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No company is immune to a crisis.
With more emerging social media 
platforms and the fast pace of news 
showing no signs of slowing, the list of 
potential causes and channels for a 
crisis to spring from continues to grow.

You can, of course, prepare for a 
crisis by building communications 
strategies, developing checklists and 
messaging, and even planning for 
the worst case scenarios. And those 
utilizing an AI-powered strategic 
comms tool can scan their horizon 
and be alerted in real-time to 
potential crises.

But one of the biggest pro tips for 
managing a crisis more effectively 
is to learn from others’ experiences. 
With horizon scanning you go beyond 
your comfort zone – explore other 

geographies, relevant topics, media 
sets and industries similar to yours. 
This helps you to understand how 
competitors and other brands have 
handled different crises will provide 
a blueprint on how to navigate your 
own crisis. 

This can show you how a crisis is 
covered and received by the media 
and various audiences, and hearing 
it from those who have survived and 
thrived in difficult scenarios can also 
help you and your team do the same.

So we spoke to three experts from 
the comms world who have worked 
through various crises in their career. 
We asked them for their insights into 
how best to prepare for a crisis and 
how to handle one when it inevitably 
emerges in your world.
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Kerry Jack, CEO, Black 
Letter Communications

As a legal and litigation PR specialist, I 
am well used to having to support clients 
through a high-profile court case or inquest, 
but in a way, they are much easier to deal 
with as they have a clear start, middle and 
end. It’s the things you don’t see coming 
that are the hardest to deal with. 

Of course, the textbooks will tell you that 
if you are routinely boundary scanning 
your environment then there shouldn’t be 
any surprises. To a degree that’s true, but 
sometimes a crisis can literally come like a 
bolt out of the blue. Organizations have 
to accept that they can’t plan for every 
scenario. 

The worst kind of crisis is the one that you 
don’t see coming, where you are either 
alerted by a journalist call or something 
actually appearing in the media and you’re 
immediately put on the back foot. 

When working for a very large international 
university we had a couple of incidents 
of that nature. One in particular was very 
damaging. I’m unable to go into all of the 
detail, but in short, the university was singled 
out for not being as rigorous as it should 
be in its vetting and monitoring of certain 
student activities, which was resulting in 
some very serious criminal activities being 
allowed to flourish on campus.

I am not sure whether you could call me unlucky or I’ve just 
been in the wrong place at the wrong time, but I have worked 
through a large number of crises during my career ranging 
from small and local to large and global.
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The first thing I did when alerted 
was to go to the relevant 
spokespeople for clarification. 
We of course had to do some 
digging around for information, but 
because of the gravity of the issue, 
everyone who needed to assist 
made themselves available. As a 
result, I was quickly – I think within 
an hour or so – able to put out a 
very strong rebuttal to the story. 

Our immediate action didn’t alleviate 
the situation completely because we 
were already on the back foot, but 
it did at least provide some context 
and balance to what was a very 
damaging story. I remember at the 
time having to work very hard to get 
journalists to include our rebuttal to 
their original stories. 

for it, even when you have been 
incorrectly accused of something, 
there is often a lingering bad smell 

– I heard ‘no smoke without fire’ a 
number of times during that period. 
Hence why we had to create a whole 
new campaign to counteract what 
we were accused of. 

However, no one should ever let a 
crisis go to waste. It should always 
be used as an opportunity to ask: 
Can we do better? And in this case, 
our internal review did show up some 
potential red flags, which we were 
able to deal with. 

Monitoring and real-time alerts are 
important, but you have to view 
them as what they are – opinion 
not fact. I have seen clients get 
so concerned by a small volume 
of social media posts and want to 
change track completely that they 
lose sight of the bigger picture. You 
have to look at everything in the 
round. I appreciate that monitoring 
of social is going to be massively 
important for large consumer 
brands like supermarkets but if you 
apply it to something like litigation 
PR that I specialise in, it would be 
ultra-rare for that to be knocked off 
track by what is being said socially.  
zA legal case is based on facts 
and we communicate on fact, not 
opinion, which is what social is. So 
while real time alerts are helpful and 
have to be monitored, they shouldn’t 
side-track you.

While we weren’t prepared for such an 
accusation, our crisis communications plan did 
have a protocol in place as to how we would 
respond, through what channels and who the 
designated spokespeople would be. 

Behind the scenes, lawyers were 
instructed and the issue was 
eventually settled. However, we 
did have a very rough six months 
in trying to shake this story off. An 
internal review was also undertaken 
to ensure that the accusations 
being levelled at us had no grounds. 
The review did throw up some weak 
spots which were subsequently 
dealt with. We also had to put 
considerable resources into a 
campaign that counteracted what 
we were accused of. 

What I learnt from this is that you 
can’t prepare for every eventuality, 
but that your life will be made 
much easier if there is a crisis 
communications plan which has 
senior sponsors. Further, you can’t 
expect someone to take your word 
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Katie Spreadbury, UK 
Managing Director, 
Vested Communications

Sitting agency side it’s safe to say that there have been a 
few! And having spent my career specializing in financial 
services, the crises I’ve seen happen and helped to 
manage, have been as broad as the sector itself.

 A couple of particularly memorable ones 
were tied to fairly significant global financial 
events, where the news agenda wasn’t 
 ‘owned’ by anyone. And another led by very 
vocal and disgruntled commuters!

In most of the key situations a strong crisis 
comms plan has been in place and we were 
able to put it to the test. In other situations, 
particularly with new clients, we were able to 
build on the new relationships very quickly 
and work closely to achieve good outcomes. 
Working together through a crisis really 
strengthens relationships. Both as an agency 
team and with clients. 

Being on top of what’s happening in a crisis, 
alert to the latest developments and nuances 
within the story all help us to work alongside 
our clients in the moment. Making sure our 
perspective on the situation and response 
is ‘of the moment’ is undoubtedly helped by 
Signal AI’s technology and real-time alerts.  

Essentially the most rewarding crises to work 
on are those nobody hears about. Either 
because you’ve prepared well and they don’t 
happen, or because the ‘story’ a journalist is 
trying to get hold of really isn’t as exciting as 
they’d first thought it would be.
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When a crisis hits, digging 
deeper is always the first move 
for me. I’m a big believer in 
knowing as much as you can 
before responding. Through the 
trust we have with clients, we 
explore what is really going on 
and find as many answers as we 
can from within their business. 
This helps us to give them our 
best consultancy - for both the 
current questions a journalist 
might be asking, as well as the 
longer tail of a crisis. 

There are so many lessons to 
learn from every crisis and I’ve 
definitely learned some. The 
ones that stand out are never 
trying to predict when a crisis 
will be over as there will always 
be another twist and always 

remembering that journalists 
aren’t the ‘enemy’ they’re doing 
their job too and the good ones 
are very good at it. Having great 
relationships with clients will 
always make working together 
in stressful situations easier and 
it’s very helpful to get good at 
asking difficult questions. 

Remembering to ask for help, 
even through the busy-ness of  
a crisis, is so important. I’m lucky 
to be surrounded by lots of very 
experienced communicators. 
Having their support, advice 
and perspective during a crisis 
situation is invaluable. The  
same goes on the client side.  
There are always knowledgeable 
people internally and their 
insight is always very helpful.
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Working in the police there are a lot of crises that happen. Most of 
these are what I call operational crises, floods, fire, terrorism, serious 
criminality, but alongside this there were many reputational crises. 
These are the ones that are often more testing and can be overlooked 
in the planning process. 

Amanda Coleman, 
crisis communications 
consultant

One of the most memorable reputational 
pressures was in 2003 when a BBC 
undercover reporter produced a program 
showing racist behavior among new recruits 
that were at the training school. It was a time 
before social media and I have often worked 
through what actions I would need to take 
now that would be different. 

We became aware that there was an 
undercover reporter operating somewhere in 
the organization. It took many months before 
the details of who it was and what they were 
doing were uncovered. It was a contact that 
provided the initial brief information. 

The situation was constantly on my mind 
although we could not make plans about 
how we were going to respond. At first it was 
difficult to have a plan in place because we 
didn’t know what was actually happening. 

Once we did, there was a clear plan in place 
but it was not a crisis communication plan as 
that was geared towards those operational 
crises. But it could only be an outline because 
the documentary was not seen by us prior to 
broadcast. What mattered was that we knew 
our position and would be able to respond no 
matter what the situation developed into. 
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We had the luxury of a little bit of time to develop 
a thorough response, made by the Deputy Chief 
Constable, but now with social media we would 
have had to respond immediately after the 
program was broadcast. 

By going through the disciplinary hearings for 
the officers involved, we managed to resolve 
that phase of the crisis but the impact of such 
allegations was felt for many months. This is an 
ongoing challenge for policing so it can become 
a crisis at any point now or in the future. 

There was a significant amount of time spent 
on stakeholder engagement at national and 
local level. This was incredibly important so that 
people knew exactly what was happening and 
could see action was being taken. Alongside this, 
there needed to be community engagement so 
that people from BAME communities continued 
to apply to join the police. These were long term 
plans focused on showing that action was being 
taken, things would change and demonstrating 
the impact of changes. 

The big lesson was in recognizing that there is a 
crisis happening. Often reputational crises can 
be overlooked or ignored by organizations in the 
early stages. Avoid being defensive. Even in the 
best organizations things can go wrong and you 
need to accept that situation. What matters is 
showing the action that is being taken either to 
rectify the issue or to change in some way. The 
little things matter. People look at what is being 
done to help those affected and that cannot be 
ignored. Ensuring every stakeholder involved in 
the situation isn’t missed is critical to getting your 
crisis comms right.

Focusing on the people who are affected is the 
most important part of the crisis response and 
the crisis communication. Have a clear structure 
for all crises – know who is leading on what and 
where the reporting lines are. Keep focusing 
the approach and communication on those 
who are affected. If you are struggling, think 
about what they may say if they read or saw your 
communication.

Remember that all aspects of communication 
need to come together to be really effective.

Have a lead for internal communication who 
links in with the crisis comms team, and ensure 
a senior manager supports this work and can 
represent the strand of work at board level. 

Ensure your crisis comms plan can be used for 
operational and reputational crises.

Focusing on those affected 
is the most important part 
of your response
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Mitigating the impact of a crisis on your 
company’s reputation is probably the 
hardest – but most important – activity  
a Comms professional can do. Applying 
our experts to your own experiences and 
communications strategy stands you in  
a much better position to do just that.

And having the right tools to hand can 
make it easier, as some of our clients know 
well. With an ever-expanding list of ways 
your reputation can be pulled into a crisis, 
traditional PR tools focus on management 
rather than prevention. Without the  
right strategic communications tool, it’s 
almost impossible to access and analyze 
the world’s media and fully prepare for  
a crisis.

Signal AI’s real-time alerts ensure you’re 
in the know the second a crisis hits. By 
keeping ahead of the story as it unfolds 
and following as the news agenda 
develops globally, you have the ability to 
react quickly and adjust your response 
strategy in real-time. With access to 
more relevant metrics and dashboard 
capabilities, our AI helps you understand 
what is or isn’t driving your coverage 
during a crisis. By analyzing spikes 
and dips in coverage and monitoring 
real-time sentiment, you can manage 
your message and adjust your strategy 
accordingly.

Find out how Signal AI can help you 
improve how you respond to and spot  
a crisis emerging.

Preparing for and 
managing a crisis

https://www.signal-ai.com/strategic-pr-and-communications/protect-pr-crisis-management


10

Lessons from a crisis: Experts tell their stories eGuide

Legal and litigation PR specialist, Kerry started her career over 
25 years ago in a niche professional services consultancy before 
going onto to work for a number of large PR agencies, where 
she led accounts for clients such as Royal Mail, the Office of the 
Deputy Prime Minister, BDO and City & Guilds. Kerry has also 
held senior in-house positions at City University London, where 
she was Head of Communications & Events, the Department for 
Work and Pensions as Head of PR, and Lloyds TSB Foundations 
as Head of Information and Communications. Kerry holds the 
Chartered Institute of Public Relations Postgraduate Diploma.

Since co-founding Black Letter Communications in 2011, Kerry 
has built a specialism in helping law firms and their clients 
develop media strategies in support of their cases. She has 
particular experience with inquests and cases heard at the High 
Court and the Supreme Court. Kerry is currently engaged by the 
law firm bringing the first legal action for negligence against 
World Rugby, England Rugby (RFU) and Wales Rugby Union 
(WRU) over their failure to protect former players from the risks 
caused by concussions. She is representing both the law firm and 
the players involved in bringing the legal action.

Our experts

Kerry Jack, CEO and Co-founder, 
Black Letter Communications.

Katie works in Vested’s London office and has 13 years’ 
experience in the financial services industry across a wide range 
of sectors including mobile payments, insurance, savings, credit 
cards and business banking. She is skilled at planning and 
strategy development, audience analysis, project management 
and delivery, and is able to quickly identify what a client needs 
to deliver results. Katie has worked for well-known brands such 
as HSBC, Barclays, American Express and Allianz. Her passion is 
for understanding audience behaviours, the triggers to change 
them and delivering integrated campaigns to affect a change.

Katie was named a Rising Star in PR by Gramercy Institute 
in 2018. She also participated in the 2016/17 Women in PR 
Mentoring Scheme which aims to encourage and support more 
female leaders in the communication industry.

Katie Spreadbury,  
Managing Director, Vested

Amanda Coleman,  
Crisis comms consultant

Amanda is the director of the crisis communication consultancy 
Amanda Coleman Communication Ltd. Based in the UK, she has 
20 years’ experience in emergency services communication and 
leading law enforcement communication at a time of crisis. 

In 2017, Amanda led the law enforcement communication response 
to dealing with the Manchester Arena terrorist attack. She has more 
than two decades of experience in managing crises. 

She is the author of Crisis Communication Strategies published by 
Kogan Page in May 2020. It brings together advice for preparing 
for a crisis, dealing with it and moving effectively into the recovery 
phase. Amanda has worked as a journalist and is a Chartered PR 
Practitioner as well as a Fellow of both the Chartered Institute of 
Public Relations and the Public Relations and Communication 
Association. She is an advisor for the Resilience Advisors 
Network and a senior associate of the Centre for Crisis and Risk 
Communication. 

She is an international speaker on crisis communication. Her blog 
can be found here.

https://www.linkedin.com/in/kerryjack/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/katie-spreadbury-4998891a/
https://amandacomms1.wordpress.com/ 
https://www.linkedin.com/in/amanda-coleman-chart-pr/ 
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If you’d like to know more about upping 
your measurement game and how 
Signal AI can help you, get in touch 
hello@signal-ai.com


