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The Association of Colleges (AoC) represents nearly 95% of the 257 colleges in 

England incorporated under the Further and Higher Education Act 1992. 
 

 

 

Introduction 
 

With a student and staff population nudging 4 million it is unsurprising that 

college public relations staff deal with incidents that require professional crisis 

communications management. Often the cause is completely out of the college’s 

control, but the response will always require clear and concise communications. 

In the face of disturbing events and a hostile media glare these are essential to 

ensure that the right people have the right information.  

 

The focus of this document is to provide a guide for the worst-case scenario and 

the spotlight of attention. 

 

Whether the college is an innocent victim or the guilty party, the news media 

and their main audience - the court of public opinion - will decide your fate. That 

decision is likely to be based less on cause or blame than on how you behave in 

reaction to the situation. 

This guide will provide a template to help with the writing of a crisis 

communication plan and the building and training of the team and the college. 
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Fundamentals of Crisis Communications 
 
Primary Danger - Information Vacuum 

 

The most dangerous time for a college under media fire is during the initial 

information vacuum that exists when no information or source for comment is 

available. It is then that the media will search for (and find) alternative, though 

not necessarily factually correct or positive, sources for comment. There are 

numerous cases of this happening among colleges, resulting in one-sided media 

coverage.  

 

Once the most appropriate messages to fill this vacuum have been determined, 

the college must identify the best means of conveying this information.  

 

One Voice, One Message 

 

It is essential that messages are consistent, open and honest and therefore the 

fewer people involved in writing or delivering them, the stronger they will be. 

 

Creating and maintaining a limited number of key messages promotes 

consistency of message across audiences and channels, whether it is a media 

release, advertisement, public or staff meeting. Contradictory statements 

weaken a college’s position and can lead to the perception that it is hiding 

something and that nothing it says is to be believed. 

 

No college in difficulty needs to wait for a specific approach from the media to 

say all that it wants to say in any given moment. Journalists are easy to contact at 

any time and a proactive comment made to one does not mean that a comment 

must be made to all. 

 

Your Crisis Management Plan 
 

Your crisis management plan must be developed, refreshed and agreed at least 

once a year and it should involve representatives from across the college 

community, the key publics and the emergency services. Legal advisers and 

insurers need to be told about the plan and your intentions for managing it. 

The plan should include: 

• To stop or go on? 

• Assessing the level of the incident and its likely impact 

• Up-to-date contact details for crisis team members 



 3 

• An audit of resources or facilities needed - all site plans with key rooms 

identified 

• Practice day report 

• Contact cascade 

• Checklists – this guide 
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To stop or go on? 

Before anything else, a decision must be taken as to whether to close the 

college, close some parts of it or carry on as normal. It could be a mark of 

respect if there have been fatalities or it might be unsafe or unwise to stay open 

for several reasons. As closing can cause problems for many people in many 

areas, it should not be done lightly. Whatever the decision and the reasons for it, 

it must be communicated immediately to all the key publics who will be affected 

(see checklists). 

 

Assessing the level 
The first task, if something has happened that might attract media or public 

attention, is to assess the level of interest. The director or head of the public 

relations function (which might be the principal) should be leading the 

assessment and considering at what level to place it as follows: 

 

Level Extent of interest Feature 

1 International Involves people from overseas and/or has unusual or 

particularly newsworthy aspects, such as violent crime 

2 National Involves something unusual such as violent crime 

3 National Fits a current news theme 

4 National Comes at the end of a current news theme 

5 Local Local human interest 

 

Level Likely to involve: Story might run for: 

1 Royals/VIP key publics’ attention One to two weeks 

2 VIP and key publics’ attention One week 

3 Key publics ’attention, including 

national politicians 

Few days nationally but possible a week 

locally 

4 Key publics’ attention, including local 

politicians 

One day nationally but possibly a few days 

locally 

5 Only those interested One day 

 

The above table is not the whole picture and it should be added to by the team 

as they work through scenarios during their practices, or when incidents 

elsewhere are observed. 

 

Through issues management, media or environment scanning, the public 

relations/communication or marketing department should have local 

information on the likely reactions of the news and social media players and the 
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key publics (see checklists) in relation to incidents affecting others. They should 

also be monitoring the national scene closely to be aware of current news 

themes and political agendas, which could be brought to the door of the college 

if the story fits. 
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Setting Up the Response Team 
The first imperative is this: put a response team in place before the difficulty 

occurs. Establishing a core team now eliminates the need to create such a 

structure under pressure and establishes an understanding of who is 

responsible for what, should the worst occur. The next steps are to: 

• Ensure each response team member knows how to contact the other at 

work, after hours and on holiday, also nominating back-ups for each role 

• Ensure that nominated response team members are aware of their role 

and responsibilities as part of the team 

• Ensure all relevant national, regional and local media are in possession of 

the contact details (inc. mobile and home numbers) of the nominated 

spokesperson (see below) 

• Ensure key staff are aware of how, and on what matters, to contact the 

response team (e.g. media inquiries, student incidents, premises incidents 

etc) 

• Ensure all switchboard staff are aware of the appropriate protocols for 

media calls  

• Ensure a system is in place for collation and appropriate filing of all 

relevant communications (documents, media materials, reports, etc) 

prepared and disseminated on specific incidents 

• Maintain an ongoing awareness of wider FE sector issues and external 

college reputation 

• Allocate responsibility for editing the Audience Impact Checklist and 

Incident Scope Checklist (See Appendices) to suit the specifics of your 

college 

 

The Response Team 
There are few colleges with enough qualified people to do their reputation 

justice on a day-to-day basis but when an incident occurs, there is no 

organisation that has enough resources within their public relations, 

communication or marketing teams to cope. The team on these occasions needs 

to be added to from other areas. While the incident or the size of the college 

might not warrant a separate person for every one of the roles described below, 

every one of the tasks needs to be considered and carried out if it is seen to be 

necessary. 

If the interest extends internationally the team will have to be much larger, as 

the news media and relatives of involved parties could be calling day and night. 
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Therefore, there should be enough people to cover two or three shifts and each 

team should include trained people to adequately cover the following roles. 

Leader 

A senior, preferably qualified communications/public relations person. In some 

cases, the leader will be the principal or deputy principal. 

The leader will: 

• Advise the principal and any other spokesperson to be involved 

• Liaise with HR, legal advisers and emergency services where appropriate 

• Prepare the key messages and briefings 

• Direct the team 

• Chair news conferences 

• Handle any VIP visitors and keep in contact with those key people, or 

opinion formers, who might not attend but will want to be kept up to date 

 

The team leader must, in line with the college’s normal media handling protocols 

and in consultation with the principal, sign off all communications about the 

incident. All media or public enquires must be routed through the team leader, 

who will then brief the spokesperson. 

The team leader should, in consultation with the principal, manage the creation 

of a media statement containing key facts about the college and all the known 

details on the incident (subject to liaison with the police press officer, if a crime 

has been committed), which will be updated as soon as reliable information 

becomes known. 

They should also ensure that question and answer sheets are available to 

prepare the spokespeople for interviews and news conferences. 

Spokespeople 

Spokespeople will, after consultation with the team leader, give interviews, talk 

to relatives and be the guides for any visiting VIPs. Not only must the designated 

spokespeople take part in the whole team training day, but they must also be 

media trained. If there are any deaths or serious crime issues to be discussed, it 

should be the most senior member of staff or board of Governors available at 

the time who is interviewed. If the incident is serious and the principal and/or 

the Chair are known to be in the country and they are not in evidence within as 

short a time as possible, it will be taken as being cavalier and uncaring, which 

will be instantly damaging for the college’s reputation. The below provides 
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details of what could be expected of a spokesperson, particularly in a large-scale 

crisis. 

 

While delivering the agreed message, the spokesperson must: 

• Be genuinely concerned about the situation 

• Accept responsibility for it (but not blame) 

• Apologise and explain what has happened as far as they know and what is 

going to happen next 

• Find out more and move towards resolving the incident or, when it is at an 

end, prevent its recurrence. They must never speculate about what might 

have happened, make defensive excuses, blame anybody else, offer to 

resign or over-promise. 

 

Internal/external relations – will be responsible for ensuring that the college and 

the wider community is kept fully informed. They will handle calls from students, 

staff and others, according to briefings from the team leader; co-ordinate offers 

of help and log all enquiries. They will also ensure that relevant key publics as 

directed by the team leader, are kept fully informed. As offers of help might 

arrive from various quarters, the team leader will create a briefing as to how 

they are to be handled. This team member might be someone in a media 

relations post and should also ensure that website and all social media channels 

are kept fully up-to-date with outgoing information and are monitored for 

activity, questions or emerging issues. 

Media relations – will deal with calls, ensure they are answered promptly in 

accordance with briefings from the team leader and organise news conferences. 

As with the relatives, there must be no time or room for speculation and the 

news media will also require a room (not close to the relatives’ room) with 

catering and regular spokespeople, reports and, if appropriate twice daily news 

conferences. The news media can be extremely helpful at times of crisis and 

they should be regarded as such. As with social media, news channels should be 

monitored and mentions of the college or the incident logged for evaluation. 

Note takers – as each call or question comes in, this need to be recorded along 

with any action taken to deal with them. This not only provides a full record for 

the eventual debrief but it also helps to ensure that every call and question is 

answered and answered again as the incident unfolds and more reliable 

information comes to hand. The notes will also be invaluable for future training, 

for responses to any Freedom of Information requests on the incident and to 

give the communications department a good record of who (especially key 
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publics like journalists or politicians) was interested, how their interest was 

expressed, handled and later used. 

Relatives’ support – some major incidents will require this post. They will deal 

with all enquiries from and contact relatives and might set up a room where 

they could wait comfortably and be supplied with refreshments (in the event of 

an incident away from college involving staff or students for example). The 

relatives, even more importantly than the news media, must not be left to guess 

or speculate about what has happened. Their support person must gather their 

questions and organise for people to answer them, explain the situation or just 

talk to them while more information is sought. 

 

Other considerations 

Some incidents might need more help than the team can provide. These should 

be coordinated with HR, the emergency services, the security or estates 

department or others, as appropriate, who will be mindful of any child 

protection or health and safety issues that might arise. 

During the incident, the team will need to be regularly fed and watered, replaced 

and sent home to rest (even if they don’t want to) after eight hours. Therefore, a 

catering manager may also be part of the team. 

There must be appropriate resources for emailing and using mobile phones 

from the rooms identified and it helps to know where on the site the best signal 

can be found for a satellite truck, which is also safely within cabling distance of a 

power supply. Also, the room where the core team and the news media are 

working should have a white board, where information will be posted at regular 

intervals. 

Some parts of the site might have to be sealed off and visitors to the site should 

be carefully screened. Therefore, a senior member of the security staff should 

also be part of the team. 

The switchboard will need to have a full list of the contact details of everyone in 

the team so that they, or a substitute, are contacted and brought into college 

without delay. They should know that all media calls should go to the media co-

ordinator and should also be aware that the news media might pose as students 

or parents, so all calls must be screened carefully. Therefore, someone from the 

switchboard should also be part of the team. 

As it may well be necessary to arrange for counselling, personnel or volunteer 

support, a senior member of the HR department must also be part of the team. 
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Outside help? 
If you know that you will not be able to muster and train enough people from 

within your staff body for your needs, it is wise to secure help from outside. It 

might be possible to work with others in the public sector, such as the NHS, the 

local council or even possibly some of your feeder schools but it is vital that they 

come and train with your team, so that everyone knows their roles and time will 

not be wasted as people jockey for positions. 

You might feel safer having secured the services of a public relations 

consultancy with expertise in this area, however there are some cautionary 

points to consider. 

You need to see evidence of work done by them and be able to check the impact 

that they have had during a crisis especially on their clients’ reputations. The 

price must be agreed in advance and you can check with AoC to make sure that 

it is a fair price at the time. They too should be involved with your training, which 

they might offer to set and lead but ask for an outline of the day first and send it 

to AoC to ensure that they know what you are doing and that everything is 

covered. 

Training or practice day? 
As well as everyone in the team, the team leader should also invite a local 

journalist to help and advise with the training – to literally be the news media 

and put the spokespeople through their paces. As the day is an excellent 

team/relationship building opportunity, it is a good idea to involve a journalist 

that does not seem to understand what the college is about (rather than your 

best friend already) as it is a good way for them to see you doing your best to do 

the right thing. 

It will also be necessary to have some ‘extras’ to be relatives, VIPs and possibly 

wounded students or staff, depending upon your scenario. 

Although a Level 1 incident is unlikely, it is useful to train for all eventualities. 

The scenario to be used should only be known to the team leader or a separate 

facilitator, who will take the team through it in real time, giving out information 

sheets as the day and the incident unfolds. Desk-top exercises can be also held 

to test communication channels, develop checklists and identify the need for 

specific skills in the team. 

Reports on practices or training should be added to the plan for information on 

any issues identified. 
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Audit resources and facilities 
All equipment needed (notebooks, laptops or blackberries, name and role 

badges, tabards, etc.) must be kept somewhere that is easily accessible. A plan 

of the site with rooms clearly marked for their suitability, must also be easily 

accessible along with the plan. The rooms needed, as well as those for the 

relatives and news media must also include one for the core team to operate 

and communicate from and another for holding news conferences. News 

conferences should be staged in a room with doors at the front and back, so 

that those being interviewed can leave without having to walk through the 

journalists, who will very likely delay them from getting back to work. The plan 

should also show the best places for satellite trucks. 

Information folders – in the same cupboard there should also be some folders 

or CDs containing useful information about the college, which can be given to 

journalists to keep them informed while they wait for the team to find out what 

is happening. These can be site plans, staffing charts, subject areas or whatever 

might be appropriate to the situation that will give the news media the feeling 

that you are concerned about their need for information. The training, team 

composition, media training of the spokespeople and these files or CDs must be 

kept up to date. 

The cascade call out list must also be checked regularly to ensure that all 

numbers are present and up to date. The principal must be called first followed 

by the team leader and the first team shift on the list. All members of the team 

should also hold a list of contact details for each other and others who they may 

need to call. 

As soon as an incident begins to unfold the team leader, or their deputy must be 

brought in to assess the situation. The emergency services and the switchboard 

must have their contact details. 

If required, the first team shift should be brought in for a briefing on the 

situation and set to carry out their roles and start their work. The rest should be 

left to be called in to replace the first group when they become tired. 

If a second shift is needed, there must be a full handover to keep matters 

running smoothly. 

 

It will be back! 

You will be glad that you kept detailed notes of any incident because in all 

likelihood, it will reoccur at some point. The news media may publicly revisit you 

at the most difficult times: on anniversaries, during any resulting inquests or 
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legal cases; when reports are published and so on. If anything like the incident 

happens elsewhere and whenever your college is mentioned, you run the risk of 

it all coming out again “this is the college where….”. Therefore, it is even more 

important to handle all relationships well and create a good memory of your 

behaviour on the day! 

 

The importance of social media 
Any college communicator who has dealt with a crisis in recent years will know 

that social media networks have had a major impact on the timescales involved. 

In summary: bad news travels faster than ever across a more diverse network. 

The principles of handling crisis communications through social media are the 

same as other channels; there is the same need for honesty, truth, integrity and 

information while not over-promising, speculating or passing blame. 

The main differences between social media and other channels are: 

• Message speed – bad news can travel much faster to a wider audience. 

Conversely, a college can collect information on public perception to an 

incident far faster and disseminate its own key message to social media 

audiences with greater speed. 

• Two-way conversations – most social media channels require authentic, 

two-way dialogue. Using social media as if it were a publishing tool (say, in 

the same way you use your online press office) isn’t going to work. 

•  

• This is a complex topic which has been covered by a great number of blogs 

and books. The main considerations for colleges should be: 

• Set up digital listening posts as part of your everyday communications 

activity. You should be tracking college mentions on Google news alerts, 

Tweetdeck and other monitoring media as standard. These will provide the 

dashboard you’ll need to track an issue across the social media space if a 

crisis occurs. 

• Take care reviewing context. In more peaceful moments colleges come 

across negative blog entries, newspaper articles, online commentary or 

review posts to which they might wish to respond. Crises tend to multiply 

this type of commentary and it is very likely that you will not have the 

resources to respond to every post or comment. Prioritise your social 

media during your planning (i.e. look at audience figures and readership as 

you would traditional media), assess the content for reputational damage 

and be considered and understanding in your responses. 
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• Be quick. As with traditional media, the longer it takes for you to comment, 

the more negative speculation is likely to appear online. 

• Be open and understanding. Responding with impersonal statements or 

institutional jargon won’t work. If you are addressing someone’s genuine 

worry or concern about an incident then apologise if this is appropriate, 

have empathy with their situation and be rational and respectful using 

everyday language. 

• Outline next steps and tell your story. As with traditional media 

statements, use the opportunity to explain what you are doing and when 

you are doing it and to include, where appropriate, key messages about 

your institution. 

 

 

 

Communication Policy 
It is recommended that each college adapt and embrace a communication policy 

that will act as a best practice guide when determining a response to intense 

public scrutiny. The policy should be tailored to each college and used to guide 

all decisions and actions of the Response Team. 

Template Communication Policy 

It is the policy of (name) college that: 

• To the best of our ability, (college) will always convey accurate, information 

based on the knowledge at hand at the time 

• (college) will, always, seek to provide honest and open comment on 

matters of public concern. Every effort will be made to cooperate with, and 

meet the needs of, the media and other key communication channels 

• (college) will always show itself to be concerned about the issue at hand 

and will always put employee/student interests above short-term 

commercial interests 

• When communicating with key stakeholders during such incidents, 

(college) will always be mindful of and aim to protect its long-term 

sustainability and that of the sector in general 

 

Media Relations 

When Responding to a Specific Incident 
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• Do not speculate on anything (cause, solution, and temporary back-up 

actions). Stick to the facts. Confirm all information with the relevant staff 

member, student, Governor, or other appropriate party 

• Only release verified information 

• It is OK to admit you don’t know the answer to a question: 

• Never speculate 

• It is entirely appropriate to admit either you are not the best/most 

appropriate person to talk to on a specific issue or that the incident (and 

hence specific detail) is still being investigated/clarified. Do offer the 

information you do have available 

• Do not blame or attack a staff member/union/student/third parties/other 

entity for their actions or misunderstandings. Instead, illustrate every 

effort is being made to ensure high levels of co-operation to resolve the 

problem 

• Do not move outside the scope of the approved college messages and 

theme 

• Do not over promise on what (or how quickly) the college can do to 

remedy a situation 

• Accept responsibility when necessary. This is not the same thing as 

accepting the blame. Let the media know what is being done about the 

problem, whether it is actions to resolve the problem and/or contingency 

plans to assist students, staff, etc. 

• Maintain a log of media calls to monitor the volume, intent and resolution 

of media queries 

• Determine how information should be distributed – proactively through 

media release or a media conference, or reactively in response to direct 

queries only 

• Monitor media coverage and reactions among key audiences (Use 

Audience Impact Checklist as a guide) to determine impact and 

perceptions of the college’s response 

• Co-ordinate all external communications from one central source in the 

college 

• Ensure consistency in what is communicated to different audiences, e.g. 

media, students, employees, regulatory bodies. While written materials 

prepared on the issue should be adjusted as necessary, there should be 

consistency across all, as once written, all such documents should be 

considered publicly available 
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• Determine the approval processes required for any written materials or 

responses e.g. Principal has sign-off responsibility and dotted line 

reporting to Governors; Communications manager has sign-off 

responsibility for all written materials 

• Consider all written materials (prepared for either internal or external 

audiences) as in the public domain. Therefore, consider all secondary 

audiences when writing the initial document, and in the timing of its 

distribution 

 

Spokesperson Guidelines 

• Be accessible – do not avoid the media 

• Be available at the college and at home (via mobile phone as necessary) 

• NEVER speak ‘off the record’. Presume everything you say from the minute 

you enter the media’s premises/from the minute the journalist enters your 

presence, may be used 

• If it is too soon to release accurate information, announce a time within 

the next few hours that a statement will be issued, or a news conference 

held. Once this has been announced, do not release any information to 

any media until that time 

• Rehearse core messages and typical Q&A’s with your communication team 

prior to any media calls, interviews, and press conferences 

• Return all media calls promptly. If the information requested is not 

available, explain why and when it may be available 

 

TV and Radio Interviews: General Tips and Hints 

• Even though you may not think this important, do reflect on what you are 

wearing for a television interview. A good physical image can enhance the 

integrity of your message and some clothing will distract audiences from 

what you are saying. Avoid anything too bright, very light (e.g. sky blue) or 

patterns. Dark blue near the face is not very flattering. If in a studio, always 

wear cool clothing due to the heat of the lights 

• When you arrive take a few minutes to acclimatise, relax and talk to the 

interviewer. Don’t be pushed into going straight into the interview. Always 

ask what the first question will be and make sure you look at the 

interviewer, not into the camera. Make sure you have a glass of water 
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• If the interview is being pre-recorded, you can stop and start again if you 

are unhappy with an answer 

• Keep answers very short and simple and use analogies wherever possible. 

Twenty to thirty second answers are ideal. Also keep the audience in mind 

• Play down gestures. Keep them physically low down, hands in front of your 

stomach 

• Sit well back in your chair, then you can only lean forward and not back. 

Try not to shift around in the chair 

 

Media Interviews Under Pressure 

TV interviews 

• Maintain eye contact 

• Once inside the station’s premises watch your tone, manner and response 

always 

 

Live vs Pre-Recorded 

• Live interviews are preferable to avoid your comments being twisted or 

edited out of context 

 

Prepare Key Points 

1. Say what you know for certain 

2. Show what you are doing about it 

3. Show concern/empathy for those affected (be sincere) 

4. Do not point the finger of blame 

 

Social Cues 

• Take interviewer ’s cues but don’t wait for a pause to respond 

 

Key ‘Lead-Ins’ 

• “Let me tell you where we are right now… 

• “Let me tell you exactly what happened… 

• “Let me tell you exactly what the situation is now… 
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Key Phrases to Shift Topic of Questioning 

• “Let me say again…” 

• “I think it’s important to note that our key focus…” 

 

Phone Numbers 

• Take care providing phone numbers during interviews 

• Check prior to the interview if it is OK to mention a phone number 

• If it is OK to mention, provide (and check) the number beforehand for the 

announcer to repeat, for screen sub titles and for the station’s switchboard 

 

Interviewer’s “Very briefly…” 

• Signals their last question(s) 

• Knowing they probably won’t come back with another question, this is an 

ideal opportunity to get one of your major messages across 

 

Enunciation 

• Take care with frequently used words such as your college name and key 

messages/phrases 

• Avoid familiar phrases or terminology (FE jargon) that the listeners/viewers 

may not be as familiar with as you are 

 

Apology to Affected Parties 

• Introduce the apology and illustrate empathy/appreciation of affected 

party’s inconvenience/frustrations earlier in the interview 

 

Do Not Over Promise 

• Ensure you do not promise impossible deadlines or deliverables in the 

heat of the moment 

 

Sub-judice 

• This may limit the scope of your comments when police are involved in an 

incident 
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• Once an arrest has been made, many details about an incident are ‘off 

limits’ e.g. “As you would appreciate, we cannot go into detail on that point 

as the matter is now in the hands of the police…” …“We are working very 

closely with the police and obviously cannot speculate on the 

cause/nature/effect of this (incident).” 
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Incident Scope 
It was stressed at the outset that ‘handling public difficulties’ can never be exclusively 

about communications. Management has the primary task of assessing the incident, 

making appropriate and prompt investigations and putting in place the policy response 

which will best serve the interests of the college. 

This Incident Scope Checklist can be used by senior management in the initial stages of 

response-preparation. It can subsequently be a discussion/planning tool for the 

Response Team as it prepares to cover every potential media-related aspect of the 

incident. A successful communications strategy cannot work without coherent and 

comprehensive policy-making. This means that the college management and the 

Response Team must come together to ensure that all the right questions are asked at 

the earliest point / that all necessary information is in play. 

Confirming the Issue 

• Determine whether a real/potential incident exists or whether a genuine 

incident has arisen 

• Evaluate how accurately/exaggeratedly the incident is being portrayed 

• Consider whether incorrect information or a misperception needs to be 

corrected 

• Think about what sources need to be tapped to confirm incident details. 

 

Background Detail 

• Ensure you are familiar with the background to an incident – your key 

audiences will want information. Ensure you/ your response team have 

thought about the following points: 

• How long the incident has existed 

• How the incident became public 

• How long is it expected to continue 

• Where, when and how the incident occurred 

• Whether the incident could be due to internal college systems/factors, or 

external catalysts 

• Whether the incident is due to an individual within the college 

• If the incident is within the college’s realm of operation/responsibility. 

Scope of Impact 
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• Think beyond the immediate issues surrounding the incident to identify 

audiences both directly and indirectly affected 

• Assess the actual and potential impact of an incident 

• If the incident has already been resolved, consider the impact on staff/ 

students/third parties and the wider college sector 

• Determine whether there is any potential for further complaint or if there 

is satisfaction with the resolution 

• Consider who is aware of the incident [both internal and external 

attention] 

Profile of Issue 

• Assess the likelihood of the media becoming aware of the issue 

• What information needs to be communicated to key audiences and how 

should it best be conveyed? 

• Determine where, if anywhere, blame is being laid and assess whether it 

this accurate 

 

Reputation 

• Image public perception & subsequent PR requirements 

• Student/business community/reactions from other institutions 

• Ongoing media interest 

• Possible damage to the sector as a whole 

 

Financial 

• Repair/restoration of premises 

• Compensation/fines 

• Image/business recovery investment 

• Availability of funds to cover above 

• Litigation costs 

• Budget/financial implications 

• Insurance claim/premiums 

 

Business 
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• Revenue and turnover 

• Partners/trusts/supplier/business community responses 

 

Legal 

• Charges under legislation 

• Pending action eg: litigation against college/individual 

• Staff and/or student liability 

• Compensation 

• Court proceedings and potential media coverage 

 

HR 

• Staff retention & morale 

• Policy & procedure review 

• Union demands & delivery 

• Availability of resources to support incident ‘fall out’ (e.g.: counselling, job 

search etc) 

 

Audience Impact 
The following, while by no means exhaustive, provides a checklist of points to 

consider when assessing audience impact. 

 

Audience Consideration 

Media • Portrayal of college in articles – positive vs negative 

• Media reach – audience size and type 

• Previous media relationship with college 

• Local broadcast/print contacts 

• Potential impact on college sector 

• Student/staff information/accusations 

• Timings of announcements  

• Website and social media as information conduit 

• Exclusive news to known journalists 
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Union • Potential information conduits to media 

• Existing relationships with college union rep’s and regional 

spokespeople 

• Breach of regulations 

• Audit trail of investigations/accusations 

• Discrimination issues 

Staff and 

Governors 

• Support from/working relationships with Governors 

• Staff – full and part-time information flow to staff/senior 

managers.  

• Governors - Potential information leaks to media & other 

bodies 

• Multiple site staff - controlling information flow to media (one 

person solely responsible for media) 

• HR issues/procedures 

• Staff morale, critical incident stress debriefing, trauma 

counselling 

Students • Information flow to Students/their Unions 

• Student President/Chair - Service delivery consistency 

• Social media channels used by students 

• Student pressure groups - Critical incident stress debriefing, 

trauma counselling requirements 

Parents • Dedicated phone number for information & support 

• Potential civil action or criminal prosecution 

• Appropriate information flow 

• Potential gap between actions they would ideally like college to 

take and those the college is realistically able to deliver 

Community • Potential impact on community – who needs to be informed? 

• Community leaders/Action groups - Information which may be 

perceived to be in the ‘public/Action groups interest’ 

• College principals in local area  

• Schools/6th Form - The action/response these audiences need 

from the college to feel reassured  

• Employment Agencies 
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• Police 

• Church Leaders 

• Local hospital 

• Transport Network 

• Voluntary Sector 

Local Authority/ MP • Government requirements & regulations 

• Notification procedures 

• Political implications and reactions at local MP level 

Police • Likelihood of official inquiry and implications 

• Criminal prosecution 

• Existing relationships and networks to leverage 

Other third party • Notification procedures 

• AoC - Potential impact on such relationships 

• Charitable Trusts - Channels of communication flow 

available/to be created 

• Trustees - Key concerns 

• Suppliers - The action/response these audiences need from the 

college to feel reassured 

• Financial Backers/Bank 

• Emergency services 

• Other 
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Response Team Contacts 
The table below should be completed immediately and distributed to all named 

contacts. The named positions are flexible and should reflect the people who 

would need to be contacted in an emergency within your college. The given 

positions are examples of who you should consider when filling in the form. 

 

COLLEGE RESPONSE TEAM EMERGENCY CONTACT NUMBERS 

CONTACT  

POSITION  

ROLE  

DAYTIME  

MOBILE  

OUT OF HOURS NO.  

EMAIL - OFFICE  

PAGER  

 

For distribution to: 

• Principal 

• Chair of Governors 

• Spokesperson 

• Marketing/PR/Communications 

• Manager 

• Managers 

• Union 

• Representative 

• Local Journalists 

• Student President 

• Editor of Student Paper 

• Main reception 

• Porter 
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• Night Porter 

• Security 

 

 

 

 

Response Team Debrief 
Incident Précis 

Date: 

Location: 

Situation overview: 

Names of College Response Team members & any external specialists involved: 

Key Steps Taken: 

What tactics/ actions ‘worked’: 

What to avoid in future: 

Recommended actions (operational, communications, business, process etc) 

Responsible Deadline: 

Sample Media Log Sheet 

Date: 

Name: 

Media name: 

Contact details: 

Request: 
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Deadline: 

Message passed to (first & surname) & Time: 

 

Debrief Tips 
Some points to consider when conducting a debrief include: 

• Conduct the debrief as soon as possible after the incident resolution so 

recollections are fresh and the commitment to learn from the experience 

is strong 

• Nominate one person to be responsible for coordinating and ensuring the 

debrief process is completed 

• Ensure that the debrief team have open access to everyone who 

participated in the response effort 

• Acknowledge that opinion-research among affected audiences is often 

valuable while a review of any media coverage is essential 

• Ensure that once the media response, communication processes or 

relationships to-be-improved are identified, responsibilities are allocated 

for identifying, seeking approval for, and implementing solutions, and the 

reporting of progress 

• Confirm that these people are to be responsible for ensuring all actions 

and outcomes are completed within designated timeframes 

• Keep a special/complete file of copies of all documentation regarding the 

incident 

 

Review & Evaluation Process 
Could include: 

• Public/media opinion research 

• Media coverage analysis 

• Target audiences review 

• Media log-book analysis 

• Other 

 

Incident Report & Recommendations to Principal/ Governors 
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• Action all recommendations 

• Document subsequent changes to response team, processes etc 

• Collate and file all documentation on incident securely 

 

Interview Key People Involved in College’s Response to the Incident 

• Support Specialists 

• Legal 

• PR 

• AoC 

• Counsellors 

• HR 

• Police etc 
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