When the worst happens
Advice on how to cope with press enquires in a crisis situation
Facing journalism’s most ferocious when a crisis strikes is a prospect that would fill the most seasoned business professional with terror. But while few of us will ever have to fend off the questions of a Watchdog reporter or brave an interrogation from the Today team, we all make mistakes, and accidents can happen to even the best run companies. It’s easy to feel smug about the skeletons falling out of other people’s cupboards, while ignoring the pile of bones waiting to leap out of our own. 
And it’s not just major disasters that can cause the media spotlight to fall on your business. Nor is unwelcome news coverage confined to the multi-nationals. Small businesses can face the wrath of the press too - the story of an unhappy couple of customers or some controversial building work may not make it to prime time TV, but it’s highly likely that something similar could attract the attention of your local press. 
But when the call comes through, how should a business react to the questions of a journalist? 

The most important thing to do is tell the story. Tell it fast, tell it straight and tell it from the top. Your legal advisors may disagree. They’re likely to tell you to say as little as possible. But there are many reasons why this is not always the best course of action. 
Lawyers will want to minimise the financial damage of any legal actions that follow a crisis, and will therefore not want you to say anything that could be incriminating. But if the crisis is serious, there will be an enquiry into the cause, and the party at fault will eventually be identified. You will have to face the legal music at some stage, and this may be costly. However, if a company does not protect its reputation, the long-term damage can be significantly more expensive. Sometimes it’s fatal. 
Journalists have newspapers to fill. If they can’t fill it with information from you, they will get it from somewhere else. This information may not be correct, it may not be up-to-date and it certainly won’t be your side of the story. If they have no information at all, they may well start to speculate. And once a cause or a culprit has been suggested, a fiction very quickly becomes accepted as a fact. Silence is always regarded with suspicion, and ‘no comment’ can often look like an admission of guilt. 

Speed is important. A news paper will go to print with or without your version of events, and so respecting deadlines is a must in crisis situations. If the full facts are not yet at your fingertips, say so, and tell the journalist that you will get back to them as soon as more information is available. Supplying background information about the company (such as number of employees, the age of the business etc) will give the journalist something to work with. Don’t however be tempted to fill in any blanks with speculation of your own – if your theory proves incorrect, it could look like a cover-up. Never, ever lie. 
A crisis is not a time to avoid responsibility. Even in the largest companies, the person at the top is the person who should face the press. Take as much advice as possible from your PR person or your marketing expert, but do the interview yourself. As a notice on the US president’s desk is reputed to proclaim: ‘the buck stops here’. 
