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INTRODUCTION
Recipes and crisis communications plans have more in common than you may
think: Both are exceptionally private, yet their results are exceptionally public.

In restaurants of every type and size, the food is central to a restaurant’s promise to
its guests. Depending on the type of restaurant, the quality of menu items is ana-
lyzed by everyone from guests and critics to Wall Street analysts and local newspa-
per reporters. Few (if anyone) outside the restaurant see the recipe. Yet people usu-
ally have a lot to say about whether the recipe and its preparation were up to par.

The same can be said of a restaurant’s communications plan during a crisis situa-
tion. Few outside of your company will know the specifics of your crisis plan, yet
everyone will be judging how successfully you manage your reputation and remedy
problems associated with the crisis. Depending on how well you handled the crisis,
people will develop strong opinions of whether your restaurant is responsible and
trustworthy. At the end of the day, public opinion can and will dramatically affect a
customers’ decision about whether to visit your restaurant in the future.

Despite the stakes involved, crisis communications planning usually does not receive
the attention it deserves—until a crisis occurs. According to a 2002 survey conduct-
ed by the Public Affairs Council, 25 percent of Fortune 1000 CEOs had not taken
the important step of designating company personnel who would serve on an inter-
nal crisis management team to handle the inevitable crises that impact all compa-
nies.

Why don’t more companies devote time and resources to crisis communications
planning? A host of possible factors are involved, including:

✔ False comfort in the fact that a crisis has not yet struck.
✔ The belief that a crisis can be dealt with when it occurs, so there is no

need to prepare.
✔ Comfort in operating within certain areas of expertise—such as customer

service in a restaurant—but discomfort in addressing unknown areas such
as crisis communications planning.

✔ Lack of knowledge about practical steps businesses can take to prepare
for crisis situations.

✔ A lack of time to accomplish goals other than running the business,
especially in the fast-paced restaurant industry.

The purpose of the National Restaurant Association’s Recipe for Readiness: A Step-
by-Step Guide to Crisis Communications is to assist restaurant professionals who are
wary about managing projects outside of their expertise, who lack knowledge about
where to start with crisis communications planning, and who suffer from the dread-
ed time crunch.

This guide was created to be practical and easy-to-use. The first section provides a
step-by-step approach to creating your company’s crisis communications plan. At
the end of each chapter in this first section, you’ll find important tips for each
restaurant type—single-unit independent restaurant, regional multi-unit restaurant,
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IN A CRISIS NOW?
Preparing for a crisis before one hits is always smart strategy. But most crisis situations
can leave even the best prepared restaurant owners feeling off guard and uncertain
about next steps. If you find yourself in a crisis situation before having the opportunity
to review NRA’s crisis communications guidebook completely, follow these steps to get
started in the right direction:

Form a crisis management team.
Creating a crisis communications team is an essential first step to assess the magnitude of the sit-
uation and to identify what actions you should take. The Crisis Management Team (CMT)
should be led by someone who has the authority to make decisions efficiently and effectively
and who has earned the respect of your entire staff. Oftentimes the team leader is the CEO, but
even if this isn’t the case, he or she should at least be present during the initial meeting of the
group. Other positions on the CMT should include: corporate counsel if available; outside legal
advisor; public relations specialist; outside crisis communications counsel; a food scientist if
appropriate given the type of crisis; liaison to regulatory authorities; and administrative support.

Understand the facts.
Create a factual timeline that includes a summary of events and all of your contacts with
customers, suppliers, regulatory authorities, outside consultants, and corporate officials. For
example, during an E.coli outbreak, list information such as victim location and age, food
consumed, suppliers of food consumed, and contact with public health officials. Your goal is
to create a snapshot of what is happening so that all decisions are based on current and
confirmed information.

Take control.
The public must understand that the restaurant regards the situation as serious and that you
are taking decisive action. Many crisis situations require an immediate response from the
restaurant to the public and/or news media – certainly within the first hour – with regular
updates thereafter, either in cooperation with investigating authorities, or independently.
Depending on the severity of the crisis, your public face should be the owner, CEO, or presi-
dent. If the crisis is on a more minor scale, the CEO should be somewhat protected, not
pushed into the spotlight. Carefully assess the current situation and the opportunity for the
crisis to escalate. Then, show you’re in control of the situation by gathering information and
managing how it will be communicated to many audiences, such as employees, media,
investors, and the public.

Decide on a strategy.
While most companies have not been involved in a crisis that has threatened their reputation
or ability to operate, your day-to-day business experience is still beneficial during a crisis. You
must develop a strategy and implement it with tactics designed to respond to different audi-
ences – customers, the media, regulatory agencies, employees, and investors. Professional crisis
management specialists can also be valuable in helping manage your crisis effectively.

Actively engage the media.
The most frequent mistake made by companies during a crisis is the failure to actively manage
the situation with the news media, which will usually judge a company’s response to the crisis
within the first 24 to 48 hours. Getting into the “first news cycle” is critical to taking charge—
you want to take the opportunity to shape the story first, not have the media or victims shape
it for you. Your company must develop a strategy for communicating to the news media and
be prepared to provide accurate and up-to-date information on a frequent basis.
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A Crisis Communications Plan: What Is It?

A crisis communications plan is a blueprint for how you’ll manage logistical details
and your company’s image and reputation during a crisis. For example, if a crisis situ-
ation makes it necessary for you to alter work schedules, your crisis communications
plan should outline how to efficiently get in touch with staff members. Likewise, if
something bad happens at your restaurant, you’ll want to let the community know
that your restaurant cares and that you handled the situation appropriately.

A crisis communications plan is not a complete crisis response plan—it is simply one
component of an overall crisis response plan. A crisis communications plan directs
communications, but there are other functions you’ll need to consider. For example,
your crisis response plan should document safe locations to provide shelter to staff
and guests during a natural disaster such as a tornado. In this example, the crisis
communications plan helps to communicate to appropriate audiences about the well-
being of people on the premises; it is not responsible for actually keeping people safe.

Restaurants actually have an important advantage over many other businesses in crisis
communications planning and implementation. How so? Most restaurants and their
staff are accustomed to the feeling of being “slammed” during the busiest times of a
shift. They know the importance of delivering a smooth presentation to their guests
even if something goes wrong, such as working shorthanded during a shift or dealing
with a mistake in an order. Restaurants understand the value of hospitality and
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CRISIS: WHAT IT IS AND WHAT IT ISN’T

A crisis is …
✔ A pivotal point that can tilt perception of

the restaurant
✔ Most newsworthy in the first 24-48

hours, with predictable waves of subse-
quent coverage that can be affected by
the restaurant

✔ A call to swift, deliberate and efficient
action by the restaurant

✔ Something for which the restaurant can
prepare to some degree

A crisis—if well managed—is not …
✔ A guarantee of completely negative cov-

erage for the restaurant
✔ Something that will never end
✔ Chaotic
✔ An unknown enemy with no known

methods of defense

MAIN INGREDIENT:
THE CRISIS COMMUNICATIONS PLAN
CRISIS: WHAT IT IS AND WHAT IT ISN’T
The word “crisis” can make even the most confident business owners very
anxious. That’s why it’s helpful to gain the right perspective on crisis
management, including understanding what a crisis is … and what
it isn’t.
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“making good” if a guest’s experience is not up to expectations. Despite your appre-
hensiveness about crisis management, you may be better suited to handle a crisis situ-
ation than you think.

The bottom line? It is important that restaurants develop, implement, and practice
crisis communications plans. In doing so, they turn the fear of the unknown into a
practical process that is quite similar to their day-to-day commitment to hospitality
and superior service.

MAIN INGREDIENT:
The Crisis Communications Plan
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Response to Media Inquiry. You’re in the middle of a crisis and the phone rings. It’s a
reporter, on deadline. The decision to talk with that reporter, and the process of handling
his or her request, is a critical part of media relations that can shape your restaurant’s
image.

Media Statement or Press Release. Restaurants can distribute their messages through the
creation and distribution of media statements or press releases. Depending on the situation,
you may want to supplement those statements with direct calls to reporters, editors or pro-
ducers to draw attention to your side of the story.

Targeted Media Pitch. Rather than issue a news item broadly, you may choose to “pitch” or
“release” a story to one reporter, or a select group of reporters, by contacting them direct-
ly. Preferably, this is done in the context of an existing relationship with a reporter, or with
the knowledge that a reporter covers issues similar to the one the restaurant has to offer.

Letter to the Editor. Sometimes it is appropriate to respond to a newspaper story by writing
a letter to the editor. Doing so can provide an opportunity to express a side of the story
you believe was absent from the article.

Op-Ed. Restaurants can submit an “Op-Ed” when an original opinion or response to an
article requires more space than a letter to the editor will allow. A typical letter to the edi-
tor is approximately 50-150 words, while a typical Op-Ed is approximately 500-700 words.
It is important to check with the newspaper about its unique requirements.

Editorial Board. Outreach to editorial boards is often overlooked but is many times one of
the most effective tools for media engagement. The editorial board of a newspaper usually
is composed of the senior editors who decide the media outlet’s editorial position on issues
of the day. Editorial boards are no different than reporters—editorial-board members seek
and require information about companies just as frequently. Editorial boards generally will
meet with company staff for background or will seek out a company to learn more about
an issue.

News Conference. A restaurant can hold a news conference if there is a need to communi-
cate something newsworthy to the media broadly. Depending on the situation, audio news
conferences can be used to communicate news items via telephone.

TECHNIQUE:
MEDIA RELATIONS
A great recipe and quality ingredients are essential to a great meal, but they don’t guar-
antee a great meal; the personnel preparing the food need to be skilled in culinary tech-
niques. This is also the case in crisis communications. A plan is absolutely necessary for
effective preparation. But your staff must also be familiar with the basic techniques to
help implement the plan.

This section presents some of those basic media-relations techniques, including develop-
ing an understanding of the media, handling responses to media inquiries, preparing for
media events, and practicing for interviews.

Here are a few media relations terms you may find useful:
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TECHNIQUE:
Media Relations—Understanding the Media

50

CONSIDER THESE “DOS” AND “DON’TS”
OF MEDIA RELATIONS:

DO…
✔ Treat members of the media with common

courtesy and professionalism.
✔ Take media stories seriously.
✔ Think about the story from the reporter’s

perspective.
✔ Prepare thoroughly and practice thought-

fully for interaction with the media.
✔ Think about all of the factors that impact

media coverage and seek to influence
these factors positively.

DON’T…
✔ Err on the extremes: trying to “win them

over” on one hand or “beat them” into
submission on the other.

✔ Take media stories personally.
✔ Lose sight of why you are interested in

media outreach in the first place.
✔ Become robotic in your approach to the

media; losing one’s personality means
losing one’s appeal.

✔ Deceive or lie to the media—under any
circumstance.


