want to keep them in the loop.

Part of your initial plan needs to determine or create a designated 
Crisis Communications Center. Depending on the severity of 
the potential crises your organization may face, you may need 
to consider an off-site location where the media and other 
engagement groups can readily interface with your organization. 
During the middle of a serious crisis, your main facilities may be 
too dangerous or even cordoned off.

Your Crisis Communication Center must be able to handle 
both internal and external crisis communication needs. Invest 
in equipment, technology, security, etc. to make sure your 
communication channels are there when you need them.

2. Determine key decision-makers  
and media-train spokespersons  
in advance

Every company has a command structure, but how this 
structure functions during a crisis must be clarified with all the 
stakeholders, particularly the communications department.   
A crisis can hit at any time, and a company needs to determine 
secondary command structures in case key decision-makers 
are unavailable at the time a crisis occurs.  Companies need 
to decide which situations warrant which spokespersons,  
and plan accordingly.

When your Crisis Communication Team has been determined, 
take time to have facilitated table-top sessions simulating 
a variety of potential scenarios and how the team would 
handle the various communication responses with various 
engagement groups.

3. Prepare and drill key messages  
and talking points

Regardless of a crisis communications situation, companies 
should strive to communicate consistent and clear messages 
throughout all of their communications - ranging from 
printed materials such as annual reports and websites to 
speeches, presentations and press releases.  In most scenarios, 
a company can (and should) continue to communicate 
their key messages throughout the crisis.  Underscoring an 
organization’s key messages, particularly under the potential 
glare of the media spotlight, can help minimize damage by 
maintaining a consistent message across all communications.

Your Crisis Communications Team can also pre-assemble 
information that will be most commonly disseminated  
or requested during a crisis, such as organization information, 
key contacts, maps, diagrams, illustrations, marketing 
collaterals, etc.

4. Prepare to use technological  
capacity and tools

Websites, email and other digital media tools can be 
employed to help contain a crisis, and also work to minimize 
it.  In planning for a crisis, a company should consider what 
scenarios would prompt an update on its website, or which 
scenarios might prompt an official “statement” to be released 
to media via email, or if social media & networking sites can 
be employed. Again, your Crisis Communication Team needs 
to practice and simulate various drills about how they would 
respond to potential crisis situations using a variety of media  
and technology.

5. Remember your staff
One of the most overlooked, yet important, crisis 
communication audiences is a company’s own staff.  A thorough 
crisis communications plan must always include informing a 
company’s employees of any developments, and to keep them 

Talon Challenge participants build confidence and quick thinking by 
practicing being interviewed by media reporters for a scenario crisis.



abreast of the company’s point of view.  Staff morale is always 
a crucial issue during a crisis, as well as how they communicate 
to friends and family about any issues facing an organization.   
To keep staff morale from declining during a crisis, it is crucial to 
keep them well informed as much as possible.

Another aspect of crisis communications that is often overlooked 
is that the news media will be deliberately looking for any 
opportunity to talk to employees of your organization that are 
not the spokesperson; they are hoping to hit some dirt or inside 
scoop. Make sure your employees and constituents are instructed 
on where to redirect all media questions and inquiries to. This 
helps create a consistent, unified message during a crisis, and 
greatly reduces conflicting information.

Don’t wait for the crisis to hit to begin 
planning - it’s too late.
Organizations that don’t plan for crises in advance are often 
caught unprepared.  In a rush to react or respond to probing 
media inquiries, they risk making mistakes that can damage 
the organization’s reputation and worse.  Advance planning, 

regardless of the size of the organization, can help to save 
their reputation during the most strained and difficult times.  
In some cases, if handled in the right manner, a serious crisis 
can become an opportunity to showcase a company’s core 
beliefs and strengths - which may just result in a more positive 
reputation.  

Remember that your media and communication response will 
in many ways be just as important as the crisis itself - because 
that is what your engagement groups see.  The old Boy Scout 
motto “be prepared “ has new meaning when it comes to 
dealing with the media in any situation, and especially during 
a crisis. Remember, the end goal is to put the media to work for 
you - not against you.

This document presents general issues you need to consider 
when developing your media crisis communications plan.  
Every crisis will present its own set of unique challenges.  
Any media communications plan will have to be individually 
tailored for your company after a thorough review of your 
media strategy and the specific crisis situation.
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A B O U T  T H e  T A L O N  C H A L L e N g e
The TALON Challenge is a 2.5 day crisis scenario-based executive learning experience, co-led by former 
Secret Service, Homeland Security, FBI, and military crisis subject matter experts.  Via real-time crisis 
simulations played out in realistic, high-pressure scenarios, executive leadership teams hone their 
collective skills in how to effectively lead within a crisis.  Through a strategic alliance with The Ropella 
Group, an international executive search, consulting and leadership transformation firm, Dr. Jim 
brings the Talon Challenge to top corporate retreat sites and destination resorts across the country.  
Contact us for more details at 850-983-4997
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