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● Does your municipality have a crisis 
communications plan?

● Have you undergone training to “test drive” 
your crisis communications plan?



T  E  A  M     M  U  E  L  L  E  R



MEDIA TRAINING 

MEDIA RELATIONS

CRISIS COMMUNICATIONS

PUBLIC AFFAIRS & GOVERNMENT RELATIONS

CORPORATE COMMUNICATIONS 

SOCIAL MEDIA

CIVIC & COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 

DIGITAL + MARKETING 



A SAMPLING OF WHO WE WORK WITH



Ask questions as we go 
using the chat feature at 
the bottom of your screen.

The importance of 
planning

What to do when a 
crisis hits

Lessons learned: 
case studies

Resources available at muellercommunications.com/league





FIRST AMENDMENT
A public employee does not 
relinquish their First 
Amendment Rights to 
comment on matters of 
public interest by virtue of 
government employment. 

DUE PROCESS
Protecting the rights of 
persons who may be accused 
to a fair trial. 

PRIVACY INTERESTS
Protecting reasonable 
expectations of privacy, 
including victim rights. 



Media inquiries must be responded to in a way that is clear, concise, 
accurate and timely to help ensure the media reports accurate 
information and offers a balanced view of the issue.
To ensure an accurate and timely message, statements should only 
be made by designated and trained individuals. 

What to do if you are approached by the media:
● Ask for the names and affiliations of the individual
● Say: “I am sorry, the person you should speak with is not 

available at this time. Please give me your name and number 
and the appropriate person will get back to you promptly.”

● Report the contact to the appropriate spokesperson 

A media protocol is not 
mean to stifle an 
employee’s right to speak 
to the media, but is 
designed to ensure that 
comments made to the 
media are timely and 
accurate. Download a sample media protocol at muellercommunications.com/league



Download a sample social media protocol at muellercommunications.com/league

Key Considerations:

● How are you monitoring social media mentions? 
● Do you have a protocol in place for when and how 

to respond?
● Who has control of your platforms? 
● Are you taking simple steps to protect your 

accounts from hijacking?



Workplace homicide, accidental workplace death, serious injury, 
violence

LEVEL 1: MOST SEVERE

Major damage, building accident, weather disaster
LEVEL 2: SEVERE

Breach of confidential information, personal / sexual assault 
allegations, major burglary

LEVEL 3: MODERATE

Scandal, malicious rumor or slander, vandalism / theft
LEVEL 4: MILD

Delay in delivery of services / products, leave of absence, loss of 
equipment

LEVEL 5: LOW

Crisis severity is tied to 
the “lead-time” you will 
have in preparing your 
response and the 
likelihood that a member 
of the media will show up 
on site.





Template 
communications 

materials

Stakeholder 
contact 

information

Account 
information



Use the Chat Function to Submit Questions





● Surviving the first hours of a crisis or high publicity incident 
sets the tone 

● When poorly handled, it can destroy reputations
● Handling a situation insensitively or not at all can escalate 

visibility, costs or damage
● How you handle a crisis has a residual effect on every aspect 

of your reputation – now and in the future
● Outsiders, not you, will control the perceptions of how you 

handled the situation



Uncertainty is high and information is 
in high demand

The “facts” may change rapidly

Resources are directed away from 
day-to-day operations

Stakeholder trust is threatened



● Put people first
● Respond quickly and accurately
● Show empathy and compassion 
● Be as transparent as possible
● Become the trusted source of information – let all 

audiences hear from us first
● When appropriate, follow the authorities’ lead



COMMUNICATION DO’S
● Show concern
● Speak with one voice
● Take charge quickly
● Be open and responsive 
● Stick to the facts
● Share important information in simple, declarative 

sentences
● Keep your cool
● Correct your mistakes
● Address the perception 
● Clearly state actions being taken 



COMMUNICATION DON’TS
● Say “no comment”
● Speculate, predict or answer hypothetical questions
● Give long, rambling answers 
● Lose your temper 
● Get into a debate
● Say anything “off the record” 
● Evade, cover up or block access to other sources of 

information
● Try to answer a question if you don’t know the answer
● Assume anything 



JOURNALISTS ARE MAKING 
METRICS-BASED DECISIONS

agreed that the availability of 
audience metrics like views 
and engagement has 
changed the way journalists 
evaluate their stories

Journalists are 
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Source: Cision’s 2019 Global State of the Media Report
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The City of Oshkosh discovered a neighborhood 
built adjacent to and on top of a former landfill may 
have explosive levels of methane gas building up. 
The City knew they could technically resolve the 
problem, but was concerned about the 
communication necessary to obtain quick 
permission to inspect private property. Concerned 
about triggering panic among property owners and 
tenants of the neighborhood, the municipality 
partnered with Mueller Communications.



● Neighborhood canvassing
○ Door-to-door outreach
○ Comprehensive leave-behind materials including 

FAQs
● Immediate access to Fire Department to test 

Methane levels
○ Installation of detection system OR expedited to 

address mehane levels
Standby media materials for use upon inquiry

THE GOAL:
An intentional, in-person 
and high-touch approach 
that insured neighbors 
were quickly informed with 
consistent information.



● Within 1 week, canvassing teams made contact 
with all property owners 

● Quick action was taken to test, and if necessary, 
mitigate and methane levels

● No media attention



After discovering a long-time employee had been 
using a City-issued credit card to purchase 
personal items, the City of Oshkosh knew it 
needed a communications strategy to 
proactively address the issue, highlight the steps 
taken to remedy the issue and reassure the 
public that the issue was isolated, and that 
proper precautions were in place to ensure it did 
not happen again.



THE GOAL: 
Be proactive, open and 
honest. Illustrate 
commitment of leadership 
to ensure it doesn’t happen 
again. 

● Create alerts to monitor media and 
community dialogue

● Identify stakeholders and develop an outreach 
timeline and necessary materials / messaging
○ Elected officials

■ Provide them with information to 
share with constituents

○ Employees
● Conduct proactive outreach to local media 



● The city came across as proactive, transparent, 
willing and able to address the issue

● It was a short media cycle issue
● It was not a major community issue



Hypothetical Issue:
Following the murder of George Floyd 
by a police officer, a member of the local 
police department takes to social media 
to post his thoughts on the matter. His 
statement is insensitive and leads many 
to question his bias and beliefs related 
to police brutality - especially against 
people of color.



● Assess whether the statements are “protected” under the 
First Amendment 

● Collect background information on the individual
○ Is there a history of excessive force? Has the 

individual been disciplined in the past for related 
issues?

● Track social and traditional media coverage
○ Flag issues / questions / concerns raised in the 

community and determine how to address them

● Be prepared to communicate
○ Within the Police Department
○ With elected officials (and in turn, their constituents)
○ With the media



● Make clear the Department’s view of the use of excessive force 
that led to George Floyd’s death: Condemn it as unacceptable.

● Explain immediate action taken by the Department when 
learning of the social media post - and the findings: We 
launched an internal investigation, the results of which found 
that…

● Explain the Officer’s legal right to express his opinion while 
off-duty and with his personal social media account.

● Make clear what would happen if an officer acted in a biased 
or racist manner while representing the City

● Present the Department’s commitment to the community 
and to addressing the issue of structural racism. 



“As a Department, we condemn the excessive force that led to George Floyd’s death and consider it action unacceptable by anyone, but 
particularly officers who have sworn an oath to serve and protect. 

Officer Smith’s response on social media to this video was both grossly insensitive and uninformed. Upon learning of his comments, we 
immediately took action. The Department initiated an investigation, in consultation with the City’s Human Resources Department and 
General Counsel, to determine whether the comments represented a violation of Department policy as well as whether Officer Smith had 
a history of excessive use of force and/or any biased behavior toward people of color. 

The investigation determined that … [Conclusory statement, based on findings of investigation]

While Officer Smith’s statement was incorrect, insensitive and inconsistent with the standard of behavior we expect from all of our 
officers, it was made off-duty and with his personal social media account. A thorough review by our legal counsel and the Department’s 
Human Resources staff determined that it is within Officer Smith’s rights to express this opinion and the Department does not have the 
right to punish or discipline him for it. 

As always, we take any allegation or suspicion of wrongdoing by a member of the Department extremely seriously. The Department does 
not condone excessive or inappropriate use of force, and will not tolerate its officers or employees acting in a biased or racist manner while 
representing the City. Doing so would result in immediate investigation and, pending results, termination of employment.  

As a country, a community and a Department, we know we can do better to directly address the structural racism that has impacted our 
society for generations. Our commitment is to repair and strengthen our relationships throughout our community - especially 
communities of color - as we fulfill our mission to serve and protect. 

If you have any concerns about police conduct, I encourage you to reach out to the Department or the Police and Fire Commission.”
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