
Nuances of Crisis Communication 

One of the best ways a student can interact and learn 
from polished PR professionals is by attending events 
like the PRSA Crisis Communication Luncheon. It was 
a room full of PR pros who knew each other and had a 
lot to catch up with. I attended this event as the ‘YPN 
Career Contributor Award Winner.’ Ms. Virginia Mann, 
president of PRSA Chicago introduced me to the 
gathering as a recent graduate who is job-hunting. 
Bang on my key message! 

The panel consisted of Kay Brungs, vice president, Allison+Partners, Jennifer McGuffin, vice 
president communications, Adtalem Global Education, and Steve Patterson, vice president, Res 
Publica Group. Allison+Partners is the agency for Adtalem Global Education and supported the 
company during the Caribbean hurricanes when Adtalem was forced to evacuate students from 
two of its schools. Res Publica Group was supporting their stadium client during the terror attack 
on Ariana Grande concert in Manchester, UK. 

Key takeaways from the panel discussion were: 

1) Robust crisis plan:  

All companies should invest their time and resources in a comprehensive crisis plan. The 
importance of proactively being prepared for any type of a crisis situation makes 
communicators confident during actual day of crisis.  

2) Social media strategy:  

Social media is the quickest and the best way to communicate with everyone who is directly 
or indirectly involved in the situation. It is a medium which allows the communicators to 
inform a large group of people quickly. Social media platforms may vary, depending on the 
stakeholder group. For example, schools associated with Adtalem Education had access to 
the email IDs of their students and staff. Communicating via emails was a good option for 
them. Some groups of students were on the same Facebook page and it was easier to inform 
them and their family via that. On the other hand, concertgoers were countless unknown 
people and the best platform to reach them was Twitter and traditional media. Thus, sending 
a quick message out via social media prevents anxiety and keeps people well-informed. 



3) Client-agency relationship: 

During crisis, coordinated efforts between the agency partner and client help in executing an 
accurate and timely communication plan. Unfortunately, events like these also help in further 
strengthening their relationship. “We had a rapport with the client but our relationship 
strengthened when we communicated during crisis. None of us wanted to be in this situation, 
but none-the-less this accelerated our relationship with the client and we learned a lot,” said 
Kay Brungs. Sometimes a crisis hits when the client has been recently acquired and there is 
less time for the agency to understand their business. In such situations, experience and team 
work help facilitate successful communication. 

4) Synergetic relationship with the media:  

In the Ariana Grande crisis, the bombing occurred outside the facility which reduced the 
facility’s responsibility.  But even so, Steve Patterson stayed engaged with the media as there 
is a constant give and take of information. Local media also play an important role as they 
are the ones who have contacts and can make or break the company’s brand image in the 
aftermath of a crisis. McGuffin explained a situation wherein the schools sheltered the 
journalists on their property and catered to them for a few days. This resulted in an increase 
in positive coverage for Adtalem Education.  

5) Always tell the truth:  

“When there is no communication, there is imagination,” said Steve Patterson. The initial 
official statement is very important and it should be accurate and timely. But if the company 
does not have accurate information, it is better to refrain from saying anything for the time 
being. Incorrect information can cause confusion and can undermine the company’s 
reputation.  

6) Post-event communication:  

It is important to pay attention to intricate details after the crisis. Sentiments of the public 
must be duly considered and all future actions should be strategically modified. “All crisis 
situations have a lot of pressure, speed, and emotions behind them. This makes it very 
important to have accurate communication at each step. Communicators should trust 
themselves and their team,” said Jennifer McGuffin. Attention to detail prevents tarnishing a 
company’s brand image and shows that it humanely cares for people and their sentiments. 



7) Remain calm: 

Panicking makes situations worse. The communicators should be trained to contain their 
emotions and work under pressure to release precise information. The release of information 
should be prioritized based on criticality. During this time all hands on deck approach should 
be used. Team leaders should delegate work to team members and together undertake a 
coordinated communication effort.  

In a nutshell, crisis are highly stressful and emotional situations and should be handled with care 
by trained and experienced public relations professionals. I learned the nuances of crisis 
communication from professionals who have expertly managed such situations. Other students 
can greatly benefit from such events organized by the PRSA.


