A guide to
managing an
issue or crisis
affecting your
organisation
in 2020

Disclaimer:
The material contained in this document is intended as general information and as a general
reference. Please note that the material does not take into account any person’s particular
circumstances; legal, financial or otherwise.
Although all reasonable care has been taken in producing the information contained in this
document, it is of a general nature only.
It is not intended to provide comprehensive or specific advice. Nobody should solely rely on the
information contained in this material when making decisions.
We strongly recommend that you obtain professional advice on your individual requirements
before making a decision.
Alexander PR, their directors and employees do not accept any liability for the reliance by any
person on information contained in this document. The information contained within the
document may not be copied or reused without the written consent of Alexander PR.
For the most comprehensive analysis of how the changing landscape is affecting you, contact us
for more information.
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Understanding a
PR crisis
What is a crisis?
A PR crisis in an organisation can be broadly defined as the
perception of an unpredictable event that threatens
important expectations of stakeholders and can seriously
affect an organisation’s performance and reputation and
cause negative outcomes.

Crisis or Issue?
A crisis is the perception of an

A crisis may be caused by events within the organisation

unpredictable event that can seriously

(such as criminal activity or other wrongdoing by a senior

affect your organisation’s performance

leader/s); from without (a global pandemic or financial crisis
which directly affects the organisation); or a combination

and reptutation.

of both. External factors, poorly managed, can intensify
the negative effects for an organisation, its leaders and

An issue is an internal or external

stakeholders.

trend or condition which has the
potential to develop into a crisis if not

What is an issue?
A PR issue can be understood as an internal or external
trend or condition which has the potential to significantly
affect an organisation’s operations, including by developing
into a full-blown crisis if not well managed. An issue may
present either a threat to the organisation or an opportunity
to shape the issue to an advantage. The nature and timing
of the response to the issue can determine the threat/
opportunity calculus and be the difference in preventing or
mitigating the damage of a crisis.

3

well managed.
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Legal PR, issues and crisis expertise
Around half of Alexander PR’s work since our founding in 2005 has been in legal PR and issues
and crisis management. In both positive and negative times, we help businesses engage with
their internal and external stakeholders and fellow organisations, and work to protect and
enhance our clients’ reputations.
Legal PR is a specialist field and we are accustomed to dealing with lawyers and our clients’ key
legal advisers in relation to prospective or pending court action or legal issues which have
ramifications for individual or brand reputations.
Our expertise in legal PR means that for organisations facing a serious legal threat or an issue
that involves obtaining legal advice, we specialise in working alongside the legal fraternity to
ensure the overall PR messaging is properly managed and strategically rolled out to protect all
parties on all fronts, including directors and senior managers who may be personally drawn into
litigation or the subject of media speculation in relation to their legal position.
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Being ready for an issue or
crisis in 2020, step by step:
1. Set leadership up to be nimble.

2. Make sure all spokespeople are media-ready and well messaged.

3. Decide who is responsible for leading the crisis response.

4. Keep your communication channels updated and ready.

5. Audit your response plan regularly.

6. Do constant environment scanning.

7. Stay close to the people who matter.
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1. Set leadership up to be nimble.
If the culture of your company is to be one which responds well to crisis, leaders
need to be trained and ready to drop everything else at a moment’s notice to deal
with an emerging crisis.
This may mean leaving an important meeting, jumping on a plane or even
cancelling a holiday at a moment’s notice.
Make sure the key people in your business are briefed as to what constitutes
business NOT as usual and how they are expected (and empowered) to react.
They may need to make big decisions unilaterally or on the hop and need
pre-authorisation to do so.

2. Make sure all spokespeople are media-ready and well
messaged.
When the crisis hits, the company needs a voice, and whomever is speaking for
the business must be well prepared and properly supported. The first rule is to be
honest. The second is to put
people first. It is not an easy job, no matter how practiced you are.
The best PR crisis and media training is the kind that is done in advance of
necessity, and the people who will be held to account in a crisis are trained to
respond to tricky questions about a variety of acenarios.
The key is to imagine every crisis that could reasonably affect the business and
agree how it would be handled when a camera is pointed at one of the leaders of
the business.

3. Decide who is responsible for leading the crisis response.
Agree who will be the point person at any given time. If the CEO (or other
appointed crisis leader) is at the bach, on a long flight, in surgery or otherwise way
out of range for the critical first 24 hours, who is in charge? The company’s crisis
plan should always include a plan B (and even plan C) designate, and they must
be media-trained, fully messaged and properly supported as well.
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4. Keep your communication channels updated and ready.
The test is whether you can communicate clearly and directly with all stakeholder
groups within 30 minutes of the crisis being identified, and whether the messaging
is consistent across all those groups – which may be staff, customers/clients,
directors, media and the general public, and possibly across a wide geographic
area.
You will need to deploy mobile and email databases, instant messaging, social
media channels, Zoom/Skype or conference call facilities, and more. Check that all
that data is current, and that you have well-functioning systems for feeding in fresh
data and deleting anything no longer current.

5. Audit your response plan regularly.
It’s never about having a pile of files sitting on a few people’s desks. It’s more about
the muscle memory of how to reactive when it hits the fan. Who connects with
whom? Who takes what action? Companies have health and safety drills, fire drills
– but do your senior managers regularly leave their comfort zones and dedicate the
time to go through what each team and its leader/s would do under the stress of a
tricky issue or a crisis?
Forward-thinking boards/directors and leading companies have a risk matrix of the
top three issues that they are likely to face, they have a real-world plan for each
one, and they audit the plans regularly to keep them current.

6. Do constant environment scanning.
Determine what constitutes environment scanning for your business; is it
monitoring media for keywords, checking in regularly with certain stakeholders,
monitoring news, climate and financial reports for signs of volatility that could affect
your business?
Who on your team is responsible for this, who is the back-up in the event the key
person/s is not there, and who do they report to? How is the whole company
educated about environment scanning so they know to raise a flag if they spot
something of interest?
The key to effective scanning is training everyone to be aware of issues that are
relevant to the company, then ensuring they feel confident about speaking up – and
that the chain of command works well so the C-suite/board are brought in when
needed.
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7. Stay close to the people who matter.
There is a consumer expectation now that good companies invest in and
‘give back’ to the communities in which they operate.
This doesn’t need to amount to huge annual expenditure, but businesses
and their leaders do need to show goodwill, good faith and a sense of
responsibility as commercial operators. It goes beyond the simple
provision of goods and services.
Handling a crisis and coming out of it well depends in part on how close
you have remained to the communities in which your company operates.
Have you been in touch over the years when times were good? Do the
people in the community know the company’s leaders? When the chips
are down and questions are being asked about your company’s role in an
‘event’, relationships count for a lot.

When a crisis hits –
instructions for leaders
Unfortunate things can happen despite your best efforts.
When you get it wrong or something outside your control, but affecting your organisation,
has gone wrong:
•
Be truthful
•
Be factual; don’t offer personal opinion or be emotive, but show empathy for people
affected by a crisis or mounting issue
If negative media coverage is likely to accompany an issue for some time, ensure your
own impeccable behaviour first and foremost. It is the one thing you can control.
Get help from your communications/PR experts. Inform superiors and develop a recovery
plan. If a plan for the existing scenario exists – great. Review and ensure it is fully up to
date and adapted to the case at hand.

8

Guide to managing an issue or crisis

If you believe you or your colleague/s have made a mistake, don’t reflexively admit liability. It is one thing to express concern, quite another in legal terms to take the blame.
Check it out with the experts as a first priority.
If you and your colleagues do decide to accept responsibility, facing the truth and dealing
quickly with the problem is usually the best and quickest way to restore your organisation’s reputation. This is not always understood by lawyers. If you are taking decisive
action to deal with a problem make sure you advise the media that you are doing that.

When the media get it wrong:

•
•

Get someone else to read or hear the story – it might not be as bad as you think.
Discuss whether the error is important or merely embarrassing. If it’s the latter – let it
go.

If it’s a critical error by a journalist/s, take the following steps:

•
•
•
•
•
•
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Talk to your colleagues/advisors.
You (or someone on your behalf) call the reporter, point out the error, the ramifications
and express disappointment.
Try to broker another story to correct the error.
Make sure at least that the correct information is recorded so that it is not repeated in
future stories or syndicated – act quickly, this is important.
If this doesn’t work, go up the ladder – the chief reporter, the editor.
If all else fails seek legal advice – this is a last resort, but may be necessary in order
to safeguard your business reputationally and/or financially.
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Brief tips for dealing
with an unfolding crisis
Don’t

•

Be drawn into someone else’s timetable or media deadline if you feel ill prepared. If you need
time, state so clearly and take it. Tell the journalist when you will be able to provide a response

•

Get hung up on talking with media if it’s action on the ground in your organisation that’s needed
first. Explain later.

•

Lie or attempt to cover up or shift blame. Scapegoating is never a good tactic.

Do
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•

Advise your communications experts and other advisors, and work with them to triage the
situation – who needs to hear from which spokespeople in what order of importance, and with
what messages? If you have to source more information or speak to other experts, where is
that data coming from and how long will it take?

•

Admit to mistakes (after you have authorisation to do so) if you’re absolutely clear there is fault.
It’s the quickest way to restore good reputation.

•

Decide on how much fault exists first. If there are ‘grey’ areas still to be evaluated, say so.

•

Confine the media speaking role as tightly as possible – one person who is well prepared and
rehearsed with key messages and the relevant facts. Exceptions may be in cases where there
are multiple stakeholders to be briefed at once, and the team takes a ‘divide and conquer’
approach between two or three well-prepared, well-messaged people.

•

Keep your planning simple.

•

Decide who needs to be kept informed beyond media.

Guide to managing an issue or crisis

Media conventions
Off the record and no comment

Whether in a crisis or in settled times, it isn’t wise to speak ‘off the record’
unless you have a very good working relationship with a journalist. There is
a place for deep background which it is agreed will be un-attributable – but
be wary.
You might well develop a close professional relationship with individual
journalists over time, particularly if they are covering your ‘round’, the area
of activity they are regularly assigned to. The relationship can be very
beneficial to both parties but always maintain it as a professional
association. The journalist has a job to do and is not your friend.
If you cannot comment on an issue or an unfolding crisis, be upfront about
it. Tell the journalist you cannot share that information and why. The reasons
can be timing, confidentiality, insufficient information, not wanting to prolong
the media debate, not your area of expertise. Tell them you will give them
the information when you can. Be courteous but firm.
Always be realistic about your expectations with media coverage. Expect
balanced and fair coverage, but do not expect media to argue your case or
promote your cause. That’s advertising.
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Media doorstepping and what to do if it happens to you

There are strongly enforced conventions around media ‘doorsteps’, meaning reporters/
journalists have to try and make contact with the ‘talent’, or spokespeople before they arrive
unannounced on-site at a place of work.
Most respected media outlets observe these conventions, but occasionally, especially in
times of heightened awareness, subtle tactics can be used to get around it when journalists
believe there is strong public interest in a story they are investigating:
They can ring at unusual times (lunchtime, very early, late etc) hoping that no-one will
answer
They can ring main reception knowing/hoping the main ‘talent’ is busy/unavailable
They can ring main reception and be deliberately vague about who they are and what they
want
The aim of these tactics is to be able to accumulate a log of dates and times of their
calls and so be able to say they tried to make contact but weren’t able to and therefore
were‘forced’ to show up announced at the workplace.
In the rare case a reporter arrives unannounced at reception, the receptionist should always
assume that there is a hidden camera or recording device (again this is legal), but otherwise
simply do their jobs as usual and follow the above instructions as to asking the visitor to
identify themselves.
If the person introduces themselves as a reporter/journalist (or does so in response to the
receptionist’s questions), the receptionist should again follow the above instructions by
asking them to leave their contact details and questions and undertaking to pass them on to
the relevant person.
If the reporter/journalist insists, refuses to follow the requests or starts wandering around, the
receptionist should simply say:
I’m sorry, this is private property, I’m going to have to ask you to leave the premises.
The moment this request is made reporters/journalists are legally obliged to comply and will
normally always do so.

Note:
Simply saying the person they wish to speak to isn’t available doesn’t mean the reporter/
journalist has to leave – and normally they won’t. To get them to leave there has to be a clear
instruction that they have to leave.
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Handling phone enquiries
Everyone in a position to receive a call should be aware of an unfolding
issue/crisis and that journalists might be ringing.
As much as possible, every call should be answered and if anything
contentious is asked about (or even an unexpected request to speak to an
executive), the call-taker should clearly ask the identity of the person ringing
(including job title / media organisation), not give out any information and not
put the call through to the person requested.
Remember it is legal in New Zealand for anyone to record a phone call
without disclosing that fact to the other party.
No matter what the query, if it’s a reporter/journalist the call-taker should be
friendly and positive and simply say:
I’m sorry, I don’t know anything about this matter but if you leave your name,
number, media organisation and query, I’ll pass on your enquiry to the relevant person.
Even better is asking the caller to:
Send an email with your details and questions and I’ll make sure it gets to
the relevant person.

Are you currently dealing with or anticipating an organisational,
professional or reputational crisis, or is there an issue you’re concerned
about? Contact us for a confidential chat.
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Key points
•

Who’s calling?

•

Where do they work?

•

What do they want?

•

Who else are they talking to?

•

When is their deadline?

•

BUY TIME

•

Don’t be drawn into answering questions

•

Arrange to call back / ensure they get a response – media
enquiries should never be ignored, disregarded or met with ‘no
comment’
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About Alexander PR
and The Content Place
Alexander PR and The Content Place is a full service international PR and content marketing agency.
The team specialises in issues and crisis management, internal and external stakeholder engagement,
business to business comms and leveraging existing and digital media to enhance clients’ reputations
among consumers.
Having established a record of high performance, award-winning and maket-leading results since 2005,
Alexander PR combines conventional public relations and stakeholder expertise with forward-thinking
digital marketing and content strategy to help clients achieve their bottom-line objectives.
Alexander PR is the first PR agency in New Zealand to be accredited by Hubspot. We have extensive
experience in brand and company name changes.
With a sound understanding of what makes a multinational business succeed in the area of
communications, clients can be assured that Alexander PR will bring its specialist knowledge, strong
media relations, and profile-building experience to the partnership to achieve real, measurable results.
As a BCW affiliate we work closely with many international markets on mutual clients.
For general enquiries, email us on info@alexanderpr.co.nz, follow us on social or get in touch through
www.alexanderpr.co.nz.
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Contact our 24/7
business crisis team

Kate Alexander,
Corporate and Financial
Communications
E: kate@alexanderpr.co.nz
M: +64 27 244 6094
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Dwayne Alexander,
Global Practice Leader
E: dwayne@alexanderpr.co.nz
M: +64 21 324 463

