
Guide: How to Manage Strategic 
Communications During a Crisis

A Nexis® Media Intelligence Solutions Practitioner’s Roadmap

Strategic communications planning is important year-round, but 
perhaps even more so during a crisis. Access to the proper data 
and analysis can help you avoid panic and data bias as you work 
your way through the problem under pressure.

It is important to understand your audiences and connect 
with them in ways that matter. Based on conversations with 
communications professionals around the world, here is a six-step 
roadmap to strategic communications management.



1 FOCUS ON STRATEGY
The place to start is with your overall strategy. The International Association for the 
Measurement and Evaluation of Communication (AMEC) suggests the acronym of “PLAY” 
to develop that strategy: Determine the Problem you are trying to solve, Look at each 
audience uniquely, Ask how you will earn their attention and understand what success 
(Yes!) will look like.

So step back and focus on the overall strategic objectives with your crisis communications 
efforts, then drill down into each target audience you need to engage in order to 
successfully navigate through the crisis. Once you have this strategic vision in place, it 
becomes more manageable to identify tactics and measurements.

2 UNDERSTAND EACH AUDIENCE’S PERSPECTIVE
Take the time to identify and understand your various target publics for all communications. 
This should include both internal stakeholders (managers, employees, etc.) and external 
stakeholders (customers, investors, journalists, analysts, etc.). Also be sure to engage the 
key executives in the company’s C-suite at the very outset of the planning process so your 
objectives are aligned with their expectations.

But it’s not enough to just know your audiences, it is important to really put yourself in 
their shoes and imagine how this crisis is playing out from their perspectives. One helpful 
exercise is to look at each audience’s unique concerns and anxieties, how they are feeling 
about the crisis, what they are thinking about its impact on them, and how they perceive 
the optimal resolution.

3 DETERMINE DATA THAT MATTERS
The next step in the roadmap is to decide what to measure in your strategic 
communications and how to measure those variables. At the very onset of a crisis, your 
team should confer with your internal stakeholders to assess the scope of the problem and 
to settle on a handful of key data points that you want to put on your daily radar. Then 
commit to producing a dashboard that you monitor throughout the crisis to keep tabs on 
how things are improving or deteriorating.

To be sure, the types of data points you will want to analyze is going to depend entirely 
upon the organizational objectives and the types of crisis that you are navigating. However, 
some common data points that practitioners told us they often track typically fall into 
categories of media coverage, social listening, competitive analysis and brand health. These 
measurements can help communicators evaluate the progress they are making toward their 
strategic objectives. Some media intelligence solutions — such as Nexis Newsdesk™ — 
offer pre-built analysis templates to help you get started.



4 SAFEGUARD AGAINST BIAS
It is important to protect against bias creeping into your measurement. So for example, 
make sure to participate in active listening during a crisis. Active listening can make a crisis 
less painful by putting your team in a position to be more agile in your tactical responses to 
changing circumstances.

One key in this process is to make sure you are looking at random samples and not just 
limiting yourself to analyzing social conversations that are convenient or less disturbing to 
your ears. It helps you maker smarter and better informed decisions by separating your pre-
conceived notions from the factual, objective feedback from your audiences.

5 APPLY STRATEGY AND MONITORING
Now it is time to put everything together by reconnecting the data you have collected with 
what you know about your various target audiences and your guiding strategic objectives. 
This is perhaps the most challenging step on the roadmap because your challenge is to 
connect what your audiences want with your organization’s business goals; these are end 
games that are often not in congruence with each other.

Experts warn that the biggest failures in crisis communications have been when an 
organization prioritized its own desired outcome against the best interests of their 
customers or other external publics. Both of these are audiences that you need to serve, 
but there usually will not be a company left to protect if the customers are not at the 
center of your attention. Use the data points collected in Step 3 to support your strategic 
recommendations and secure management buy-in on your suggested approach.

6 DEVELOP UNIFIED MESSAGING
Remember that in times of crisis there are usually two tools that help communicators: 
speed and resolve. If you are not resolving the problem, you need to communicate quickly 
and with clear messaging. If you take a long time to respond or do so in a disjointed 
manner, you need to offer a satisfactory resolution to each of your affected audiences. And 
of course, sometimes you will need to do both.

So once you have gleaned objective data to track your audiences’ reactions to your 
communications, be sure to develop, tailor and refine your external messaging. You 
may need to confer with other areas of the organization to see if they are prepared to 
offer special compensation or other offers to aggrieved audiences. Think about what is 
reasonable and what an average person would reasonably expect from you in this situation. 
Then align on one unified message, customize targeted communications to key audiences, 
and close the feedback loop by leveraging data to inform your revised messaging and 
communications decisions.



Checklist

 ALIGN PLAN WITH STRATEGY
Review your strategic communications 
plan to ensure that ongoing efforts are 
aligned with the strategy. Remember 
to ask: What is the problem we’re 
trying to solve for the short- and long-
term health of the organization?

 AUDIT MONITORING SYSTEMS
Conduct a thorough audit of 
your social and traditional media 
monitoring and measurement systems, 
look for bias, and adjust accordingly. 
Go beyond your top media list and 
keep your criteria as broad as possible 
to avoid narrowing your data filters.

 EVALUATE AUDIENCES
Re-evaluate your audiences, their 
needs and their behaviors. Mine their 
comments on social and traditional 
media channels to better understand 
their viewpoints. Conduct an informal 
survey or focus group to ensure your 
messages still resonate with their 
views and values. Take a look at our 
“It’s Not About You” sidebar in this 
guide for more tips.

Strategic communications 
management amidst a crisis 
is one of the most demanding 
professional challenges that 
any of us face in our careers. 
We asked a number of industry 
experts around the world to draw 
on their experience and share 
their advice for action items that 
can be taken to make sure that 
your approach is sound.

Here is a checklist of five tasks 
you can tackle in the next six 
months to be confident that 
you are prepared to manage and 
respond to the current crisis — 
and future crises that are lurking 
around the corner.



Industry veterans warn that a common 
mistake made while managing strategic crisis 
communications initiatives is to be too narrowly 
focused on corporate strategy and how to 
make sure the company is pushing its most 
commercially advantageous messages into the 
marketplace. This can often be at the expense 
of not paying sufficient attention to what your 
audiences are thinking, feeling and saying.

The lesson for communications professionals 
is this: It’s Not About You. Your audiences care 
about their issues and their problems, not your 
profit margins and your business problems.

Here are some questions that you might ask to 
make sure that your team is thinking about how 
your communications messaging is likely to be 
received by your various audiences:

 CODIFY MESSAGING
Secure agreement with your executive 
team and internal stakeholders on 
one unified set of messages related to 
the current crisis/crises impacting the 
organization. Go further by providing 
data insights and guidance to manage 
your organization’s reputation, then 
highlight what your audiences want 
and need.

 LISTEN AND ADAPT
Engage in active listening and use 
what your learn to deliver meaningful, 
actionable insights to your stakeholders 
and inform future iterations of your 
strategic crisis communications plan. 
Consider circulating a short weekly data 
digest to keep stakeholders informed 
and make real-time adjustments to your 
plan based on what you learn.

 WHAT ARE EACH OF OUR AUDIENCES SAYING right 
now about how this crisis is affecting them personally?

 WHAT CAN WE SAY TO EACH AUDIENCE that 
demonstrates we are taking ownership of this problem 
and are committed to resolution?

 HOW ARE WE SHOWING THAT WE CARE with 
tangible actions and not just words?

 DOES OUR RESPONSE CONVEY what a reasonable 
person would be expected to do in this situation?

 WHAT STEPS ARE WE TAKING to educate our 
corporate executives about the real concerns of our 
audiences and to guide them with messages that 
convey our sincerity to address those concerns?

 DO WE HAVE TOOLS in place to monitor what our 
audiences are saying (e.g., social media listening) and 
measure the impact of our communications initiatives?

It’s Not About You



Resources to Help

The experts we interviewed agreed that good strategic crisis 
communications starts with a sound roadmap, but it requires 
plans and measures in place so you’re prepared to adjust and 
respond with agility as circumstances warrant.

LexisNexis partners with professional communicators to 
provide a wide range of resources that help you build a smart 
strategy, leverage your data, connect with your audience, and 
measure the effectiveness of your efforts so you can adapt your 
tactics accordingly.

Nexis Newsdesk™
It is important to make sure that your team has access to necessary data 
and that your data is free from bias. Remember, not all data analysis tools 
are created equal. You should always include context and insights that 
are meaningful to your audience, not just numbers. Newsdesk is a highly 
regarded measurement and monitoring tool that allows you to quickly 
access the right information to inform your crisis response. It draws on the 
most robust content database available, so you can have confidence that 
you are getting the full picture of all media coverage.

Newsdesk is built with sophisticated technology that allows communicators 
to analyze sentiment on both the individual article level and overall brand 
level. In addition, the tool features a flexible user interface that allows you 
to quickly scale up or down your monitoring efforts without having to stop 
and find more room or purchase more services every time the need arises.



Nexis® Social Analytics (powered by Talkwalker)
In the pressure-packed environment of a crisis, the measurement and 
analysis of traditional media content is just an entry point for communications 
professionals; you must do them to play the game, but you must go beyond if 
you want to win. To that extent, the often overlooked area that can have an 
outsized impact on an organization is social media analytics.

Nexis® Social Analytics (powered by Talkwaker) is a breakthrough social data 
intelligence platform that empowers communications professionals to make 
business decisions based on social insights. It is valuable to communications 
professional for “Social Listening” (monitor billions of social posts in hundreds 
of languages) and “Social Analytics Reporting” (buzz monitoring and hashtag 
tracking results). The tool also has an innovative “Virality Map” that allows you 
to pinpoint where a crisis originated and how it spread, as well as a feature to 
analyze emojis so you can better understand audience sentiment.



LexisNexis, Nexis and the Knowledge Burst logo are registered trademarks and Nexis Newsdesk and LexisNexis SmartIndexing Technology are trademarks of RELX Inc. Other 
products or services may be trademarks or registered trademarks of their respective companies. © 2020 LexisNexis. All rights reserved.

Nexis® Media Intelligence Research & Analysis 
The best way to obtain high-level strategic crisis communications evaluation 
and insights is to integrate the use of technology — such as artificial 
intelligence and data science — with the elements of human judgment and 
discernment. The Nexis® Media Intelligence Research & Analytics group 
consists of an expert analyst team that offers media analysis reports to 
help communications professionals share powerful insights with their key 
stakeholders. These management insights help leaders understand how the 
organization’s performance across traditional and social media has contributed 
to progress toward their strategic crisis communications goals and objectives.

Nexis® Media Intelligence Solutions provides technology-enabled resources to 
help communications professionals cut through the noise and fog of a crisis to 
uncover the information that really matters and inform an effective strategic 
communications program.

Tools such as Nexis Newsdesk and Nexis® Social Analytics — complemented 
by professional services from the Nexis® Media Intelligence Research and 
Analytics group — allow communicators to learn what is being said about their 
brands, benchmark against key peers, and gain powerful insights about where 
to shape the direction of future crisis communications activities.

internationalsales.lexisnexis.com +31 20 485 3456 information@lexisnexis.com




