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The North-American Interfraternity Conference is pleased to bring you this
new resource for your boards and staff. For the first time, we are offering a
Crisis Communications Handbook developed by our media consultant. Based
on surveys, media training workshops offered to our member groups and
feedback to our organization, we’re hopeful you will put this to good use. In this
guidebook, you will find useful checklists to create your own crisis plans and
also helpful reminders and tips to assist you with updates to plans you may
already have in place – including monitoring social media. The resource will be
made available to member groups only and is intended for use in developing
strategies with your highest-level professional communicators.
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Overview
Planning is the cornerstone of effective crisis management and communication. That doesn’t mean
everything’s going to go exactly to plan – far from it. Your planning gives you the chance to rehearse,
anticipate and respond effectively when a crisis does occur. In your plans, in your rehearsals, in your
regular meetings, be sure everyone understands the need for a quick and planned response.
Remember that your members can be your best assets and your worst liabilities. This is true for
any large corporation or any small nonprofit. If any single person disagrees with your organization,
has different information to share or feels as if the “true story” isn’t being told, you are subject to
a potentially exaggerated and lengthy public trial that can reach a very large audience – especially
online.
Think how quickly an email can be forwarded, a tweet can be retweeted, a Facebook post can be
shared with friends or a smartphone can be used to update multiple social media accounts in an
instant. That’s how quickly you may need to respond. Your crisis review and response team needs to
be authorized to act accordingly and given the executive authority to take steps as needed.
Also, remember that journalists and bloggers simply do not have the training that often was required
of media outlets from decades past. “Citizen” journalists, bloggers and pundits have changed that
landscape forever. Now, more than ever, it’s important for you to engage quickly, thoughtfully and
effectively with anyone who calls you and claims to be a member of the press – and to also do your
homework and prepare before engaging.
Quick Tips
• Most of the time, facts and data win the day – if provided in a timely and professional manner.
• Know the difference between your traditional crisis communications plan and your social media
crisis communications plan. Make sure that they fit together.
• Acknowledge the situation as quickly as possible from the time an incident has been reported. You
can simply state to media: “We are aware of the [report, allegation, incident] and are looking into it.”
• Have a designated spokesperson, and make sure that person is media trained and understands the
role of being the primary responder.
• If your primary responder needs a backup, make sure a single point of contact is screening media
calls and asking the appropriate questions.
• Document your communications trail by keeping a timeline of events as they happened and for
quick reference as an event unfolds.
Worst Actions to Take During a Crisis
• Failing to appropriately respond in a timely manner
• Using a speakerphone and having others in the room without disclosure
• Giving out information without first checking for accuracy
• Saying more than you need to based on what you know
• Putting someone on camera who has not been media trained
• Using someone as a spokesperson who is emotionally involved in the outcome
• Failing to consult with legal counsel
• Being preferential with media by working exclusively with one reporter or one media outlet
• Lying
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What Constitutes a Crisis
Examples of campus emergencies cited in university policies:
• Death or serious injury of an undergraduate chapter member or new member
• Injury or incident involving alcohol or drugs at social events sponsored by a chapter or council
• Injury or incident involving an undergraduate member, a new member or a nonmember at or during
a chapter or council event
• Injury or incident such as hazing involving an undergraduate member, a new member or a
nonmember that occurs on chapter property
• Fire, flood, tornado or other natural disaster affecting the chapter or campus
Other campus emergencies that have made national news in recent years:
• Hostage event
• Mass shooting
• Missing student
• Cyber or digital harassment targeting an individual or organization
• Boycotts or picketing based on an agenda or policy
Potential scenarios for national fraternity office emergencies:
• Natural disasters such as fires, flooding, tornadoes or earthquakes affecting a national office or
chapter house that results in a disruption of services
• Closing a chapter
• Membership selection controversies or complaints
• Unannounced visit of disgruntled parent, student, or estranged spouse of office personnel
• Target of picketing as a result of a policy or public stance
• Employee or member incident
• Domestic violence situation
• Management misconduct (board or staff)

Arranging Your Notification Lists
Consider the following audiences and put them in priority order for your organization. While
governance varies from group to group, it is essential that you know how to reach your audiences
quickly via emails, group texts or phone calls.
Regardless of how you choose to organize your list, media should always be a consideration in your
Priority 1 contacts. Why? Because anyone who is on your Priority 1 list may be contacted directly
by media. If so, key messages should not conflict and information should not be sent to media from
multiple sources.
The following key audiences may be part of your planning and should be considered as you prioritize
your own custom contact lists:
Priority 1
• Chapter members directly involved in incident
• Chapter president and executive officers
• Chapter advisor/leadership team
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• Housing corporation president (depending on the organization structure)
• University Greek Life staff
• University executives and communications staff
• Parents, family members or guardians of member who is directly involved
• Chapter members not directly involved in incident
• Law enforcement officials if a crime has been reported
• Media
Priority 2
• Other members of the organization’s family (advisory board, house corporation, etc.)
• Parents of chapter members
• Alumni of chapter
Priority 3
• Members of other chapters on the same campus
• North-American Interfraternity Conference (President & CEO)
• Other fraternity/sorority groups as necessary
Priority 4
Other national groups that may be affected by the outcomes
In putting together this important list, you should also determine how you will be reaching each of
those groups and note how often your contacts for each of the lists is updated – especially email
lists. Although email may be the quickest and simplest way to communicate, it may not be the best
for a variety of reasons.
In planning this section customized to your group, identify the:
• Key public or critical audiences.
• Order in which you need to connect.
• Order in which you may need to change notifications based on the severity of the incident.
(Example: A case involving law enforcement may require a different level of notifications than a
case involving an angry parent whose son did not receive a bid.)
• Location to keep the list so others on the crisis team have access to the list.
In most instances, your Priority 1 group will be, or should be, the group you are keeping informed as
much as possible.

Developing a Crisis Communications Team
In all of your planning steps, developing a hands-on response team is the most critical. These
carefully selected individuals should have the right skill sets and possess the ability to deal calmly
and carefully with media in a deadline-driven situation.
Select people who:
• Have the authority or are given the authority to be quoted by media.
• Are not easily rattled under pressure.
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• Do not have a direct emotional investment or connection to the situation. (Example: A student who
is the chapter president in a fraternity house where an alleged hazing incident occurred.)
• Are able to process information quickly and thoroughly and then communicate it without subjective
interpretation or tone.
• Have the time to put your crisis communications plan into ready mode at any given moment
– meaning they are quickly available at work or home or have ready use of technology via
smartphones, computers or tablets.

Interview Ground Rules – All Media
Don’t avail yourself to any media interview before learning about the reporter, outlet and intended
story line – as well as checking a byline or clip history of the person who has reached out to you.
Usually, a reporter will immediately tell you what he or she is working on. (Example: I am working on
a story about a hazing incident at Yahoo campus.) You are within your rights to have a few questions
answered before you commit to an interview, such as:
• Tell me more details. (If you don’t already know, you will be able to ascertain what the reporter knows.)
• How much time will be needed for the interview?
• Where will it run?
• When will it run?
• Who else have you interviewed?
• Who else will you interview for your story?
• And (often overlooked): May I recommend someone else you may want to interview for context?
The person assigned to this task is an important contact. He or she needs to play the role of a
gatekeeper but also works closely with the media to deliver important information before or by
deadline. Select this person carefully and reassess after any crisis incident to make sure this person
is suited for the task. Post-crisis evaluation is an important part of the process. This is a difficult task
for people who don’t deal with media on a regular basis, so allow time for a learning curve and offer
training as needed.
If you are being contacted on Twitter, try to take the conversation offline – meaning ask for a phone
call or an email. Although many bloggers may want to engage you publicly with their followers, you
should not engage a long and drawn-out conversation in any social media.
Media Releases
If necessary, distribute an update for media.
• Post the release on the organization website and distribute it to members.
• The prepared written statement should guide all interviews.
• Supervise media access to organizational facilities. Know ahead of time who the journalist is
and what he or she plans to cover. Be sure the area into which media are invited does not have
sensitive information within view.
• Repurpose traditional media outreach tools such as news releases or statements for appropriate
use on social media forums.
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Lawyers, Legal Advice and Insurance
Establish ground rules with your crisis communications team on one key question: When do we call
legal counsel and/or our insurance agent? Because legal fees are part of this equation and affect your
budget, make this decision early – and well before a crisis incident develops.
When do we call legal counsel and/or our insurance agent?
• When a member is injured or dies from unexpected or questionable circumstances
• When litigation is threatened
• When hazing, bullying or harassment is alleged
Simply put: Your lawyer and insurance agent should not be the last to know.
Also, keep in mind that when a flurry of emails are shared, those emails could be privileged and
confidential if they are shared with legal counsel. However, if you are communicating with officials
at a public entity – such as public university officials and advisors – many of those emails could
be subject to disclosure under public records laws. It is not uncommon for media to file a records
request seeking disclosure of emails when a crisis occurs.
Always be careful when sharing emails with multiple parties, because any email is easily forwarded
to someone who is not part of the crisis team. Even if the records are not subject to a public records
request, they are subject to written discovery rules if the matter ends up in litigation. The bottom line
is that any record, written or electronic, should be treated as if it could show up on the front page of
a newspaper or as a trending topic on Twitter.
Also, if you fail to inform your insurance agent of a matter that could lead to litigation, you could have
a problem filing an insurance claim when the actual lawsuit is filed.
Knowing when to include your lawyer and insurance agent is a critical decision and one that
should be discussed with counsel well before putting your plan into place. Revisit this conversation
periodically so there are no misunderstandings if a crisis does occur.
Finally, discuss the boundaries of your legal fees, insurance coverage and deductibles before a crisis
occurs.

Social Media—The New Trusted Media Source
Facebook and Twitter have become primary news sources during breaking news – both for wide and
large general audiences as well as for traditional media (TV, print and radio). These online social media
sites are where traditional media can find sources, eyewitnesses and contradictions in a story line
from “official” sources.
Tweets and Facebook posts are replacing actual interviews. Comments, posts and tweets are
now a mainstream source and have replaced what were previously known as “man on the street”
interviews – when quick comments would be sought randomly from members of the public.
For example, if your organization refuses comment or doesn’t post a statement quickly, members of
traditional media will begin searching social media to find a comment to use.
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Tracking social media is now a necessary part of crisis media
management and should be used carefully depending on your situation.
Reminders about social media:
• Create targeted templates for each medium – Facebook, Twitter,
Tumblr, LinkedIn, etc.
• Frame one master statement for the general population and modify
per medium.
• Keep all messages concise and suited to the forum you are using.
• Speed is everything, but so is accuracy and tone. Engage rapidly but
appropriately.
• Monitor all conversations, and work to contain them.
Also, remember to protect your name in the social media space.
This is often overlooked and forgotten. The first step to securing your
online reputation is to purchase, own or claim all relevant domains and
potential online profiles. If you haven’t done so, consider minimally
claiming the following: Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn. Also ensure that
your Wikipedia content is current and accurate.
If you don’t register and own your name, others will and use it to your
brand’s disadvantage.
Make sure that your content manager for all social networks knows
how to control and work with privacy settings as well. Your content
manager should also be at least a consulting part of your crisis
communications team.
How to Respond to Negative Comments in Social Media
Learning how to respond to negative reviews and comments online is a
skill and does take practice. But keep these considerations in mind:
Stay Calm: Counting to 10 is always good advice. Take a few deep
breaths. Get up and walk away from the keyboard if you need to
consider next steps.
Speak Honestly: If a policy was violated, assure your audiences
you are cooperating and hope to resolve issues quickly. A simple
acknowledgement may save you grief in the long run.
Don’t Talk Down to the Complaint: Use a regular voice and moderate
tone. You don’t want an ongoing war of words or an online contest of
wills. There are no winners.
Promise to Do Better: This never hurts to say and often ends the
conversation.
Prepared by Kyle Communications

Online Monitoring Tools
Google Alerts
Google Alerts are a quick way to
get news, blogs, video and forum
posts pushed to your email inbox.
Visit the Google Alerts link and
enter your search terms. It’s also a
good idea to enter multiple search
term combinations to get as many
updates as possible. If you’re
entering a fraternity name, you
may also want to enter a chapter
name and name of the university
or city location. You can manage
your alerts with the menu options
listed. One side note: Google
Alerts do not capture everything
being posted online. If you need
to monitor an ongoing situation
on campus, be sure to visit a
campus media site often – and
monitor comments from those
posting responses or commentary
to online articles.
http://www.google.com/alerts
BoardReader
BoardReader is good for tracking
conversations across forums
and message boards, such as
GreekChat.com. You can narrow
your search options here as well
by refining results by date, from a
particular domain or by relevance.
You can also follow a trends
graph here, which shows spikes
when online chatter increases
about your group – such as during
recruitment or when a crisis
incident makes online headlines.
http://boardreader.com
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Remember that not all negative comments require a response.
Sometimes people just like to vent. As the conversation continues,
you can watch the comments and let your followers or users weigh in.
Often you will be surprised that members of your online community are
your most ardent supporters.
Remember that social media tools go out of date quickly. If you find
preferable tools, put them to use.

Why Plans Don’t Work
Like any document, a crisis communications plan can suffer from shelf
syndrome – meaning it’s put up on a shelf and considered “done.”
If you don’t have crisis communication drills, then your plan has just
become a poor use of your staff and board’s time. Volunteers are busy
people. Associations and nonprofits have many tasks. Planning for a
crisis is often the most overlooked on the “to do” list for associations.
If you create this plan and tailor it to your organization:
• Revisit it at least annually and preferably quarterly.
• Build media training into your schedule – especially when there are
changes to key staff people or key volunteers.
• Integrate with your risk management policies and practices.
• Keep in tune with best practices by learning from one another.
• Get to know and trust your local media – this will be invaluable in a
crisis.

Developing Key Messages
The crisis communication team develops factual and responsive
messages and provides a script for the people responsible for
answering calls, emails and managing updates to the voicemail system.
Refer all media and public inquiries to the designated spokesperson for
public use comment.
• Prepare these messages for media inquiries, member updates and
phone calls to critical audiences.
• Messages should reflect the organization’s overall messages,
leadership role and resource status. They should attempt to reinforce
the positive and be action/solution oriented if possible.
• Consider what media know about the situation and what the potential
interest is in continued coverage.
• Recognize that unfavorable, inaccurate or contradictory information
could have future negative consequences requiring additional
responses.
• Consider questions that will be asked in order to prepare your
answers – including the questions you hope will not be asked.
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Online Monitoring Tools
Social Mention
Social Mention can catch and
monitor immediate conversations
around specific keywords by
monitoring more than 80 social
media properties directly,
including Twitter, Facebook,
FriendFeed, YouTube, Digg, and
Google. For example, you can
enter your fraternity’s name,
use a drawdown menu to select
blogs, and see who is mentioning
your organization. You can also
subscribe to an RSS feed here.
http://socialmention.com
Trackur
Trackur is a fee-based program
that pulls keywords from a variety
of sources. This program lets
users save, sort, tag, share and
subscribe to particular feeds.
The service costs less than $20 a
month, but you can sign up for a
demo for free.
http://www.trackur.com/
Managing multiple accounts
http://hootsuite.com
http://ping.fm
http://tweetdeck.com
Tracking comment threads
http://disqus.com
Tracking hashtags
http://hashtracking.com
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• Determine whether it is appropriate to change any voicemail messages as a result of the crisis,
especially if it is ongoing.
• Consider the need for additional materials such as a fact sheet, backgrounder, website resources,
FAQs, etc.
• If appropriate, consult with other organizations involved to ensure consistent messages and
conformity of responses.

Statement Samples
Directing media to appropriate national contact
Sample: Please contact [add name] for all inquiries on this matter. [Add name] is the most appropriate
contact and will have information as it becomes available.
Directing questions from a member to appropriate national contact
Sample: If you receive a query from any media, please direct that person to [add name]. Do not send
any additional information. Thanks for your consideration in this manner so we can answer all media
queries directly and appropriately.
Media statement on allegations
Sample: This matter has been brought to our attention, and we are investigating. For additional
queries, please contact [add name] at [add preferred contacts/email, cell, etc.]
Request for interview/declined
Sample: At this time, [add organization name] will have no further comment. For updates or public
statements, please monitor [add website URL or other online sources].
Request for interview/accepted
Sample: [Add name] is available for an interview. [Add name] is our organization’s [add title]. Because
of limited availability, we ask that you submit questions via email to [add screening contact], and
we’ll get back to you as soon as possible. Please let us know who else will be interviewed for this
story so that we may provide contacts as needed.

Now Build Your Plan
Use the three checklists provided with this overview to create your plan.
Checklist 1 – Organizing the Crisis Communications Plan
Checklist 2 – Managing the Crisis
Checklist 3 – Keeping the Plan Current
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Checklist 1: Organizing the Crisis Communications Plan
Person responsible for overseeing: __________________________________________________________
Date last updated: _________________________________________________________________________
1. Phone/Email Lists
Disseminate an emergency list with phone numbers (work, home, cell, other) and email addresses
for staff and crisis communications team members, which should include your attorney and insurance
agent contacts. Update annually and schedule those activities as routine events on your calendar.
2. Media Training
Identify and train organization spokespeople.
Board president or executive director (main spokesperson): _____________________________________
Director of communications (backup spokesperson/media contact screener): _____________________
Additional subject matter experts: ___________________________________________________________
3. Media Tips
Make sure spokespeople are familiar with the Quick Tips section found in the overall communications
plan. NIC member groups operate independently and may have different policies governing
interaction with media and who is authorized to act as a spokesperson.
4. Staff Members
Make sure staff members have phone and email lists with them at work and at home, as well as
crisis procedures, policies regarding media inquiries, communication priorities and the best means
to reach the crisis team. Ensure that all staff members are familiar with the document and who is
responsible for updates.
5. Notification
Keep contact information for key audiences updated so that they can be easily contacted in a crisis.
6. Key Messages
Make sure spokespeople are familiar with your organization’s key messages. During a crisis, the crisis
communications team will create relevant messages.
7. Approved Media Statements
Statements for media inquiries should be approved by the board as necessary.
8. Temporary Office
Determine a location to convene and/or where to stage communications if the crisis situation
prevents staff from getting to or using the office.
9. Equipment
Identify backup resources necessary before a crisis, including extra cell phones, computers, etc.
Determine how that equipment would be gathered and who would be responsible for operating it.
10. Drill Session
At least quarterly, rehearse your crisis communications plan.
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Checklist 2: Managing the Crisis
These are steps to help manage communications in a crisis. Be sure to record the actions taken and
related media coverage to evaluate efficacy and measure intended plan objectives.
A. Crisis Communications Team
The designated team leader or liaison will notify appropriate people as specified in your plan. Advise
staff members on the process to follow if calls come in from other key audiences. Do not release
information until the crisis communication team convenes, reviews the situation and develops a
strategy – which may include a response script for the people answering phone calls and emails.
B. Situational Assessment
The crisis communications team will assess the situation, determine facts and begin delegating
tasks. Questions to help determine appropriate crisis communications responses in your situational
assessment include:
• Who is the crisis communications lead person responsible for ensuring that all steps are taken?
• What is the situation?
• Which staff members and key volunteers in critical positions need to be involved?
• What immediate steps need to be taken?
• How soon should dialogue begin with university officials, and who is the best person to make
contact and follow up?
• What is known and who already knows it?
• Is there potential public interest? Does the issue have traction?
• Who will be affected?
• What are people feeling – what emotions need to be considered?
• What information is needed, and who beyond organizational staff members need to get it? When
will it be available?
• Should the organization be proactive or reactive?
• What can and can’t be said? Are there privacy policies or issues that need to be addressed?
• Does the insurance agent need to be contacted?
• Is legal or PR counsel needed? If PR counsel is needed, will the crisis communications team
suffice, or is additional expertise necessary?
• Who will communicate a response as the main spokesperson for media interviews?
• How will the response be communicated? (Examples: newsletter article; one-on-one meetings;
meetings with a specific audience targeted such as university officials; media release; news
conference, etc.)
• Should a resource list be compiled of additional local spokespeople who are subject matter experts
for local TV interviews?
C. Notifications
Notify members, partners, advisors, university officials, alumnae, key volunteers, donors, etc. (Some
of these parties may need to be contacted prior to contacting the media.) Use the opportunity to
assist with sectorwide messages, and leverage the organization’s role as a resource. It is imperative
to work with a college or university and coordinate your media content and messaging so that
organizations are not offering contradictory statements.
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Recordkeeping is also a critical part of staying organized during a crisis. To maintain your files
properly:
• Consult with your legal counsel about preserving records that exist at the time of the crisis,
and consider whether a “litigation hold” memorandum needs to be distributed. The memo is
a temporary suspension of the organization’s document retention destruction policies for any
documents that may be relevant to a lawsuit or that are reasonably anticipated to be relevant,
including emails.
• A designated member of the crisis communications team should document critical conversations,
decisions, details and media questions regarding the crisis situation to effectively evaluate crisis
communications management.
• Take detailed notes as much as possible, but make note files accessible only to the crisis
communications team. Avoid excessive emails, and rely on phone updates when possible.
• Consider an online sharing system so everyone has access to critical documents.
• Do not send or use mass emails for confidential discussions outside of the crisis communications
team.
• If a member of the crisis communications team has limited availability for an event, consider
replacing that person. Getting members up to speed is time consuming and makes you repeat your
steps in a time-critical situation.
D. Media/Message Evaluation
Evaluate appropriateness and traction of messages throughout the situation. Revise if necessary.
E. Evaluate the Management of the Crisis
Review documents, efficacy and outcomes. Update your plan as needed based on the outcome of
the situation.
Note: If an emergency affects your national office, have a plan that allows daily functions to be
maintained. If a crisis occurs when staff members are out of the office and disseminating the
information is either critically time-sensitive or affects the safety of the building, use a phone tree
to communicate the information to staff. Make employee assistance programs available for staff
affected by an on-site disaster. Also, remind staff members to refer all inquiries (media, members,
etc.) to the designated spokesperson and that they should refrain from comment.
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Checklist 3: Keeping the Plan Current
ROUTINELY
Update emails and phone numbers as new information is provided – meaning as soon as someone
notifies you of a change in his or her contacts.
MONTHLY
Make sure you have a trained person (or two) on staff who can easily assemble a media list for a
given community where a crisis has occurred. Because media lists go out of date quickly, this is not
a good list to work on in advance or keep “on the shelf.” Media outlet websites can be difficult to
navigate, and contact information can be buried in a generic submission form. Your staff needs to
know who the best contacts are in any given newsroom during a crisis. (Example: news director,
assignment editor, higher education reporter and always a generic newsroom email.) If you need an
updated media list, NIC’s communications consultant can assist in a crisis.
QUARTERLY
Check your email notification lists quarterly for your key audiences. Also, remind your key audiences
regularly to place email addresses on safe lists. Some email services, such as AOL, are notorious for
blocking or stripping attachments. Many people have more than one email provider (Hotmail, Gmail,
Yahoo, etc.). Make sure the address you have for your crucial contacts is their primary, not secondary,
account. If you have people using internal email distribution lists, they may also be using secondary
emails so news to those individuals may be delayed. Make sure you and your audiences know how
to keep in touch for crisis updates.
Check to make sure you own or have claimed all online name domains. Also check quarterly to see
whether rogue elements are claiming your name online. In many instances, members will bring
this to your attention. But some abuses may require an official and proactive notification to social
media sites or other website domain companies to report that your official identity is being abused
or misused. Also be sure to keep certain key search terms on Google Alerts – and add alerts as
necessary. Although alerts catch most online news, they do not catch everything, especially in
college media outlets. Staff should monitor and report unusual or negative activity.
Check in with your social media staff to make sure messaging is appropriate and your responses
are timely. Do a quarterly review on where you stand in social media rankings, and make sure all
appropriate information is posted. Change passwords at least quarterly – especially as personnel
changes are made. Make sure that you change passwords and access codes anytime you have staff
turnover.
ANNUALLY
You may need to pull external contacts into service when a crisis occurs. At each contract renewal for
external consultants, determine and put in writing whether your crisis communications consulting is
covered and included in your current contracts for the following individuals:
• Risk management team
• Communications or marketing firms
• Lawyer/law firm
• Website vendor
• Insurance company
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