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His most recent book is 
The Agony of Decision: Mental 

Readiness and Leadership in a Crisis 
( www.agonyofdecision.com ), 

from which the following is excerpted.

Helio Fred Garcia has been on the New York University faculty 
since 1988. He is an adjunct professor of management in NYU’s 
Stern School of Business Executive MBA program, where he teaches 
crisis management, and where he was named 2016 Executive MBA 
Great Professor. He is an adjunct associate professor of 
management and communication in NYU’s School of Professional 
Studies, MS in Public Relations and Corporate Communication 
program, where he teaches crisis communication, and where he 
has twice received the Dean’s awards for teaching excellence. He 
is an adjunct associate professor in Columbia University, where he 
teaches ethics, crisis, and leadership in the Professional 
Development and Leadership program of the Fu Foundation 
School of Engineering.
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I have been professionally involved in crisis and other high-stakes 

situations in one way or another since 1980; pretty much full-time 

in crisis and executive leadership since 1987. 

Over the years I discovered that the real value in resolving crises 

is not in excellent internal and external communication, nor in 

highest-quality tactical execution, however important they may be 

– and they are mighty important.

Rather, real value comes out and answer the bigger questions and 

then make the tough choices in a timely way. 

The execution will follow. So will the communication. 

Crisis Communication Primer
For PR Pros



“ It ’s the response that determines the outcome. 

In other words, it ’s what you do next that matters.

And getting that right is not easy.
“

One of the predictable patterns of crisis response is that the severity of the crisis event does not 
determine whether an organization and its leader get through a crisis well. Indeed, two organizations, 
similarly situated, can see dramatically different outcomes based on the quality and timeliness of 
their individual responses to the crisis events.
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Crisis Management is the Management of Choices

The English word crisis derives from the ancient Greek word that meant decision, or choice, especially at 
a turning point where one’s destiny is determined one way or another. I believe that understanding crisis 
in the Greek sense – a moment of decision or choice, the turning point where one’s destiny is determined 
either positively or negatively – is the key to effective crisis management.

Every crisis is a business problem before it is a communication 

problem, and leaders cannot communicate their way out of a 

business problem. They especially cannot communicate their 

way out of a problem they have behaved their way into. 

So the first task in effective crisis management is identifying 

and resolving the underlying business problem. 

Communication, when it is called for, describes the steps 

the company is taking to identify or resolve the problem, or 

expresses a commitment to doing so.

Indeed, there is an important role for effective communication 

as part of a larger crisis management process. Crisis communi-

cation is a subset of crisis management that focuses on engag-

ing stakeholders in order to maintain, restore, or enhance trust 

and confidence when something goes wrong.

As with any other form of management, there is a rigor to 

getting it right. The starting point of that rigor is to have clar-

ity about the crisis in the first place. And once we have clarity 

about the problem, the rigor also includes identifying a set of 

options of how we might respond, and projecting the outcomes 

for each option. Then the discipline consists of making choices 

based not on personal preference, or fear, or denial, but rather 

based on the best set of outcomes – or, more precisely, the less 

bad set of outcomes.
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Identifying the Problem

Making good choices starts with clarity about the problem itself. Understanding the problem requires 
rigor in asking questions in a certain order, and then discipline in answering those questions to 
achieve clarity about the situation and the likely consequence.

Here’s a productive sequence of questions:

Question 1: What Do We Have?
The assessment of the crisis begins with a candid descrip-

tion of what happened, what is happening, or what might 

happen. Here there is a need for real discipline to avoid 

confusing or conflating the symptom with the cause. A media 

inquiry about a product failure is a symptom. The product 

failure is the actual crisis.

Question 2: What Does It Mean?
Once we have named the problem, we then need to identify 

the significance of it. If left unattended, how will this play 

out? What are the likely consequences? What are the risks 

that this crisis represents to the organization’s operations, 

financial position, competitive position, or relationship with 

stakeholders?

Question 3: What Do We Want?
Getting clarity about what the problem is and what it means 

helps identify the goal: What is the ideal outcome we seek? 

Here we need to resist the temptation to wish that the crisis 

never happened. We can’t un-ring a bell. But we can project 

a less bad outcome. Given the risks identified in Question 2, 

what is the end state we hope to achieve by managing the 

crisis well?

Question 4: How Can We Make That Happen?
Once we have clarity about the desired outcome, we can 

begin to project how we can make that outcome happen. 

This becomes the strategy for crisis response.
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Because trust is the consequence of expectations fulfilled, the right 

question to ask when determining the appropriate course of action 

in a crisis is not What should we do? Or What should we say? 

Rather, think of the stakeholders who matter to your organization. 

Then, with those stakeholders in mind, ask:

 

What would reasonable people 

appropriately expect a responsible 

organization or leader to do when 

facing this kind of situation?

Framing decisions in light of stakeholder expectations leads to 

smarter choices faster, and maintains stakeholders’ trust.

Maintaining Trust

One goal for most organizations and leaders in crises is to maintain the trust and confidence of 
those who matter – shareholders, employees, customers, regulators, etc. Trust arises when 
stakeholders’ legitimate expectations are met. Trust falls when expectations are unmet. 

“

“
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In the immediate aftermath of an explosion or fire, 

reasonable stakeholders would not expect an organization 

to know the precise cause of the explosion or fire. Media will 

inquire, and social media will speculate, but no trust will be lost 

simply because the organization doesn’t immediately know or 

disclose the cause. Similarly, if there have been fatalities 

reasonable people don’t appropriately expect a responsible 

organization to disclose the names of the dead before family 

members have been notified. Again, media will ask, and social 

media will speculate. But media inquiry and social media 

speculation do not define what is reasonable. And trust will 

not fall just because the organization waited to be sure fam-

ily members knew before the names were publicly disclosed. 

For any stakeholder group we can answer the question, What 

would reasonable people appropriately expect a responsible 

organization or leader to do? to a very granular level.

We can inventory expectations to the level of a large universe, 

such as all employees or of a much narrower universe, such 

as those hourly unionized employees on the second shift of 

a certain factory; to the level of all regulators or of only those 

regulators at a particular regulatory agency; to the level of a 

broad universe such as all customers or of a narrower universe 

such as all customers who bought a certain product at a certain 

retailer on a certain day. 

And we can then work to fulfill those specific expectations.

Regardless the particular expectations of any given stakeholder 

group, there is a common expectation that applies to all 

stakeholder groups all the time: In a crisis, all stakeholders 

expect a responsible organization or leader to care. To care that 

something has happened; to care that people need help; to 

care that something needs to be done.

One of the common patterns in crisis is this: The single 

biggest predictor of loss of trust and confidence, of loss of 

reputation, and of financial and operational harm, is the 

perception that the organization or leader does not care.

So effective crisis response, at a minimum, begins with a timely 

demonstration of caring. And it continues with a persistent 

demonstration that the organization and leader continue to 

care, for as long as the expectation of caring exists.

What it takes to show we care may vary across time – what 

it takes to show we care early in a crisis will be different from 

later in the crisis. And it will vary across stakeholder groups and 

across types of crises. But that we need to show we care will 

not change.
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Defining Timelines

When should an organization in crisis show that it cares? Just as in considering what to do, there is a rigor to 
considering when to do it. There is a first-mover advantage in crisis response: whoever is the first to define 
three things typically controls stakeholders’ interpretation of an event:

     The nature of the crisis itself.

     The organization’s motives.

     The organization’s actions.

If the organization does not take the first mover advantage, 

others can define it in unflattering ways. All too often, lawyers 

and others will counsel silence; either complete silence or 

silence until all the facts are known. But silence is the most 

toxic approach an organization can employ.
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When stakeholders expect an organization to care, 

silence is interpreted as indifference – as the absence 

of caring. And as a result, trust falls. And in the silence, 

stakeholders tend to interpret the organization’s crisis as an 

integrity lapse, even as the organization may understand the 

crisis to be a routine operational setback.

Worse, silence invites the media, social media, critics, 

and adversaries to seize the first mover advantage and 

to paint the organization as affirmatively uncaring. 

So the nature of the crisis gets exaggerated negatively; the 

company’s motives are characterized as unethical or lacking 

in integrity; and the company’s actions are characterized as 

too little, too late, or self-protective.

Even worse, if silence continues when there is an expec-

tation of caring, then victims, critics, adversaries, oppor-

tunists, the media, social media, and politicians can 

begin to rally public opinion against the organization. 

This is when we see calls for boycotts, protests, picketing, 

petitions, and also calls for investigations, for lawsuits, and 

for leaders to be fired. 

There are three central problems with silence 
in the early phase of a crisis becoming public:

Organizations can find the balance between keeping trust and 

protecting themselves in future litigation by identifying the 

categories of things that can be disclosed without acknowledg-

ing blame, guilt, or liability. In general, even risk-averse counsel, 

when pressed, will agree that the following, in whole or in part 

and properly drafted, would not necessarily increase risks in 

future litigation:

Acknowledgment: A statement of awareness that 

something has happened.

Empathy: If there are or may be victims, an expression 

of empathy or sympathy.

Values: A declaration of the organization’s values, such 

as “our first concern is the safety of our employees…”

Approach: A summary of the kinds of actions taken or 

to be taken, such as “we are working with first responders  

and public safety officials, and will continue to do so until 

all employees are accounted for.”

Commitment: Setting future expectations, such as 

“we will continue to monitor the situation and will provide 

a public update when we know more.” 
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The Golden Hour doesn’t refer to a particular number of 

minutes but rather the observation that incremental delays in 

controlling the communication agenda lead to greater-than-

incremental harm.

The longer it takes to show we care, the harder it becomes. 

We saw this in the example of United Airlines.

That’s because more and more people are reaching conclusions 

about the situation, making judgments, and believing and acting 

on what they hear. What would have been sufficient in the early 

phases of a situation becoming public would be woefully 

inadequate hours or days or weeks later.

The general principle in applying the Golden Hour in a crisis is 

the rule of 45 minutes, six hours, three days, two weeks. That’s 

the sequence of disproportionate effects that arise in particular 

intervals in the cycle of visibility—what used to be called the 

“news cycle” but with the ubiquity of social media is now far 

more widespread. This principle suggests that it’s possible to 

show we care, but that the longer it takes to organize a 

sufficiently persuasive response, the harder it becomes.

A stand-by statement with those categories is often sufficient to secure the first-mover advantage 
and demonstrate that the organization cares, without triggering undue legal liability. 

Illustration by Adam Tiouririne
The Golden Hour of Crisis Response

Of course, the best way to control the communication agenda 

is through the first mover advantage: Be the first to fully define 

the crisis, your motive, and your actions. But what if that’s not 

possible? If something happens unexpectedly? Or if others start 

talking about you before you’re ready? Then there’s a need to 

be nimble. In these circumstances, it’s important to understand 

the Golden Hour of Crisis Response.
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If an organization can effectively define the nature of the crisis, 

its motives, and its actions within the first 45 minutes of an 

issue becoming public from some external source, relatively 

few stakeholders will have heard of the issue from others, and 

things are likely to settle down with minimal harm to trust and 

likely no long-term harm. Very often, a stand-by statement with 

the categories noted above is enough to show care quickly, 

even after losing the first mover advantage.

But if an organization misses the first 45 minutes more and 

more people will hear about the issue, with critics, adversaries, 

commentators, and others defining the crisis, the organization’s 

motives, and its actions. It is still possible to take back control 

of the communication, but it will be harder: the organization 

will need to reach more people, and overcome more competi-

tion for attention. And some people may have already formed 

opinions that will be very hard to change. But if it can be done 

...define the nature of the crisis, 

its motives, and its actions within 

the first 45 minutes of an issue 

becoming public...

“

“

within the first six hours of the issue becoming public, then 

things should settle down relatively quickly. As in the first-mover 

advantage and in the first 45 minutes, a well-crafted standby 

statement may be sufficient to show care in the first six hours. 

But stakeholder expectations may require that the organization 

provide more detail about the actions taken so far.

If it takes more than several hours to define the crisis, motives, 

and actions, then a company and its leaders will be at risk for 

three days. That’s because of the dynamics of daily newspaper 

publication and television news broadcasts, along with televi-

sion and social media reaction to the initial story or stories, 

and any second-day newspaper stories and subsequent reac-

tion. During this period, even more people are being made 

aware of the issue by critics, the media, or others. 

And the company and its leaders are more and more at risk. 

It is typically within this window that victims, opportunists, 

activists, critics, and media begin to call for boycotts, petitions, 

firings, investigations, and lawsuits. But if within three days the 

organization can show it cares, the situation should resolve 

itself. But as United Airlines learned, what it takes to show it 

cares is much more difficult on the third day than in the first 45 

minutes or six hours.
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If it takes more than several days for a company or its leaders 

to define the crisis, its motives, and its actions, then significantly 

more people will know about the crisis, and it will be even 

harder to resolve the it. And because of the publication 

schedule of weekly magazines, weekly newspaper sections, 

weekly blogs, and television programs, the likelihood is that 

a controversy will be alive for at least two weeks.

 If it takes more than two weeks to define the issue, motives, 

and actions, then there’s a very good chance of significant 

damage, sometimes irreparable. We saw that with Tony 

Hayward and BP: He became untenable as CEO and had to 

leave the company.

 Just as with the decision criteria for What, the criteria for 

deciding When to show care are based on stakeholders’ 

expectations and their likely reactions. And as with the criteria 

for What, the key is to ask the right questions.  We have found 

that four questions in particular are most productive. A “Yes” 

answer to any one of them is sufficient to give an organization 

and its leadership confidence that engaging stakeholders is a 
wise move.



Will those who matter to us expect us to do 

or say something now?

Will silence be seen by our stakeholders as 

indifference or as an affirmation of guilt?

Are others talking about us now, thereby shaping 

the perception of us among those who matter to us; 

is there reason to believe they will be soon?  

If we wait do we lose the ability to determine 

the outcome?  

The four questions are these:

If the answer to all four questions is “No”, then we have an 

opportunity to monitor and to prepare, to rehearse, to draft 

documents, to secure approvals, and otherwise get ready to 

engage. Then, when the answer to any one of the questions 

becomes Yes, we can engage effectively. And we’ll have either 

the first mover advantage or respond sufficiently quickly within 

the Golden Hour that there will be minimal loss of trust.

It is relatively easy to make smart choices by asking just a 

handful of questions in the early phases of consideration of a 

crisis. And as each question is answered, leaders get closer and 

closer to seeing clearly the most productive path forward, and 

the most productive time in which to take that path.
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Track the online news, TV, radio, and social media content that matters most to you. 

Get to know Critical Mention. We’re on it, so you’re on it. 

A faster way to get on the fast track.

Run, don’t walk to criticalmention.com 
and discover the fastest, easiest-to-use media monitoring platform in the industry.

Speedy search? Check. 

Instant notification alerts? Check. 

Easy sharing? Check.

Quick reporting? Check. 

You looking like a PR rock star? Check!












