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THE CRISIS RESPONSE TEMPLATE:
GETTING MANAGEMENT ON BOARD IN THE CRISIS PLANNING PROCESS

Perhaps the most challenging aspect of preparation for crisis communication is achieving significant
management involvement at the beginning of the process and to an appropriate degree throughout the
preparation effort.

A major difficulty in maintaining management attention is the volume of material and information
that crisis preparation tends to produce. There are manuals, schematics, and handbooks for nearly every
aspect of response execution, not to mention the information on disaster and crisis situations, and
business recovery and continuation. When you consider that managers are virtually never measured on
their response capability, readiness, or performance in these areas, you can understand why managers
look attentive but often are thinking about something else during their crisis response briefing sessions.

An interesting technique we now recommend is the use of templates. Brevity and clarity are the
hallmarks of this approach.

Templates are diagrams, basically flowcharts, that give management crucial information that forms
the basis for important discussions as plan development proceeds, or execution occurs. This approach
also teaches significant detail about the intricacies and requirements of an effective response.

This is a big picture approach that will help achieve significant crisis readiness goals: pre-
authorization, surprise reduction, internal and external communication, and response consistency. This
approach easily orients new players to the process should those originally involved be unavailable,
inaccessible, or fail to survive.

This approach can go a long way toward counteracting the failure patterns so often seen in
organizations where readiness has a low priority or is over-estimated.

Some of the more common failure patters include:

. Mismanaging the victim dimension: It is the treatment of victims that maintains or destroys trust
and reputation.

. Failing to involve the boss: For any crisis response to succeed, the boss or someone the boss trusts
must be involved from the very beginning of the planning process.

. The presumption of readiness: A 2003study by Guardsmark, a security consulting firm, estimated
that 75 percent of American businesses are significantly under prepared for a crisis or serious
emergency.

. Over generalized planning: Crisis prevention and response require scenario-based approaches —
picking specific potential problems and working them through using an approach like the templates
illustrated in this article.

. Failing to recognize that crises are truly different: Failure occurs when serious problems are
treated as “normal course of business” without the prompt, empathetic, urgent, and relentless effort
that is required to reduce crises and continue operations.

Each of the two template examples described here potentially replaces a manual, while actually
accelerating learning and attracting management engagement.
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