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COMMUNICATING DURING A CRISIS 
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Ask questions as we go. The importance of 
planning

What to do when a 
crisis hits

Lessons learned: 
war stories

Resources available at muellercommunications.com/wcpa



What do you do if your community 
experiences a crisis?
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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:
 for the names and affiliations of the individual
 “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.”

 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/wcpa



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?
● Do you conduct a social media check as part of officer 

onboarding? 
● Do you have a policy governing employee use of social 

media? 

Download a sample media protocol at muellercommunications.com/wcpa





Template 
communications 

materials

Stakeholder 
contact 

information

Account 
information







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
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There are several stakeholders it will be important to 
communicate with, including:

●
●
●
●
●
●
●

In a crisis, you must balance information sharing with the 
need to protect organizational interests and the safety of 
those involved.



There may be competing interests involved in a 
situation, including:
●

○
■

○
■
■

●
●
●
●
●
●
●

https://law.justia.com/codes/wisconsin/2015/chapter-175/section-175.47
https://law.justia.com/codes/wisconsin/2014/chapter-19/section-19.36


COMMUNICATION DO’S
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COMMUNICATION DON’TS
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●



Keep these things in mind when working with 
the media:

● News is a business
○

● Social media
○

● National storylines can also drive interest in local issues
●

○
○

● how best to respond
○

Source: Cision’s 2019 Global State of the Media Report
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An officer shot a suspect, who died of his injuries. 
This officer had previously been disciplined for 
inappropriate comments and was involved in 
other highly visible incidents. 

As a result, there was significant outcry and 
attention from the community, who demanded 
the officer’s removal and led protests to spark 
additional changes in the department. 



THE GOALS: 

Create alerts to monitor dialogue

Identify the best spokesperson: Who is going to have the authority and 
garner the respect necessary for tough conversations?
● Make this individual available to proactively identify the process and 

next steps

Identify stakeholders and develop an outreach timeline and necessary 
materials / messaging
● Elected officials: provide information to understand a process that may 

be new to them
● Media, members of the public: provide updates on the situation and 

any next steps 

Develop fact sheet to explain the process and who has authority to take 
which next steps 
● i.e. The Fire and Police Commission process; if the City has the ability to 

discipline an officer; who is investigating the shooting 

Identify protest leaders and conduct meetings to understand their desire, 
answer their questions  

Conduct proactive outreach to local media to provide context and respond 
to additional inquiries with background information and prepared statements 
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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.



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. 



● 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
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After discovering a long-time department 
employee had been using a Department-issued 
credit card and Department accounts to purchase 
personal items and vacations, the department 
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: 

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 
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The League of Wisconsin Municipalities has an ongoing relationship with Mueller 
Communications. Through your membership in the League, you are eligible for initial 
consultation with the firm relative to how to manage the public aspects of a crisis. 


