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By John J. Buchanan
With corporate scandals, terrorism and economic 

chaos appearing regularly in the headlines of ma-

jor newspapers and on broadcast news, now more 

than ever it seems that American business is in need 

of good crisis communications. No company is im-

mune to crisis — so no company should be without 

some kind of plan to com-

municate in the midst of 

that crisis. Organizations 

that have good plans in 

place will weather crises far better than those that 

don’t — or those that believe that not communicat-

ing will insulate them in some way from the effects 

of the crisis.

And just like the rest of corporate America, law 

firms should not be without a crisis communication 

plan. Several incidents in the legal industry in the last 

few years are good examples of how “not” to handle 

a crisis on the communication front. From the almost 

spontaneous combustion of a major firm to an em-

barrassing internal dispute that was aired across ev-

ery major legal publication (and beyond) to a failed 

merger announcement, law firms aren’t immune to 

crisis — nor the need to have a clear, thoughtful com-

munication plan to manage the crisis. 

The advent of blogs has increased the stakes as 

well. It doesn’t matter that the views expressed in 

blogs are opinionated and the facts often unsubstan-

tiated. Blogs are a voice to be reckoned with, and 

crises provide ample fodder for bloggers to spew out 

and their readers to chew on. 

If the crisis you face is of the caliber of an Enron 

or Tyco meltdown, it’s probably best to hire profes-

sional crisis communicators: There are many top-

notch communicators who have helped the world’s 

leading companies manage their crisis communica-

tions. So, if you’re facing a truly calamitous crisis, 

one that may result in the dissolution of your firm, 

for example, then it would be prudent to call in the 

professionals. Just as a smart CEO hires a good law-

yer to get his company out of trouble, so should you 

consider hiring a skilled communicator to manage 

your crisis communications. 

But, if the crisis you’re facing appears to be one 

that you can handle or that will resolve in a timely 

manner and not be the downfall of your firm, then 

here are a few tips that might be helpful. 

TALK TO THE PRESS
Talk to the press right away. If you find your firm 

in the middle of a crisis, don’t clam up and refuse 

to communicate with the media. Just say, “We’re 

taking a look at the situation and we’ll get back to 

you as soon as possible” — and do just that. One 

thing that can be very helpful in a time of crisis is 

to have a good relationship with a reporter — espe-

cially one who regularly covers your firm and knows 

about you. Taking a reporter into your confidence 

and helping him or her understand the nuances of 

the crisis can be very helpful in communicating your 

side of the story. Remember, there are at least two 

sides to every story or crisis — so you should try and 

get your side out ASAP. 

COMMUNICATE
Communicate internally and externally. Don’t 

forget that one of your most important audiences is 

your workforce. When you’re faced with a crisis, 

make sure you talk to your attorneys and profes-

sional staff — and keep them informed along the 

way. It’s very likely that someone outside the “man-

agement circle” will get a call from the press, so the 

more they know about the crisis and how it’s being 

managed, the more likely they will be to refer the 

press call to the right person. If your attorneys and 

your professional staff don’t know what’s going on 

and don’t know to push all media calls to either your 

PR people or your firm management, you might find 

yourself trying to manage the crisis on two fronts: 

internally and externally.

BE TRUTHFUL AND RESPONSIVE
Reporters can smell fear and lying and they will 

get you every time. So, be honest, truthful and 

straightforward. One of the textbook examples 

of how being honest and straightforward helped a 

company survive a devastating crisis was how James 

Burke, chairman of Johnson & Johnson, handled 

the Tylenol poisonings in 1982. Within hours of 

the first death, Burke was on television, speaking 

for the company, assuring the American public that 

J&J was doing everything possible to ensure that all 

Tylenol products were taken off the shelves. Now 

granted, most law firms would never face a crisis as 

devastating as the Tylenol scare, but truthfulness and 

responsiveness go a very long way in helping you 

come out of crisis.

JUST SAY ‘NO’ TO ‘NO COMMENT’
Avoid using the hackneyed phrase, “No com-

ment” when questioned about a crisis: That’s jour-

nalistic code for “I know something but I’m not go-

ing to tell you” — and nothing gets a reporter on the 

scent of a story faster than “no comment.” If you 

really can’t talk about the crisis, then tell a reporter 

that: “I can’t discuss that right now” or “I can’t speak 

to that at this moment, but I will get back to you as 

soon as I have more details.” Being straightforward 
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is the preferable way to approach the press and may 

actually help diffuse part of the crisis. Being evasive 

only causes the story to escalate in the media, and 

you’ll find yourself spending as much time battling 

the bad press as you do dealing with the actual crisis 

itself.

ADMIT FAULT
If you find yourself in a bad situation and it’s be-

cause of something your firm did, admit it. Time and 

time again, when people get caught in crisis and then 

fail to admit either wrongdoing or mistakes, they al-

most always take a hit. Government cover-ups and 

corporate hanky-panky are replete with examples 

of individuals trying to hide the truth, who are then 

found out — and then suffer worse consequences 

than had they come clean right away. It’s hard to 

admit you’re wrong or made mistakes, but owning 

up early on can help resolve the crisis sooner and 

allow you to focus your energies on addressing the 

actual crisis itself.

HAVE A PLAN IN PLACE
As with all kinds of crisis planning (and more 

companies than ever — especially in the post-9/11 

era — have sophisticated, comprehensive “disaster 

recovery” plans in place) a critical piece of these 

plans is the communication element. And even if 

your firm doesn’t have a disaster recovery/crisis 

plan in place, you should have, at minimum, a “cri-

sis communication” plan. Crisis communication 

plans can be as simple as a “phone tree” of “who 

calls whom” in an emergency to a three-ring binder 

full of “stand-by statements,” tips for working with 

the media, and detailed action plans for possible cri-

sis scenarios.

SELECT AND TRAIN YOUR SPOKESPERSON
Generally, it’s best if your firm’s spokesperson 

is the chairman or managing partner. Reporters 

like hearing from the top brass. If your spokesper-

son is a litigator, even better. Litigators can treat 

crisis communications like a cross-examination … 

only this time, they are the witnesses. It’s also a 

good idea to have more than one firm spokesper-

son media-trained and ready to go, in case your 

chairman or managing partner cannot talk with the 

media for some reason. Media training (i.e., train-

ing spokespeople to give interviews, answer tough 

questions, communicate effectively on video) is a 

critical weapon for battling crises. Hiring a media 

trainer to work with your firm’s top management 

for a day or two (which can run anywhere from 

$5,000 to $20,000 depending on the experience of 

the trainer and the depth and length of the training) 

can be one of the best PR-related investments you 

can make. Not only do you get your spokespeople 

prepared for communicating in crisis, you actu-

ally get them better prepared for everyday media 

interviews and questions.

It’s best to get your people trained and ready be-

fore a crisis. Once you find yourself in the midst of 

a crisis, it’s often too late to get trained or train any-

one. About the only thing you can do at that point is 

to manage the questions as they come — and if you 

have a media-savvy spokesperson, you’ll probably 

be fine.

CLIENTS IN CRISIS
Because an attorney’s primary job for clients in 

crisis is to help them get out of trouble, attorneys 

often believe that not saying anything to anyone is 

much less riskier than talking to the press — and 

that is one option. However, as noted, clamming up 

and relying on “No comment” isn’t always going 

to be helpful in resolving a crisis situation — and 

may actually exacerbate the situation. Clearly, there 

are situations where it is impossible or not legally 

prudent for a client to discuss details of a crisis in 

public, but in some situations, it is worth the client 

considering.

And while you need to ensure that you help your 

client safely navigate the complexities of the legal 

storm brewing in the wake of the crisis, there are a 

few things that you can do to help your client out on 

the communications side.

ENCOURAGE THE CEO TO SPEAK OUT
While press conferences are generally passe in 

today’s “immediate gratification world,” they can 

be very effective vehicles for communicating with 

the press. Just as J&J’s chairman took the lead and 

got out in front, so might your CEO, even if it is 

only to explain that there are no details about the 

crisis available at that particular moment and that 

he’ll release a statement as soon as possible. Using 

the press conference format for that kind of “news” 

(and today many press conferences are conducted 

via conference call versus an in-person, “traditional” 

press conference) can be a very effective way for the 

client to communicate with a number of press all at 

once — and it can often be exactly the right vehicle 

for explaining the details of a complex crisis. Also, 

putting a human face on the crisis (especially one 

well-trained in media relations — see above) can 

foster an open discussion of the crisis, and one that 

is likely to get a more balanced play in the press.

Also, it’s quite possible that if the client does 

nothing, the long-term health of the client’s brand 

may be affected. Research showed that J&J’s han-

dling of the crisis proved to be a positive influence 

on the brand and the corporate image over time.

CALL IN THE EXPERTS
Nearly all large public relations firms have cri-

sis communications practices, and most of them are 

staffed by seasoned, competent communications 

professionals. If your client does not already have 

a PR firm, propose hiring such a firm to your cli-

ent. While at the moment the cost might seem high, 

in the long run, a good PR firm with a good crisis 

communication team can save clients many times 

over their fees. 

Also, a number of the large, national PR firms 

have litigation communication practices that are 

very experienced in dealing with the multifaceted 

fallout of high profile litigation and the attendant 

crisis communication needs. If you don’t already 

know about these practices and the PR firms that 

have them, it might be a good idea to familiarize 

yourself with these firms and review their mar-

keting materials. Some of the more notable “big 

name” PR/communication firms with litigation 

communication practices of some kind include 

Fleishman-Hillard, Edelman and APCO World-

wide. Some of the boutique firms that offer spe-

cialty crisis communication support include Logos 

Consulting Group, Levick Strategic Communica-

tions, Van Prooyen Greenfield and ML Strategies 

(an affiliate of Mintz Levin Cohn Ferris Glovsky 

and Popeo). Ask about their crisis communications 

plans. If you’re hired by a client to help it handle 

a significant crisis (one of those bet-the-company 

cases), ask early on if it has a crisis communica-

tion plan in place or how it plans to handle its com-

munications throughout the engagement. Clients 

approaching a crisis often have tunnel vision and 

only concern themselves with resolving the crisis. 

Not having a good plan in place — or not thinking 

about how to communicate during the crisis — can 

make the crisis even worse. An early “heads-up” 

can be a lifesaver.

COOPERATE WITH THE PROFESSIONALS
While your knee-jerk reaction may be to tell the 

client to keep quiet in a time of crisis, it may be to 

the client’s advantage if it airs its side of the story in 

the press. As a marketing professional, you can be 

helpful by reviewing the communications, advising 

on any potential problems you see, and cooperating 

with the professional communicators. That’s not to 

say that you should let your client say anything and 

everything that it wants — just realize that profes-

sional PR people and those that specialize in com-

munications can add significant value to a crisis 

situation.
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