
CRISIS COMMUNICATION 

Introduction 

This topic, Crisis Communication focuses on equipping learners with the 

skills to handle reputational challenges effectively. Learners will explore key 

theories, frameworks, and strategies to manage communication during 

crises, emphasizing proactive approaches, transparency, and ethical 

practices. 

Audience 

The course is designed for professionals in public relations, corporate 

communications, and leadership roles, as well as students and early-career 

practitioners looking to build foundational expertise in crisis communication. 

Length of topic 

The topic will run for 3 hours of instruction. 

Topic Outcome 

By the end of this topic, learners will be able to: 

 Define crisis communication and distinguish it from related concepts. 

 Analyze stakeholder perceptions and their role in escalating or 

mitigating crises. 

 Design a comprehensive crisis management plan, incorporating pre-

crisis, in-crisis, and post-crisis phases. 

 Evaluate proactive approaches like “stealing thunder” to enhance 

organizational transparency and trust. 

Technology Requirements 

Participants will need: A computer or tablet with a stable internet connection. 



Crisis Communication Overview 

Crisis communication is a specialized branch of public relations designed to 

safeguard and uphold the reputation of individuals, companies, or 

organizations during public challenges. Its primary aim is to raise awareness 

of specific threats, highlight their severity and potential outcomes, and 

recommend actions to mitigate them. Communication scholar Timothy 

Coombs defines a crisis as "the perception of an unpredictable event that 

threatens stakeholders' expectations and can significantly affect 

organizational performance, leading to adverse outcomes." He further 

describes crisis communication as "the process of collecting, processing, 

and disseminating information necessary to address a crisis." 

Perceptions of a crisis are socially constructed, making stakeholders' 

interpretations critical in determining whether an event escalates into a crisis. 

Therefore, distinguishing a genuine crisis from a mere incident is crucial, 

reserving the term "crisis" for significant events demanding meticulous 

management attention. 

Crisis management refers to strategies designed to tackle crises and 

minimize their impact. Beyond being reactive, effective crisis management 

incorporates proactive measures, such as preparation and prevention, to 

mitigate risks and avoid escalation. 

 

Theoretical Frameworks in Crisis Communication 

Several research streams and theories provide frameworks for 

understanding crisis situations: 



 Apologia Theory: Focused on image defense, this theory is employed 

by organizations to refute or address public criticism without 

necessarily apologizing. 

 Image Repair Theory (IRT): Developed by William Benoit, this theory 

emphasizes protecting an organization’s image during crises by 

employing strategies like denial, reducing offensiveness, or corrective 

actions. 

 Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT): Initiated by 

Timothy Coombs, this theory suggests crisis response strategies 

based on stakeholders' perceptions of responsibility for the crisis. 

 Social-Mediated Crisis Communication (SMCC) Model: This model 

examines how online platforms influence crisis communication 

strategies, highlighting factors like message strategy, form, and origin. 

 Integrated Crisis Mapping (ICM) Model: It explores stakeholders' 

emotional responses during crises, identifying anxiety as a prevalent 

emotion alongside anger, fear, and sadness. 

 Covariation-Based Approach: This approach integrates attribution 

theory to better understand causal attributions and perceptions of 

responsibility during crises. 

 Discourse of Renewal: This theory focuses on ethical, forward-

looking communication that fosters organizational learning and 

renewal post-crisis. 

 Rhetorical Arena Theory (RAT): RAT adopts a multi-vocal 

perspective, analyzing interactions among various actors within a 

"rhetorical arena" during a crisis. 

 



Phases of Crisis Management 

Crisis management unfolds in three key stages: 

1. Pre-Crisis: Proactive preparation to prevent potential crises. 

2. Crisis: Immediate response to an unfolding crisis. 

3. Post-Crisis: Evaluation of responses and organizational learning to 

improve future preparedness. 

Alternative approaches challenge this linear model, particularly for prolonged 

crises with recurring waves. 

 

Crisis Response Strategies 

Both IRT and SCCT emphasize safeguarding organizational reputation 

through appropriate responses, such as denial, minimizing offensiveness, or 

offering apologies. Strategies should be tailored to the specific crisis type, 

severity, and stakeholders' perceptions. 

 

Effective Tactics 

 Pre-Crisis: Risk assessment, crisis planning, and simulations. 

 In-Crisis: Timely and accurate communication coupled with reputation 

repair efforts. 

 Post-Crisis: Stakeholder updates, internal reviews, and long-term 

corrective actions. 

Proactive Approaches: Strategies like "stealing thunder" advocate for 

organizations to disclose crises early, fostering transparency and trust. While 

counterintuitive, this method can minimize reputational damage if paired with 

credible and timely communication. 
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