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The Trends & Environment of Crisis 
Communications in 2015 and Beyond 

 

Julie Murphy 



What Hasn’t Changed: Cardinal Rules 

Accept Responsibility 
Be Proactive & Get Ahead 

Show Empathy 
Be Open & Honest 

Prepare & Train 
Be Accessible 

Be Ethical 
Address Vulnerabilities 

Public Interest over Self Interest  
 



What Has Changed: Everything Else 

So you see what someone posted about 
you just now? That’s a typical case when 
you need to respond quickly to prevent  
a social media disas--...Whoops, too late. 



Today’s Newsroom Environment 

Who can report the FASTEST and LOUDEST? 

• Layoffs and paycuts = fewer fact checkers 

• Speed + inexperience = errors 

• Blogs + social media = Journalists  
fighting for survival 

 



Amazon: NYT Abusive Workplace Editorial 



Rise of the Unqualified “Thought Leader” 

• Celebrities have huge influence  
on issues, despite expertise 

• “Citizen journalism” 

• Crisis spreads analogous to  
“Telephone” game 

• Negative and haughty  
environment 

 



Study Linking Red Meat to Cancer 



Final Thoughts & Considerations 

• We’re Global: There is no localized crisis (Chipotle) 

• Tiny Paper Cuts: Crisis doesn’t have to be catastrophic, your 
reputation can suffer from multiple “mini” incidents 

• Social Media as a Tool: You can use it to your advantage, too 

• Build Your Presence: A comprehensive presence can help 
minimize crisis 

• Hypothetical Scenarios: Brainstorm and categorize worst-case 

 



 

Best Practices & Methodology for 
Today’s Crisis Communications 

 

Tara Mullins 



A Crisis Takes Many Forms 



“A lot of people are sometimes too slow to act or       

they could think they’re making too much of this too 

soon.  But it’s better to be safe than sorry, better to   

be proactive and really get ahead of what’s going on, 

as opposed to letting the issue drive the news.” 

-- Jennifer Risi 



Managing “Negative” News:  

A Crisis Management Playbook 

Preparation 
(Message/ material development, resource/asset 

mapping) 

Recommendation & Communication 
(Determine action plan, tailor, leverage third parties) 

Monitoring & Identification 

Track 
(Implement communication plan, continuous team 

communication, analyze message impact) 

Assessment 
(Validate, identify additional materials needed, increase 

monitoring) 

Review & Adjust Incident Response 
(Communicate to stakeholders, monitor/correct 

inaccuracies, revise messaging as needed) 



10 Commandments of Crisis Management 

Team members must be notified 

immediately of the incident.  

PR team to draft relevant messages and 

corresponding statement in addition to     

appropriate talking points.  

The predetermined spokesperson and, 

when necessary, back-up spokespersons 

are the only people authorized to be 

quoted.  

PR team and client are aligned and stick 

to      media communication plan. 

Press conferences are not an efficient or 

effective way to communicate to key 

audiences in a crisis situation around the 

world.  

PR team will facilitate interviews for the 

spokespersons with media. 

Statements developed by the PR team 

will serve to mitigate the crisis while 

reinforcing the leadership role of the 

client.  

Information will be distributed in a timely 

fashion  

and regularly until the issue passes. 

Every communication opportunity will 

emphasize the actions that are being 

taken to address the situation and be 

integrated into related projects underway 

for the client. 

PR team to provide daily news updates in 

tone       of media coverage to client. 
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Timeline of Crisis Protocol 

ACTION STEPS 

 Message 

development 

 Materials 

development 

 Resource 

and asset 

mapping 

 Monitoring 

 Identification 

 Validate 

situation 

 Determine 

course of 

action 

 Tailor 

messages 

 Increase 

monitoring 

frequency 

 Identify 

additional 

needs 

 Talk with 

additional 

stakeholders 

 Release 

additional 

information to 

media 

 Arrange client 

interviews 

with reporters 

 Monitor for,  

and correct, 

inaccuracies 

 Implement 

program 

- Release 

known 

information  

- Engage 

journalists  

- Seed 

information 

in online 

space  

 Leverage 

third-parties 

 Hold morning 

and afternoon 

meetings to 

review 

progress 

 Analyze 

impact of 

messaging 

and revise as 

appropriate 

PREPARATION + 1 HOUR + 3 HOURS + 12 HOURS ONGOING 



Crisis Communication Blueprint 

Vulnerability  

Audit 

Influencer 

Audit 

Tabletop  

Exercises 

THREAT IDENTIFIED 

 Communications Team alerted 

Issues & Crisis Response Team 

engaged at communications level 

Level of risk and possible  

escalation assessed 

Initial mitigation/resolution begins including 

communication materials 

Communications initiated with  

stakeholders – as needed 

IF FURTHER  

ESCALATION 

Engage Issues & Crisis Response Team at 

tactical and strategic levels 

Begin gathering additional information  

and deploy crisis plan 

While tactical level resolves crisis,  

strategic level manages resources  

and clears obstacles 

Initiate stakeholder comms 

Monitor & Adjust 

Resolution & Recovery process. Comms Team 

shares steps taken and new controls created. 

IF NO FURTHER ESCALATION 



Crisis Communication Blueprint 
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Tier 4 

Tier 3 

Tier 2  

1.  Draft custom messaging & materials 

2.  Monitor for, and correct, inaccuracies 

3.  Escalate as needed 

1. Draft custom messaging. 

2. Develop additional material 

3. Release material to media subset 

4. Engage with subset of online & offline 
influencers 

5. Monitor for, and correct, inaccuracies 

 

1. Draft custom messaging 

2. Develop additional material including 
statement, fact sheet, etc. 

3. Release materials to the press 

4. Conduct interviews 

5. Engage with online influencers 

6. Conduct outreach to offline influencers 

7.  Monitor for, and correct, inaccuracies 
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   Media/Ogilvy 

    Investment 

   Corporate 

Tier 1: Immediate Response Required/Follow Interim Protocol 

Vulnerability  

Audit 

Influencer 

Audit 

Tabletop  

Exercises 
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Preparation  

 



Red Threat Level 

High influence, high threat. 

 

Issue of significant relevance  

that many stakeholders must work 

together to address immediately.  

Appropriate team depending on triggers/facts to assess scope with Crisis Support Team. Incidents 

assessed based on potential impact to reputation and likelihood that worst-case outcome could happen.  

Crisis Assessment Model 

0 

Low Impact 

15 

High Impact 

0 15 
Low 

Probability 

High  

Probability 

Yellow Threat Level 

Moderately influential, moderately 

threatening. 

 

Has high potential to spread and 

should be addressed by core team. 

Green Threat Level 

Low influence, low threat 

 

Small issue that can be handled 

exclusively by communications 

teams. 



Scope Assessment Scorecard 

Impact 

Criteria Sample Questions Score on a scale of 1 (low) to 5 

(high) 

Relevance Is this uniquely relevant to my brand? 

Reputation To what degree could this permanently damage my 

brand’s reputation? 

Economic What is the severity of the potential financial loss? 

Operations To what extent will this impede our ability run critical aspects 

of our ability to deliver services or our stakeholders’ ability to 

do business? 

People To what degree is health or safety at risk? 

Probability 

Criteria Sample Questions Score on a scale of 1 (low) to 5 

(high) 

Opposition How likely are third-parties to use this against us?  

Credibility How credible are the sources of negative information? 

Reach How likely is this information to spread?  

Trend Could this suggest a pattern of misbehavior or failure?  

Topicality Are stakeholders likely to view this as a significant concern 

now? 

 



Scope Checklist 

Responsible team and Crisis Support Team evaluates to determine potential 

scope of issue 

Scope Determining Factors 

Low 

 Likely to be contained to one location 

 Affects perceptions of small number of stakeholders 

 Could raise some questions from media  

 Likely to spur external inquiries 

Medium 

 Legal implications  

 Involves variety of stakeholders 

 Threat to relationships with tourism sector stakeholders or partners 

 Chance of significant negative media attention 

High 

 Significant health and safety at risk 

 Could have significant impact on operations or reputation 

 Chance of significant legal action 

 Chance of significant, negative financial impact 



Response Framework 

Response escalates according to scope and should be reviewed by responsible team and 

Crisis Support Team 

Scope Determining Factors 

Low 

 

• Inform team.  

• Respond to queries through most appropriate channel. 

• Check with relevant internal teams to assess resonance of the issue. 

• Organize regular monitoring to watch for spread. 

Medium 

 

 

• Complete all green-flag level actions as necessary. 

• Organize reporting and monitoring. 

• All teams potentially affected on high alert. 

• Inform affected stakeholders and provide regular updates. 

• Disseminate pertinent statements to relevant media and across relevant 

channels.  

• Alert internal employees, stakeholders and partners and arm them with 

responses. 

High 

 

• Consider leveraging all communication channels in response:  

• Stakeholder relations 

• Internal communications 

• Outreach to affected communities and audiences 

• Social media 

• Search engine marketing 

• Traditional media 

• Website updates  

• Multimedia content creation and promotion 



Audience Assessment Worksheet 

Responsible team and Crisis Support Team use to evaluate possible reaction/needs of target 

audiences 

Audience Worst-case 

Reaction 

Most 

Likely 

Reaction 

Desired 

Reaction 

 

Information Needs 

(for instance, data, third-

party audit) 

Strategy 

Employees 

Private Sector 

Partners 

Vendors 

Government 

MICE / B2B 

Media 

General 

Public in 

Inbound 

Markets 



Seamless Media Monitoring 

2

4 

Employ a ‘follow the sun’ model to ensure 24/7/365 monitoring during a crisis utilizing a global 

network 



Our Work in Action 





Ogilvy PR have been supporting the client for over six years now, our 
campaigns have had a strong global impact.   

As a result of the UK team’s work at World Travel Market, for example, 
Brazil was the front page story of WTM’s show daily three years in a row.  
In Germany, the campaign generated extensive media coverage in 
key newspapers, consumer and trade media such as Die Welt, 
Süddeutsche Zeitung, Bild.de, Stern.de, Focus.de and Holiday & Lifestyle 

In addition, positive media coverage generated went in line with a 
12.1% increase of visitors between 2009 (215,595) and 2011 (241,739) 

WORLD TRAVEL MARKET  

ENSURING BRAZIL STANDS OUT AT 

27 

NATIONWIDE 

XXXX  xxxxxx 

An integrated team across Ogilvy & Mather, Ogilvy PR and Social@Ogilvy 
worked with Nationwide to develop a cause program focused on reducing 
preventable childhood accidents, the #1 killer of kids in the U.S. The 
program, Make Safe Happen, launched in January 2015 with tools for 
caregivers including an interactive website and mobile app. Meant to raise 
awareness and influence behavior change around child home safety, 
Make Safe Happen entered the national arena with an advertising 
campaign at Super Bowl XLIX. With mixed reaction to the ad across media 
and social media outlets, Ogilvy PR enacted a strategic plan to 
demonstrate program substance, including securing media coverage with 
TIME and Wall Street Journal Live. A CNN behind-the-scenes look at the 
ad’s creative elements also provided needed context. In the second 
program phase, Ogilvy developed an Advisory Council made up of 
medical experts, national and local safety organizations and parents to 
demonstrate Nationwide’s ongoing commitment to the cause.  

NATIONWIDE 

Over the past year, an integrated Ogilvy team worked to implement 
a cause program focused on reducing preventable childhood 
accidents, the #1 killer of kids in the U.S.  The Make Safe Happen 
program entered the national arena with an advertising campaign 
at Super Bowl XLIX. Ogilvy PR created and executed a pre-strategy 
to manage Nationwide’s message “going into the game” [Fast 
Company, CNN International “Behind the Scenes”] while also 
creating a post-Super Bowl program focused on defending the 
creative and promoting the program’s substance, which resulted in 
national  media coverage in TIME, Wall Street Journal Live and New 
York Times. 

Turning the Advertising Model On Its Head  



Ogilvy PR have been supporting the client for over six years now, our 
campaigns have had a strong global impact.   

As a result of the UK team’s work at World Travel Market, for example, 
Brazil was the front page story of WTM’s show daily three years in a row.  
In Germany, the campaign generated extensive media coverage in 
key newspapers, consumer and trade media such as Die Welt, 
Süddeutsche Zeitung, Bild.de, Stern.de, Focus.de and Holiday & Lifestyle 

In addition, positive media coverage generated went in line with a 
12.1% increase of visitors between 2009 (215,595) and 2011 (241,739) 

WORLD TRAVEL MARKET  

ENSURING BRAZIL STANDS OUT AT 

28 

New Suez Canal – Egypt’s Gift to the World 

 On August 6, 2015, Ogilvy PR launched one of the largest 
infrastructure stories of the year and a major achievement for Egypt 
and President Abdel Fattah el-Sisi – the opening of the Suez Canal. 
Leveraging the power of Team WPP, the team created an integrated 
communications campaign spanning advertising, PR, social media 
and events. Engaging a senior global media team to handle global 
media relations as well targeted in-market support, resulted in 
bringing 100 + media to Cairo for the launch securing 5,000 pieces of 
coverage across major global, national, regional and wire outlets and 
garnering more than 7.5 billion media impressions. 

SUEZ CANAL AUTHORITY 





The Bottom Line 

Be PROACTIVE. 

No comment is NOT a comment. 

TAKE CONTROL of your own narrative and define it… 

If you don’t, someone else will.  



Scenario: The Texas Textbook Mom 

A student reading a geography textbook came across a 

caption on Page 126 about immigration that referred to 

Africans brought to American plantations between the 1500s 

and 1800s as “workers” rather than slaves.  He sent a 

photograph of the caption to his mother, along with a text 

message: “we was real hard workers, wasn’t we.” 

 

Their outrage over the textbook’s “whitewashing” sparked a 

social-media storm following the mother’s post on 

Facebook. Her followers demanded who was the publisher 

of the textbook and instantaneously long time education 

leader, McGraw-Hill was in the hot seat. 

 

What would you do?  

 

“The Atlantic Slave Trade between the 1500s and 1800s brought millions of workers from Africa to the 

southern United States to work on agricultural plantations.” The authors, on the page next to the map, 

wrote of “an influx of English and other European peoples, many of whom came as indentured servants to 

work for little or no pay,” but made no mention of how Africans came to the country. 




