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When was the last time you reviewed your crisis management and communications plans?  Have every anticipated every possible crisis?  Do you have a plan in place for each one?

Most companies, organizations and institutions are either unprepared or underprepared to deal with a crisis when it happens because there is no plan in place.  Too many CEOs believe they are invincible and immune from any crisis.  However, for many, a crisis plan could be considered their job insurance or business preservation insurance. 

Business schools and law schools have to share some of the responsibility for this chauvinistic management attitude.  None teach any course in crisis communications.  Even worse, they don’t even have a day workshop for graduating seniors preparing to enter the real world.  Public relations and journalism schools are the only ones offering courses in crisis communications.  This should be required curriculum for business and law students.

There are five common crises every company, organization and institution should have covered with plans in place:

· Sexual harassment and discrimination.

· Violence in the workplace.

· Terrorism.

· Environmental pollution

· Acts of “Mother Nature.”

There is nothing anyone can do to prevent violence in the workplace or a terrorist attack.  With advance warning, action can be taken to minimize some weather disasters, but hurricanes, floods, tornados and earthquakes cannot be prevented.  Even with the best of training and affirmative action, there is always the fear in any organization that someone will step over the line and discriminate or sexually harass a co-worker or subordinate.  Of the five potential crises, only environmental pollution can be prevented.  And in some of the most well meaning of companies, accidents will happen.

In addition to these five potential crises, you need to “What if?” your business, product or service.  There is risk associated with every product or service.  Do a self-audit and look at the possible situations and problems that could happen to your company.  These will be crises specific to your company or organization. If you’re in the foodservice business you need to worry about food poisoning, e-coli or salmonella.  If you are in the petrochemical business you need to know how to respond to an explosion or leaking pipeline.  A hospital needs to be concerned about infections, a high ratio of deaths, or malpractice by an attending physician.  A newspaper must consider plagiarism and libel.  

With a plan and a crisis team in place, response can be immediate.  The plan will detail who is in charge, the spokesperson, who says what to whom and when and outline responsibilities for all members of the team.  There will be a plan how to communicate what is said and in most cases statements can be pre-cleared by the lawyers.

The team should meet at least twice a year to review the plan.  If possible, the plan also should be tested.  

Key elements of a plan should include:

· The organization’s philosophy statement regarding crisis management and the purpose of the plan.

· A list of all team members with direct-dial telephone, e-mail and fax numbers at home and office and cellular and pager numbers.  This should be on a laminated, wallet-size card and given to every member of the team.

· The phone tree of who is to be called by whom and how e-mail and voice mail can be used to notify employees.

· A policy statement regarding the spokesperson.  Anyone who could be in a position of being a spokesperson must be professionally media trained.

· Phone numbers and contacts of all local and regional authorities who will be contacted or dealt with regarding the crisis, including police, fire, utility companies, emergency response-preparedness agencies, and others.

· Guidelines for releasing news and information to the media.

· Location of the sites and facilities for the media briefing room and media operations room.

· Procedures to follow in the event of loss of electricity, telephone or even access to the facility.

· An emergency response and rumor-control hot line with trained operators.

And prepare, prepare, prepare.

