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Crisis Communication Guide  
Prepared by ISU Extension and Outreach Advancement, based on ISU’s Crisis Management Plan (dated 6/25/90) 

There are different types of crises for an organization such as ISU Extension and Outreach. One is the 
single event crisis, for which there is generally no forewarning, and quick action and response by the 
organization is critical. Examples: Fraud or cheating at a 4-H livestock event, a tragic accident or 
fatality at a county fair or other ISU Extension and Outreach-sponsored event, food poisoning from a 
4-H food stand, etc.

Another is the crisis situation, which frequently involves some advance warning and which may last for 
periods from several days to several months. Examples: Local environmental controversies; charges of 
racism, discrimination, or sexual harassment; firing of a volunteer; embezzlement of funds; etc. 

This guide addresses both of these types of occurrences. There also may be times when natural or 
environmental crises (e.g., tornadoes or floods) occur locally or statewide and extension staff members 
are involved in an educational response as part of an interagency effort. In this situation, staff members 
should first contact their supervisor who will engage the appropriate unit leaders. The processes 
outlined below could be modified and used by local or state officials. Terms used in this process are 
parallel to terms used by the National Incident Management System (NIMS) protocol; parallel NIMS 
terms are referenced in brackets. 

Crisis Event 

In the case of a crisis event for which there is no prior warning, ISU Extension and Outreach staff 
should act according to the following procedures (see Addendum 1 for a checklist format of this 
procedure). 

1. Notify your supervisor who will notify the Regional Director and/or appropriate Program
Director of the crisis.

2. A Crisis Management Team (CMT) [Incident Management Team (IMT)] should be assembled
immediately. It should include any staff members directly affected by or involved in the crisis
situation, the county contact, the chairperson(s) of the county council(s) affected, and the
advancement specialist(s).

Depending on the seriousness of the situation, the AVP for County Services or Program Director
will notify the Director of Advancement. If the situation involves civil rights or employment
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issues, AVP for County Services or Program Director also will notify ISU Extension and 
Outreach Human Resources.  

ISU Extension and Outreach Advancement and Human Resources will determine whether ISU’s 
Office of University Relations, ISU HR, and/or the university’s legal counsel should be involved. 

4. Designate a primary media contact person to provide regular progress reports to any news media
representatives and to return all telephone calls and emails from reporters as quickly as possible,
even if there is nothing new to report. The contact person should be someone who is comfortable
working with media representatives and who is the highest level contact closest to the situation.
As deemed necessary by the CMT, an operations center [emergency operations center (EOC)]
may be identified to enable the CMT to operate efficiently and privately. Strong consideration
should be given to having access to at least two telephone lines. One would be used for incoming
calls and the other(s) for the CMT’s outgoing calls to gather information. Computer access is also
important.

The location of the CMT’s operations center should be made known to the news media and, if
possible and deemed necessary, provision should be made for a media room with tables, chairs,
electrical outlets, and access to telephones, computers and internet service.

5. ISU Extension and Outreach staff who will or may be impacted should be notified of the crisis
event. Staff members need to know a CMT has been formed, the operations center location, and
the name of the primary media contact person. They should direct all contacts about the crisis to
the operations center and/or contact person. Although this may seem cumbersome, it is important
all staff members follow this protocol. The CMT should inform staff of how information will be
distributed. It should also keep staff updated on a regular basis.

6. The CMT should assemble a support group to provide services such as information and
document gathering, personal contacts, and duplication of documents and materials necessary for
public release regarding the situation. No staff member should duplicate documents/materials or
release documents/materials to the public without prior consent from the CMT.

7. The primary media contact person should deliver any public statements prepared by the CMT.
Whenever possible, as much advance notice as possible should be given to the media when an
important statement is forthcoming.

8. Whenever possible and within legal guidelines, complete background information about the
individuals involved in the crisis situation should be assembled by the CMT support group.
Sufficient copies should be prepared for distribution to news media representatives. This
information should include any available photographs of the involved individuals. Also,



ISU Extension and Outreach Crisis Communication Guide 
Policies and Guidelines 
Page 3 of 7 Revised January 2017 

background information about the activities, services, and projects involved in the situation 
should be assembled by the support staff and made available to news media representatives. 

9. Honest, straightforward information needs to be released by the CMT as quickly as possible,
particularly information that must be released eventually. Unnecessary delays can result in
reporters circumventing the CMT to seek other sources. This often places the CMT spokesperson
in a defensive position in having to confirm or deny information obtained from other than official
sources.

10. If reporters ask questions that cannot be answered at that time, such as the name of an accident
victim pending notification of family, explain why that information cannot be released, rather
than saying “no comment.” Also explain that while ISU Extension and Outreach has a
responsibility to the public to release as much information as it can, its first responsibility is to
respect the rights and privacy of those persons and families involved in the situation.

11. Do a complete analysis of the situation, the CMT’s performance, and the effects on ISU
Extension and Outreach at some point following the situation. Involve as many members of the
CMT in the evaluation as possible. Also include other people (possibly other staff or council
members) who were not directly involved in the situation or the crisis management, but who
could offer valuable perspectives on the situation.

Crisis Situation Management 

Another type of crisis in which an organization such as ISU Extension and Outreach may become 
involved is the crisis situation, such as local environmental controversies or charges of racism, 
discrimination, or sexual harassment. There often is some advance warning of these situations. They 
usually extend for periods from several days to several months.  

While a crisis communication guide will vary considerably with the type of situation involved, there are 
some basic guidelines that should be followed (see Addendum 2 for a check list format of this 
procedure). 

1. Staff members should attempt to anticipate potential crisis situations. The Regional Director,
Program Director and other appropriate administrators should be informed immediately.
Information should be readily available on who the contacts need to be, what the issues are, and
what policies, if any, already exist on the subject.

2. It is essential that staff members contact their supervisor as soon as they hear of any possible
crisis situations or situations with possible negative public relations ramifications so that
appropriate crisis communication planning can begin.
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3.  A Crisis Management Team (CMT) and organizational spokesperson should be identified and a 
guide developed. 

4.  The organizational spokesperson on specific issues should be the top-level administrator of the 
unit affected or, in the case of a statewide situation, a member of the ISU Extension and Outreach 
leadership team, the Vice President for ISU Extension and Outreach or the President of the 
university. If others are asked to comment, they should refer reporters to the official 
spokesperson. The designated administrators should be as open and cooperative with the media 
as possible, realizing that delays in responses or avoiding issues will only result in forcing 
reporters to seek other, possibly less-informed sources, and in charges of “stonewalling” by the 
media against the organization. 

5.  ISU Extension and Outreach staff members who will or may be impacted should be notified of 
the crisis situation. Staff members need to know about the formation of a CMT and the name of 
the organizational spokesperson. They should direct all contacts about the crisis situation to the 
spokesperson. In a crisis situation, it is important all staff members follow this protocol. The 
CMT should inform staff of how information will be distributed and keep staff updated on a 
regular basis. 

6.   Whenever possible, crisis situation management should take advantage of advance knowledge of 
the pending situation so that ISU Extension and Outreach can either: 

a) Take initial control of the situation by releasing information before it is obtained by the 
news media from other sources, with complete organizational background, corrective 
measures taken or to be taken, counter arguments, etc., or 

b)  Be prepared to respond immediately, completely, and accurately to first public disclosures 
of the situation. 

7.   ISU Extension and Outreach staff should consult with the director of ISU Extension and 
Outreach Advancement and Human Resources about such areas as public information, laws 
governing the individual rights of persons involved in situations, and organizational 
responsibilities to both the public and the individuals involved in situations. 

8.   Openness and cooperation with the news media, while still protecting the rights of the individuals 
involved and as far as legally allowed by the organization, should be stressed. 

9.   In situations in which release of information will eventually be required, full and complete 
disclosure of that information at the earliest possible time should be undertaken to avoid 
unnecessary extension of the crisis situation. 



ISU Extension and Outreach  Crisis Communication Guide 
Policies and Guidelines   
Page 5 of 7 Revised January 2017  

10. Responses to inaccuracies in news media reports of the situation should be carefully considered 
in consultation with ISU Extension and Outreach Advancement staff to determine if response is 
necessary, or if the response will only serve to reopen old wounds and unnecessarily prolong 
public attention to the situation. If a response is deemed necessary, it should be immediate and 
deal only with factual reporting errors, and not be an attack on the reporter and/or medium. 

11. Conduct a complete analysis of the crisis situation at some point following its apparent 
conclusion. Involve representatives of all offices directly involved with the situation and, if 
appropriate, campus individuals who may be able to provide important observations and insight 
into how the situation was handled. Also try to involve any news media representatives who were 
involved.  

For More Information 

For more information, contact the Office of the Director of ISU Extension and Outreach Advancement, 
1110D Extension 4-H Building, Ames, Iowa 50011-3060, 515-294-5672 or 515-520-9501. 
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Addendum 1: ISU Extension and Outreach Crisis Event 
Communication Checklist 

Staff members in your office and/or program group need to be familiar with this document and know to 
immediately notify the county contact, Regional Director and/or Program Director when a crisis is imminent. A 
crisis event is an event for which there is no prior warning. Examples: Fraud or cheating at a 4-H livestock event, 
a tragic accident or fatality at county fair or other ISU Extension-sponsored event, etc. 

 Notify your supervisor. 
The supervisor will notify the Regional Director and/or 
appropriate Program Director 

 
Regional Director will notify AVP for County 
Services  

Bob Dodds, 515-294-0013 

 AVP/Program Director will notify Director of 
Advancement as needed. 

Jacy Johnson, 515-294-5672 

 AVP/Program Director will notify Human 
Resources as needed. 

Jessica Stolee, 515-294-1444 

 

Assemble Crisis Management Team (CMT). Should include 
• Staff member(s) directly involved
• Regional Director
• County contact
• Advancement specialist
• Extension Human Resources

 Designate primary spokesperson (media 
contact person). 

 

Select operations center. Criteria 
• Allows privacy for team
• Access to at least two telephone lines
• Access to computers and internet service
• Provide media room (if needed)

 
Notify internal staff (as appropriate) of CMT 
creation and spokesperson. 

• Instruct staff to direct ALL inquiries to the operations
center.

• Inform staff members of how information will be
distributed and how they will be kept informed.

 Notify media of operations center location and 
phone number. 

 
Assemble support team that can provide needed 
information and documentation. 

To provide 
• Legal framework for issues
• Personal contacts
• Document duplication and materials for public release

 Assemble background information. • About individuals involved in situation
• About activities, services, and projects involved

 Release honest, straightforward information as 
quickly as possible.  

 Conduct analysis of situation and response 
following apparent conclusion. 
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Addendum 2: ISU Extension and Outreach 
Crisis Situation Communication Checklist 

Staff members in your office and/or program group need to be familiar with this document and know to 
immediately notify the county contact, Regional Director and/or Program Director when a crisis is imminent. 
Crisis Situation Management refers to involvement in a situation where there may be advance warning and that 
usually extends for a period of time. Examples: local environmental controversies; charges of racism, 
discrimination, or sexual harassment; firing of a volunteer; etc. 

 Anticipate potential crisis situation. 
 Notify your supervisor. 

 
The supervisor will notify the Regional 
Director and/or appropriate administrator. 

 
Regional Director will notify AVP for County 
Services 

Bob Dodds, 515-294-0013 

 
AVP/administrators will notify Director of 
Advancement. Jacy Johnson, 515-294-5672 

 
Notify appropriate Program Director and/or 
Extension Human Resources as needed. Jessica Stolee, Human Resources, 515-294-1444 

 Assemble documentation. • About the issue
• Policies that already exist
• Names of probable contact persons

 Work with ISU Extension and Outreach 
Advancement and Human Resources to 
assemble Crisis Management Team (CMT) 
and develop guide. 

Should include 
• Staff member(s) directly involved
• Regional Director and/or Program Director
• County contact
• Advancement Specialist
• Extension Human Resources
• Iowa Concern Coordinator (if appropriate)

 Identify organizational spokesperson. 

 
Notify staff of CMT creation and 
organizational spokesperson. 

Instruct staff to direct ALL inquiries to organizational 
spokesperson. Inform staff members of how information will be 
distributed and how they will be kept informed. 

 Follow guide developed by CMT. 
 Conduct analysis of situation and response 

following apparent conclusion. 

Iowa State University Extension and Outreach does not discriminate on the basis of age, disability, ethnicity, gender 
identity, genetic information, marital status, national origin, pregnancy, race, religion, sex, sexual orientation, 
socioeconomic status, or status as a U.S. veteran. (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.) Inquiries regarding 
non-discrimination policies may be directed to Ross Wilburn, Diversity Officer, 2150 Beardshear Hall, 515 Morrill Road, 
Ames, Iowa 50011, 515-294-1482, wilburn@iastate.edu. 




