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Are you ready for 
your next crisis? 

A guide to preparing your crisis 
communication plan 

By Richard Peel
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It’s not ‘if ’, it’s ‘when’ 
Pre-COVID-19, 69% of companies experienced a crisis in the last 
five years. It’s a fact that the larger the company, the greater 
exposure it has to risk. Companies with over 5,000 employees 
experience, on average, one crisis per year. That’s according to a 
study by PwC last year. 
  
I write this as my colleagues, clients and partners adjust their 
organisations to life during the Coronavirus pandemic. From a 
professional point of view, never has strong crisis communications 
been so relevant. From my perspective, threats have been 
appearing with greater frequency. Cyber-security breaches, service 
disruption, product safety and employee matters are just some of 
the issues we’ve worked on with our clients in the last couple of 
years. 
  
We can not understate the cost of these crises. But as PR 
professionals, we have a job to do: help navigate our organisations 
and clients back into recovery.

During these moments, speed is critical, an organisation’s 
reputation is tested, and the consequences of failure range from 
loss of earnings, through to the collapse of the organisation, not to 
mention the potential negative impact on the physical or mental 
wellbeing of those involved. This is where your crisis 
communication plan comes into play. 

  
At Fanclub we work with one of the best minds in crisis 
management: Richard Peel. Richard spent 11 years at BBC News, 
heading its communications and marketing, and managing 
everything from terrorist death threats to senior executives to 
fundamental attacks on the existence of the news broadcaster. 
Since then, he’s led on comms for organisations ranging from 
Camelot to Ofcom. He’s had experience in crisis communications 
across a range of sectors - from health and media to technology 
and charity. 

We’ve turned to Richard to help our clients adopt best practice in 
preparing for and managing crises; his advice is captured in this 
whitepaper. 

We hope that you can utilise some of this valuable insight, so that 
you can focus on the opportunity that crises can reveal; primarily, 
the opportunity to build reputations. In these moments, 
organisations that act in the interest of their customers, and 
communicate this well, can recover up to three times more quickly 
than their peers, according to a study by Kantar Worldpanel. 

In the words of Winston Churchill: “Don’t let a good crisis go to 
waste”. 

Adrian Ma
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1. Preparing for a crisis: 
Ideally, way before you hit crisis mode, you’ll have prepared for any 
potential disasters in your business. This is achieved through 
brainstorming, hypotheticals and case histories.  

This process enables you to: 
‣ Identify potential threats 
‣ Learn lessons from previous company crises 
‣ Monitor areas of risk on your risk register 
‣ Prepare and define key information in advance 
‣ Keep crisis management at the forefront of company 

business 
Do this as a starting point and you may realise that some of the 
situations are preventable by simply modifying existing 
methods of operation. You can also begin to think about 
possible responses and about best-case/worst-case scenarios.  

Media training 

You should have media-trained key spokespeople, so that in a 
crisis you immediately have individuals to call on when there 
are requests for radio, tv and press interviews.  

Matching a potential spokesperson's skills with their assignments, as a 
member of the crisis communications team, is critical. Some 
spokespersons may naturally excel at all forms of crisis communications. 
Equally, the CEO might not be the right person for the job or may best be 
deployed for one form of communication rather than across all channels.  
It’s often helpful to have multiple individuals skilled in radio, television and 
print so that a single person is not stretched across several channels. 

What crisis? 

In some cases, of course, you know a crisis is going to occur because you'll 
have been planning for it. For example: 
‣ Redundancies 
‣ Re-organisation 
‣ Technological overhauls 
‣ Re-location 
‣ Company takeover 

Otherwise what might constitute a crisis in your business? 
‣ Problems with a product 
‣ Breakdown in a service 
‣ Data breach 
‣ Technology failure 
‣ Terrorist attack 
‣ Natural disaster 
‣ Financial collapse 
‣ HR issue 
‣ Accident on the premises or involving staff 
‣ Discrimination 
‣ Injury or death  
‣ Harassment 
‣ Employee misconduct 
‣ Board misconduct 
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2. Building a robust ‘counter 
force’: 
Before any crisis occurs, you should have an idea of who will be in your 
crisis communications team. They should be fully aware of what’s 
expected of them- not least, a continuous commitment to the crisis 
while it lasts. 

Crisis Communications Team 

A small team of senior executives should be identified to serve as your 
organisation's core Crisis Communications Team, should a crisis happen. 
Ideally, the organisation's CEO will lead the team, with the firm's top 
public relations executive and legal counsel acting as chief advisers. If 
your in-house PR executive does not have sufficient crisis 
communications expertise, they may choose to retain an agency or 
independent consultant with that speciality. Other team members are 
typically the heads of your major organisational divisions. Sometimes, 
the team also needs to include those with special knowledge that is 
related to the current crisis; subject-specific experts. 
You should: 
‣ Define their roles (not their titles) 
‣ Define their responsibilities on the crisis communications team 
‣ Determine how you’ll reach them – all relevant contact information 

The roles might be laid out as follows:   
‣ Spokesperson  
‣ Operations Lead 
‣ Media Relations Lead 
‣ Board Liaison 
‣ Social Media Lead  
‣ Employee Liaison 
‣ Consumer Services Liaison 
‣ Shareholder/Stakeholder liaison. 

You’ll need to determine: 
‣ Where the Crisis Communications Team meets 
‣ What resources the team will need to effectively coordinate in a 

crisis 
‣ What the back-up plan is 
‣ How the media will be updated 
‣ How social media will be updated 
‣ How you will protect the team and employees whilst regularly 

sharing key information 
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3. Preparing materials 
and taking control of 
information: 
You’ll need a set of procedures for Communications, 
Media Relations and Social Media. There should be no 
informal conversations or communications about the 
crisis internally via email, text, or other written form. All 
communications should be reviewed by a legal authority. 
There should only be designated spokesperson(s); no 
“off the record” conversations. The Social Media Lead 
should follow agreed procedures to feed information into 
teams about the online conversation. No crisis team 
member or employee should comment to anyone about 
the situation. All inbound enquiries should go to the 
Communications Lead. 

To hand, you’ll need:  
‣ Updated contact lists, contact information, & details 
‣ Management phone trees and personal contact 

information 
‣ Media lists 
‣ Employee distribution lists 
‣ Communications consultant contact information 
‣ Legal consultant contact information 

Q&A 

One of the key actions is to prepare a list of questions 
that could arise during the crisis. You should think of 
the most extreme and challenging queries so that you 
are well prepared for all eventualities. 

Key messages 

You should have up-to-date positive key messages 
about the company and its achievements and, using 
holding statements available as a starting point, 
continue to develop the crisis-specific messages 
required for the current situation. Have no more than 
three main messages that go to all stakeholders and, 
as necessary, some audience-specific messages for 
individual groups of stakeholders. Once the crisis is in 
full flow, you should log who has made enquiries, 
including what the source of the response was and to 
whom the response was given.   

Monitoring systems 

Intelligence gathering is an essential component of 
both crisis prevention and crisis response. This has 
become more difficult since the arrival of a plethora of 
social media platforms which require 24/7 monitoring 
and rapid response. Knowing what's being said about 
your company often allows you to catch a negative 
"trend" that, if unchecked, could turn into a crisis. Also, 
monitoring feedback from all stakeholders during a 
crisis situation allows you to accurately adapt your 
strategy and tactics. Monitoring systems ought to be in 

place but the emergence of a company crisis might 
necessitate tightening the processes, or the addition 
of new methods of monitoring to ensure all bases 
are covered. It also means the Crisis 
Communications Team will need to have strong and 
constant liaison with consumer services who are 
picking up first hand feedback from customers, 
which is likely to reach the media. 

Stakeholders 

You’ll have a range of stakeholders – probably 
including shareholders who’ll be keeping a close eye 
on any unfolding crisis. Employees are, arguably, your 
most important audience, because every employee is a 
PR representative and crisis manager for your 
organisation whether you want them to be or not. But, 
ultimately, all stakeholders will be talking about the 
organisation to others, so it's up to you to ensure that 
they receive the messages you would like them to 
repeat elsewhere. All stakeholders will also want to 
know what the company is saying before they see, 
read or hear it through the media and they will have 
their own personal preferences on how best to be 
contacted.   
   
The organisation's Crisis Communications Team should 
regularly review holding statements to determine if 
they require revision and/or whether statements for 
other scenarios should be developed. 
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4. Post-crisis analysis: 
It’s no good breathing a sigh of relief once a crisis has passed. You’ll 
no doubt be moving straight onto brand re-building and working on 
restoring the company to its previous level of performance. 
But it’s important not to draw a line under the event before assessing 
what was done right, what was done wrong and what could be done 
better next time. It’ll mean your preparation for crisis next time round 
will be even more robust. 

This should cover the effectiveness of all the processes, structures and 
materials cited above, as well as an assessment of whether the crisis 
could have been averted earlier- or, prevented entirely, if certain 
actions had been taken at the time. The assessment will provide a 
useful case history for both current and future management teams. 
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Preparing your plan 
Your immediate priorities should be ensuring your 
organisation is prepared for any and all possible crises 
that may hit.  

Richard Peel, the author of this whitepaper, works closely 
with Fanclub clients on reputational issues. For details 
about crisis planning workshops (run in-person or 
remotely), contact adrian.ma@fanclubpr.com
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ABOUT RICHARD PEEL 
Richard Peel is the Managing Director of RPPR, a company he 
founded, following a career in corporate communications across a 
range of sectors. He spent 11 years with BBC News, heading its 
communications and marketing. In 1999 he was appointed the first 
Director of Corporate Affairs for the England and Wales Cricket Board 
(ECB) then moved to the Independent Television Commission (ITC) to 
be Director of Public Affairs, Nations and Regions. 

Richard was acting Communications Director at Ofcom before 
securing the position of Managing Director of Communications and 
Public Reporting with the Audit Commission. He founded his 
consultancy in 2006. Two years later he was appointed Corporate 
Affairs Director for Camelot but re-started his business at the 
beginning of 2011. His clients past and present include the BBC, 
Channel 4, The Press Association, the RNLI, Monitor – the health 
regulator – the International Maritime Rescue Federation (IMRF) and 
the Associated Press. 

He has been President of the Media Society, is a Fellow of the Royal 
Television Society (RTS), a lifetime member of the British Academy of 
Film and Television Arts (BAFTA), and a Trustee and Director of Youth 
Music. He’s a member of the London Business School Alumni 
Association.  

www.rppr.biz 
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(Not) the end. 
Are you ready for your next crisis?


