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INTRODUCTION









 I didn’t choose to have a career in crisis communications. Rather, it’s a career that chose me.


 Like a lot of people who graduate with a degree in communications, I started out in advertising, which I like to call the shiny, happy side of the marketing–communications–public relations (PR) sphere. I enjoyed the opportunity to work directly with clients, making sure that they were satisfied with our products and that my company was meeting their needs. 


It was exhilarating and fun to focus on proactively helping companies reach their goals. I got to tap into my creativity as I participated in the development of strategic ads, upbeat messaging, and event planning designed to attract customers and enhance their experiences. I continued on this career trajectory as I made my way into the corporate world, combining my creative and corporate learnings and finding expertise in branding and PR. I eventually found my way to FedEx, where I gained even more experience in marketing, communications, and global brand management.


 Over the next decade, I worked my way through various marketing roles to grow my skill set and earned an MBA. I was intentional in learning new concepts, as well as staying on top of current trends and technology. I rose through the ranks and into management, and I worked on mastering the digital marketing and social media landscapes and becoming well-versed in leveraging new media tools and technologies. It was a time of rapid innovation and exploration in the marketing and communications field. I spent my time leading teams focused on creating videos and storytelling around a remarkable company, its people, and the great work we were doing for our customers and the community. 


When I got passed over for a promotion, I asked my vice president and mentor what I could do to bolster my skill set even further. At this point, I was in the communications department, managing a team of content creators. He said I needed more experience in media relations to be considered for the next level of leadership. I had a choice to make: stay in communications or make my way back to a marketing position that didn’t require this specific experience. We had several conversations about this topic before an opportunity was presented to me.


 My leadership team asked me to consider a lateral move to media relations management, specifically in the area of crisis communications. At first, I was surprised because it had never occurred to me that a company with the size and reputation of FedEx would invest in me to that extent. I was honored, humbled, and scared. Crisis communications was a big responsibility, and I would be learning on the job. Great leaders know when and how to take calculated risks, and my leaders chose me. And I am forever grateful. While I was new to the area of business, the team consisted of tenured experts in the field who were incredibly willing to help me succeed. They needed a leader, and I needed to learn. And boy, did I learn.


 I held that job for four months. And it felt like the longest five years of my life.


 Let me explain. 


When you see an airplane flying overhead, you notice the sleek configuration of the fuselage and the vast and elegant wingspan. You watch the sunlight bouncing off the shiny steel frame as the majestic flying machine makes its way through the clouds scattered across an azure-blue sky. Then, you see the prominent purple tail with the distinct logo, and you know that the world is running because FedEx will absolutely, positively get it there.


 I often refer to brand and reputation as two sides of the same coin. Your brand is what you tell people about your company. Your reputation is what they think of you. The same holds true with my airplane analogy. You see the very specific look of a FedEx plane because it has been crafted to show the world its best features. That is how a brand is built. What you can’t make out from your vantage point below, or when a plane is on the ground, is the underbelly of that plane. That is where a brand is vulnerable and where reputation is most important.


Moving from creating delightful digital content to conquering crisis management was an incredibly eye-opening experience for me. After ten years of working to tell positive stories and present the brand at its very best, I now saw all of the dangers and vulnerabilities and areas that could—and sometimes suddenly would—go wrong. 


In the short time I was in that role, I dealt with the aftermath of an active shooter at a FedEx facility in Kennesaw, Georgia, and a freight truck accident where a driver crossed the median and hit a coach full of first-generation college students head-on, killing several and injuring many more. 


I had to hit the ground running in that position, and there was never an opportunity to slow down. It was rapid-fire from day one. And if we weren’t actively putting out fires, we were anticipating the possibilities of the next ones erupting and planning for how we’d extinguish those flames. The sheer volume of incidents and potential crises and the magnitude of the implications each could have on the company, its team members, its customers, and other stakeholders was not for the faint of heart. I worked on vehicle accidents, lost packages of celebrities with large social media followings, lawsuit threats, unionization rumors, diverted airplanes, facility closings, and an employee’s death. So, when I say four months felt like five years, that is what I mean. 


But here’s the crazy thing. In a way that surprised even me, I knew that I had found my calling. Crisis communications was what I was meant to do. 


Four months into that job, another opportunity for a promotion presented itself, so I pursued it. And let me add that the position was one for which I would not have been qualified had I not been afforded the experience to manage crisis communications and act as a company spokesperson. Sometimes, the best path forward is a lateral move.


 I got the job and was promoted to director of communications at FedEx Freight and eventually moved into the position of vice president of global communications at FedEx Services. I now serve as the chief marketing and communications officer for the University of Memphis. In each of these positions, I have taken on increased responsibility for planning for, managing, and overseeing the crisis communications functions of the organization. Over the years, I have managed more crisis situations than I can count, and I have the experience—some would call them battle scars—to prove it.


Why I Wrote This Book


My grandmother was fond of the expression, “To whom much is given, much is expected.” I have taken those words to heart in deciding to write this book. I was fortunate to find my calling as a crisis communicator. And I know that my experiences have given me something unique to offer: the wisdom acquired from thirty-plus years of developing the muscle memory needed to jump in and manage whatever crisis I’m presented with. 


This is not just another book about crisis communications. There are plenty of those already on the shelves. Instead, this book is about helping you develop the confidence you’ll need to face any crisis that comes your way. It’s about how you can obtain the kind of muscle memory required to move quickly in the face of a crisis situation, even if you’ve never before faced an actual incident of crisis proportions. 


My intention in writing this book is to provide more than interesting war stories and revelations of lessons learned, although I have certainly strived to provide plenty of both. My purpose in penning Crisis Compass is to provide a resource that I hope serves as a source of strength and comfort to bolster your confidence when you need it. I get it—how can a book be a source of strength and comfort? Strength in that you have a place to find the tools you need to navigate a crisis and comfort in knowing that you are not alone. 


You could find much of the information in this book on your own. It is easy to look for a crisis communications plan template with a simple internet search. You could do some research and find many examples of various types of crises and how companies handled them. You could even identify an industry expert and ask them specific questions about their experiences in crisis communications. My hope is this book will make it a bit easier for you to do all of those things ahead of or while you are facing a crisis situation.


Whether you need help preparing for or confronting a crisis in your own company, are interested in pursuing crisis communications as a career, or are looking to expand your PR skills and knowledge, this book fills in the gaps left when you don’t have a lot of experience in crisis management. In short, I am writing the book that I wish I’d been given when I found myself managing my first crisis. 


What You Can Expect from Crisis Compass


 Here’s what you can expect from the pages of this book. 


In chapter one, Expecting the Unexpected: The Case for Crisis Communications, I share why it’s important to proactively plan for how your company will respond to a crisis. To demonstrate this point, I take you through the most grueling week of my professional life. I show you what a solid crisis communications plan looks like when it’s successfully activated and share some of the most important steps you can take to begin building the infrastructure you’ll need to support your business interests in a crisis. I also explore why it’s important that your communications team interacts often with every functional area of your company so everyone understands how different scenarios can affect every aspect of your business. 


Chapter two, Building Your Crisis Communications Plan, introduces the building blocks you’ll need as you start creating a crisis communications plan tailored to your business. I explain the three universal truths that apply to every business: To control the message, you must first control the messenger; everything is public (whether you intend for it to be or not); and successful crisis management requires focusing on roles and responsibilities. I then delve into the details of how to select and organize a winning communications team, including what qualities to look for in crisis communicators. These professionals are a different breed—proactive, sharp, connected, and capable of playing catastrophes out. I also explain why establishing mindful media relationships and readying certain strategies that you can implement when needed are key to a successful rapid crisis response. 


In chapter three, Practice Makes Permanent, I introduce the most important tenet of successful crisis communications management: practice. This chapter offers a practical guide to readying your company for whatever crisis comes your way. I cover how to visualize possible crisis scenarios and provide a step-by-step guide for envisioning, planning, and executing tabletop drills. I also explain the power of a good holding statement and how you can save your company’s reputation by having several versions on the shelf and ready to access for future use. I provide several sample holding statements that you can use or adapt to your needs. 


Chapter four, Activating Your Crisis Plan, details what you need to do before and during a crisis. I encourage you to learn what the early warning signs are for a potential crisis that could affect your company and how to take action to prepare for or, in some cases, even avoid an impending crisis. I also cover the do-no-harm rule of crisis communications and introduce the Golden Hour, a short window of time when what you do and say can and will make all the difference in how your company weathers a crisis. I offer a few case studies to show you how some companies got it right and how others famously didn’t. And I introduce you to the concept of the strategic pause, identifying when and how to use this powerfully effective communications tactic to protect your brand. 


In chapter five, Strategic Silence: Choosing Not to Communicate, I explain how the conscious decision to remain silent can put you in a more powerful position than you’d be in after stating your case. I then flip this concept around and show how devastating it can be to your brand if you don’t speak up when you should. By the end of this chapter, you’ll be able to discern whether and when it’s time to speak up or keep silent. 


Chapter six, Document Everything—Always, introduces documentation as the cornerstone of effective crisis communications. I discuss the importance of documenting everything you and your team see, read, and hear before, during, and after a crisis and provide examples of the types of information you should be gathering and preserving. I also offer a guide to setting up and maintaining your company’s documentation infrastructure and then explain what information you should protect and how to determine what you can share and with whom. I discuss the importance of situation reports to keep leadership informed so you and your team can focus on managing the crisis. Finally, I provide templates for converting all that documentation into either a robust postcrisis report or a more limited and precise incident report.


Chapter seven, Seeking Out and Accepting Help, introduces another universal truth of crisis management: You are going to need to ask for help from time to time. In this chapter, I offer suggestions for leveraging your company’s internal resources when possible and for seeking help through external resources, such as a crisis management consultant or PR firm, when necessary. I also emphasize the importance of networking in finding outside help that meets your needs and your budget. This chapter also discusses another important aspect of crisis management, which is recognizing that others in your organization and your community want and need to support their colleagues and friends in need. It’s up to you, as the crisis communications lead, to help find ways to let them share in healing and rebuilding after a crisis. 


In chapter eight, Leading with Your Head and Your Heart, I offer leadership advice gleaned from more than twenty years of leading crisis communications teams. I discuss the perils of micromanaging, the importance of recognizing and addressing signs of burnout, and how to make the best use of the leadership shadow you cast over your team. I talk about how fear of missing out (FOMO) is real in our industry and how to address it with your team. And I offer tools for handling the inevitable postcrisis letdown that teams often experience following a particularly challenging situation. To me, this is the most important chapter in the book for leaders. The entire book can be used by anyone managing a crisis situation, but this chapter focuses on being a good leader of people. Leadership is a choice and a responsibility that I do not take lightly.


Chapter nine, Postcrisis Management: Lessons Learned, covers the never-ending continuous improvement that is part and parcel of crisis communications management. I cover the efficacy of postcrisis reviews—how they preserve institutional memory while acting as change agents to inform your team’s progress and enhance its abilities—as well as offer practical tips for holding postmortem meetings. The intelligence you receive during a postcrisis review can also be used to avoid a future crisis or mitigate its impact. I encourage all crisis communicators to use what they’ve learned from a crisis to pay it forward by sharing what they’ve learned with others who can benefit from their experiences. 


In chapter ten, Creating Your Crisis Management Tool Kit, I provide a reference tool for implementing much of the practical advice I’ve offered throughout this book. This is the tool kit that I wish I’d had when I first started out in the crisis communications field and one that I offer to my clients and colleagues who don’t yet have their own. I provide a written pathway to help you identify potential crisis scenarios and create your crisis response team. Next, you’re guided to establish a media management protocol, an internal communications plan, and a social media strategy for your organization. Finally, steps for postcrisis recovery are provided. And as much as everyone wants to put a crisis behind them and move on quickly, this is simply a step that cannot and should not ever be skipped.
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CHAPTER ONE





 Expecting the Unexpected: The Case for Crisis Communications 






Whether you expect it or not, at some point, your business is going to face an issue, crisis, or scandal that has the potential to damage your brand and reputation. A partner may leave your practice. An employee might embezzle funds. A tornado could destroy your building. It is impossible to completely prevent bad things from happening to good organizations. 


I’m not saying that every bad thing will actually come about. With the right amount of risk assessment and crisis mitigation planning, there’s a good chance that you’ll successfully avoid many of the situations that have the potential to become full-fledged crises. But there will always be matters beyond your control—contingencies that can swiftly and without warning erupt into the kind of issue that can tarnish your reputation, bruise your bottom line, or, at worst, destroy your organization beyond repair.


To prepare for situations outside your control, you need a good crisis communications plan. And while you can strive to anticipate different scenarios and potential turns of events, you can’t possibly prepare a perfect plan to address every aspect of every conceivable mishap that could come your way. 


But you can come close.


 Using knowledge, experience, and foresight, you can proactively plan for how you will respond when an issue or a crisis of any size comes your way.


Plan Meets Execution: Five Grueling Days


My cell phone rang at half past eleven at night, jarring me out of a sound sleep. I slipped out of bed and held the phone to my ear, hoping the ring hadn’t awakened my husband. On the other end was my boss’s boss. 


“There’s an active shooter at the Indianapolis Ground facility, and it’s happening now. I don’t have much information yet, but it’s all over social media,” she said. 


“I’m on it,” I replied, and we hung up. 


I quietly made my way to my office, closing all of the doors behind me so as not to wake my sleeping family. This was during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, and the makeshift home office I’d been working in was about to be converted into a crisis communications war room managed via phone calls and Zoom and Microsoft Teams video conferences.


 Over a marketing and communications career that had spanned more than three decades, I’d seen my share of urgencies, emergencies, disasters, and catastrophic events. I’d dealt with cyberattacks, scandals, a National Transportation Safety Board crash investigation, unionization efforts, and issues around the delivery of lifesaving vaccines. I’d guided companies through accidents resulting in deaths, weather events, CEO transitions, and fallout from global trade issues. But I’d never experienced anything like the anguish caused by a senseless and deliberate act of gun violence. 




Using knowledge, experience, and foresight, you can proactively plan for how you will respond when an issue or a crisis of any size comes your way.





That night, as vice president of global communications for FedEx, I was counting on our proactive and extensive crisis communications preparation efforts to help me manage the information gathering and dissemination for the worst event I had yet to encounter in my career. As I switched on the lights in my office, I took a deep breath and got to work. 
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