The American Legion

CRISIS COMMUNICATIONS PLAN
The first steps

When to activate the plan: with any situation that threatens the integrity or reputation of The American Legion. It is usually brought on by negative media attention or the potential for negative media attention.

Types of situations that may require the activation of the crisis communication plan: 

 
• legal dispute

• theft

• accident

• fire

• flood

• manmade disaster that could be attributed to the American Legion. 
• manmade error that has affected negatively the life or the circumstances of another in the 

   organization or outside of the organization

• other situations:

  ______________________________________________________________

  ______________________________________________________________

  ______________________________________________________________

  ______________________________________________________________

  ______________________________________________________________

  ______________________________________________________________

The crisis communications plan may also have to be activated when, in the eyes of the media or general public, The American Legion did not react appropriately in one of the above situations.
Tell it all. Tell it Fast. Tell the Truth.
Checklist:

1. In advance of a crisis:

a. Assign people to your Incident Command Team and determine their responsibilities should a crisis arise.

b. Prepare Incident Action Plans.
c. Prepare a Crisis Communications Action Plan.

d. As a team, prepare possible questions that the media and the public may have and how to answer them. These are for internal use.

e. Determine who will be on the Crisis Communication Team and their responsibilities:

i. Commander

1. Primary Spokesperson

2. Makes official statements 

3. Answers media questions

4. Review media releases and approve

5. Provide perspective of the Legion officers and Legion in general

6. Support
ii. PR Officer
1. Secondary Spokesperson

2. Prepare official statements for the team to review and for the spokesperson present to media

3. Coordinate press conferences

a. Get names of all people involved in press conference, their titles and reason why they are speaking

b. Prepare press kit

i. Press release/prepared statement

ii. Background information: information brochures/fact sheets, annual report

iii. Bullet points

iv. Identify of key people at press conference

v. Maps of facility if the incident requires it

vi. In-house procedures if the incident requires it
4. Prepare media releases

a. Send out media releases

5. Respond to media requests promptly

6. Escort media in site visits when appropriate

7. Coordinate media interviews when appropriate

8. Establish a contact log to record all telephone calls from the media or other parties inquiring about the crisis. This will help to ensure that the many callbacks required are not overlooked. It will also assist in the post-crisis analysis. The contact log should contain the following information: Date | Name of caller | Questions(s) asked | Telephone number | Person responsible for response | Additional follow-up needs

9. Update website and other outlets (Facebook, etc.)
iii. Senior Manager from the area involved in the situation
1. Provide information to the team

2. Verify information in media releases
iv. Legion Lawyer
1. Provide legal perspective

2. Approve media releases

v. Technical Expert

1. Provide technical information

2. Responds to media questions on technical issues
vi. Other: _____________________________________

f. Prepare a complete management roster and incident command roster. Include:

i. Name, title

ii. Office phone

iii. Home phone

iv. Cell phone

v. Beeper number

vi. E-mail

g. Keep a complete roster of the following and update often. Include: name, address, office phone, home phone, cell phone, e-mail, whom to contact in case of emergency and his/her contact information:

i. Officers

ii. Volunteers

iii. Staff

h. Prepare a list of your possible audiences and ensure that you communicate with each group in the crisis:

i. Employees: management, hourly/prospective/salaried employees, families, and Retirees

ii. Clients and families of clients
iii. Volunteers
iv. Community organizations with whom the Legion partners
v. Government agencies
vi. Public safety – police and fire departments
vii. Hospitals and social service agencies who service Legion or who may have to assist them in the crisis
viii. Other facilities that have agreed to assist in times of crisis
ix. Neighborhood coalitions
x. Companies with whom the Legion does business and suppliers
xi. Media
xii. Financial institutions with whom Legion has relationships
xiii. Legislators and regulatory city, state and federal agencies
xiv. Environmental agencies
2. At the time of the crisis or before if a crisis is anticipated:

a. Contact the Commander and the PR Officer immediately.

b. Bring together the Crisis Communication Team. 
i. The team decides on the action plan 
ii. The team decides on who the spokesperson should be.
iii. Determine the positioning or the message to address the emergency.

1. To decide on a position, step out of your role at the Legion and put yourself in the situation of whomever was involved in the crisis or try to view the crisis from the eye of the public. Ignoring the situation will only make things worse.

2. Examples of categories to consider for positioning are:

a. Human error 

b. Clerical error 

c. Unauthorized procedures 

d. Inadequate supervision 

e. Inadequate quality control 

f. Misuse of confidential information 

g. Errors of judgment 

h. Inadequate standard operating procedures
i. External influence
3. In considering the position it is important to consider the wide range of consequences (e.g., legal, financial, public relations, effects on administration, effects on operations).

i. Keep in mind that people tend to remember what they hear first and last. 
ii. Prepare an immediate message, even if it is just to say that “we are gathering the facts and will hold a press conference at …. p.m./a.m.”

iii. Select a media center where media can gather. It should be some distance from offices of the crisis communication team, spokesperson and emergency operations center to ensure that media are not in the middle of the action if they happen to take the wrong turn or have to pass by those offices or areas on the way to the restrooms. If there is a visual (a fire or rescue operation) don't make the media center in such a remote site that they can't see what is going on because they may not show up, and if they do, you will lose their confidence and it may appear that you are hiding something.
iv. Determine a location for press briefings and press conferences.

v. Restrict all interviews to the spokesperson and secondary spokesperson or expert. Staff/members should not be giving interviews unless they have been brought in by the communications team to provide some level of expertise. Inform staff/members of the policy. Media will try to get a story wherever they can.

vi. Treat all media equally.

vii. Rehearse prepared statements and anticipate possible tough questions. Anticipate and practice new questions as the story evolves.
c. Implement the Incident Command Model, if necessary. 
Points to remember
• It is always best when a mistake has been made to admit it up front, and begin doing whatever is possible to re-establish credibility and confidence with internal and external audiences. This may sometimes be difficult to do, especially if the lawyers are involved since it is their job to minimize the eventual legal cost to the Legion. However, the Crisis Communications Team should think seriously about telling the truth because, in many cases, in the long run, it may minimize legal costs. 
• The first and foremost goal is protecting the integrity and reputation of the Legion.

• Never try to lie, deny or hide your involvement.
• If you ignore the situation, it will only get worse.

• Don't let the lawyers make the decisions alone. While they are good intentioned, it may cause the crisis to escalate.
• Don't volunteer information unless it is a point the Legion wants to make and the question hasn't been asked.
• Don't talk off the record. 

Criteria for the spokesperson, backup spokesperson and crisis communication expert is:

· comfortable in front of a TV camera and with reporters. Preferably, skilled in handling media, skilled in directing responses to another topic, skilled in identifying key points, able to speak without using jargon,
· respectful of the role of the reporter,

· knowledgeable about the organization and the crisis at hand 
· able to establish credibility with the media, 
· able to project confidence to the audience, 
· suitable in regard to diction, appearance and charisma, 
· sincere, straightforward and believable, 
· accessible to the media and to internal communications personnel who will facilitate media interviews, 
· able to remain calm in stressful situations.
If it is a crisis that involves police, fire department, health officials, etc., they will also have a spokesperson. 
It is important to obtain the identity of that individual as early as possible so all statements and contacts with the media can be coordinated between the two individuals and their organizations/interests whenever possible. 

.

Prepared Statements

If you want to control events, communicate immediately. The first news release should include at a minimum the who, what, when and where of the situation.
• Give the facts that have been gathered from reliable sources and confirmed. 
• Don't over reach and don't speculate. 
• Show concern for the public and for employees in the first press interaction.

You must have a prepared statement on hand that can be used to make an initial general response to the media when knowledge about the crisis first becomes known on a widespread basis or by reporters.

As the crisis progresses and new information and facts become available, it is also advisable to develop prepared statements to be made by the spokesperson at the onset of any media interview, briefing or news conference.
These prepared statements also can be read over the telephone to reporters who call to request information but are not represented at news conferences or briefings. The statement can also be sent by FAX or e-mail upon request. 
Speaker Tips
When you are speaking,

· Stand erect and direct voice toward audience.

· Speak loudly, slowly and distinctly.

· Establish eye contact with audience from time to time.

· Stay within the allotted presentation time.

· When you are answering questions,

· Remain friendly, cool-headed and confident.

· Answer only the questions asked and do so as succinctly and clearly as possible.

· Remember that you do not always have to know everything. You can say "I will have to check that out for you--please see me after the meeting.

· Avoid allowing one person to dominate the questions by moving on: "Thank you for your interest. I'll be glad to talk to you about your concerns after the meeting. Right now let's see if anyone else has questions for the group.

· When you are finished with your presentation,

· Remain long enough to give individuals an opportunity to talk with you.

· See to it that arrangements are made for distributing information materials to the group, if requested/appropriate.

The Don'ts:

· When preparing to give a speech,

· Assume that you can "wing it"-- almost no one can.

· Decide you are better "off the cuff"--almost no one is.

· Use type that is too small to read with a dim light and margins too narrow for notes.

· Leave too little time to practice adequately.

· Allow yourself to wander away from your prepared text. 

· Speak longer than time allotted.

· When you are answering questions,

· Become defensive or emotional.

· Assume that tough questions are personal.

· Answer more than the question itself.

· Allow one person to dominate the question period. 

Handling Media Interviews

Tips and Guidelines

· How To prepare for Broadcast Interviews

· Prepare "talking paper" on primary points you want to make.

· Anticipate questions--prepare responses.

· Practice answering questions.

· Cover controversial areas ahead of time.

· Know who will be interviewing you, if possible.

· Determine how much time is available.

· Audiences often remember impressions, not facts.

· Do's and Don'ts During the Interview process

· Do build bridges.

· Do use specifics.

· Do use analogies.

· Do use contrasts, comparisons.

· Do be enthusiastic/animated.

· Do be your casual likable self.

· Do be a listener.

· Do be cool.

· Do be correct.

· Do be anecdotal.

· If you don't have the answer or can't answer, do admit it and move on to another topic.

· Don't fall for that "A or B" dilemma.

· Don't accept "what if" questions.

· Don't accept "laundry list" questions.

· Don't go off the record.

· Don't think you have to answer every question.

· Don't speak for someone else --beware of the absent-party trap.
· How To Handle Yourself During A TV Talk Show Interview

· Talk "over " lavaliere mike.

· Audio check-- use regular voice.

· If makeup is offered, use it.

· Sit far back in the chair, back erect...but lean forward to appear enthusiastic and force yourself to use hands.

· Remember... TV will frame your face--be calm, use high hand gestures, if possible.

· Keep eyes on interviewer-- not on camera.

· Smile, be friendly.

· Tips On Appearance

· Avoid wearing pronounced strips, checks or small patterns.

· Grey, brown, blue or mixed colored suits/dressed are best.

· Grey, light-blue, off-white or pastel shirts or blouses are best.

· Avoid having hair cut right before interview.

· How To Respond During A Newspaper Interview

· Obtain advanced knowledge of interview topics.

· Make sure you are prepared in detail; print reporters are often more knowledgeable than broadcast reporters and may ask more detailed questions.

· Begin the interview by making your point in statement by making your major points in statement form.

· Try to maintain control of the interview.

· Don't let reporter wear you down.

· Set a time limit in advance.

· Don't get so relaxed that you say something you wish you hadn't.

· Avoid jargon or professional expressions.

· Reporter may repeat self in different ways to gain information you may not want to give.

· Don't answer inappropriate questions; simply say it is "not an appropriate topic for you to address at this time," or "it's proprietary" for example.

· Be prepared for interruptions with questions...it is legitimate for reporters to do that.

· Do not speak "off the record."

· Remember, the interview lasts as long as a reporter is there.

· After The Interview

· You can ask to check technical points, but do not ask to see advance copy of the story.

· Never try to go over reporter's head to stop a story.

· Do not send gifts to reporters--it is considered unethical for them to accept them. 
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