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➢ My background
➢ Traditional Media in a Crisis
➢ Social Media in a Crisis

Overview



➢Director at the League for 8 1/2 years
➢Focusing on Communications and Media 

Relations
➢ Increase footprint of the League and 

League members

My story
➢25+ years media experience:

➢18 years as a journalist at newspapers 
Greenville, Howell and Flint (also spent time 
in Grand Rapids, Alpena and Cass City)
➢Nearly 8 years in public relations/media 
relations/communications – Flint CVB, MML



Both sides of a crisis:
As a reporter:
- Kayla Rolland school shooting
- Suicides in Grand Blanc schools

As a PR professional:
- Flint CVB







Meridian Township Situation: Options
1. Do nothing, 

hope it doesn’t 
come out

2. Deny
3. Admit, but say 

case is closed, no 
comment

4. Admit, apologize 
and fix it



Meridian Township Situation:
➢ They did option 4 eventually. For multiple 

months, at the request of the attorney 
general’s office, they did not release the 2004 
police report and denied multiple FOIA 
requests.

“We looked like we were hiding everything and it 
didn’t get better until we went public. We wanted 

to do the right thing.” 
- Frank Walsh



Meridian Township Situation:
➢ Friday, January 19, 2018 – 4 p.m.
➢ Against the recommendation of insurance 

carriers and attorneys, Walsh picked up the 
phone and called Brianne Randall-Gay to 
apologize.

➢ Driven by two goals – Make it right for Brianne, 
protect/restore the credibility of the police 
department. 

➢ Rolled out three-step plan.



Meridian Township Situation:



Meridian Township Situation:

Three-phase plan:

➢ Revisit all CSC cases back to 2000:  598 
cases in total, 7 were reopened

➢ Do training for police officers
➢ Public awareness campaign with Brianne
Result: 25-35 cases, on track for 100 cases; 
praise for how they handled it



Meridian Township Situation:



Communicating in a Crisis
2015 study of 300 local government officials from 
throughout the U.S. found:
➢ 70% surveyed used social media in a crisis and 29% did 

not use it in a crisis
➢ Most popular – Facebook - 53%
➢ Twitter – 27%
➢ Blogs – 6%
➢ YouTube – 5%
➢ GooglePlus – 3%
➢ Other – 6%



Communicating in a Crisis
➢ Smaller communities used it less than bigger 

communities. As the community’s size 
increased so did the extent of use and 
number of social media tools engaged 
during a crisis.

➢ Social media was used more for crisis 
communications during public health crisis 
than for natural disasters, transportation, 
political, social or criminal cases. 



Conclusion of the study:
➢ The extent of social media use and 

the number of social media tools 
used by local governments were 
positively related to the extent of 
the impact of the officials’ crisis 
management.

➢ In other words … IT WORKS!



Other conclusions:
➢It’s a trend for local 

governments
➢Most common 

platforms used: 
Twitter, Facebook 
and YouTube

➢Social media 
prohibitions on staff 
don’t work



Social Media in a Crisis Examples:
➢ In 2013, Boston Marathon bombings, one-fourth 

of Americans searched for information on Facebook, 
Twitter, and other social networking sites.

➢ In 2008 California wildfires, Twitter was preferred 
platform and was used by state authorities to share 
vital information and updates with residents who 
were potentially impacted

➢ Asiana Air Flight 214 at L.A. Airport in July 2013, 
U.S. National Transportation Safety Board made 
good use of Twitter and YouTube to inform the 
public about the investigation and distribute 
information from related press conferences.



Social media in natural disasters:
➢ Holland storm – Used Twitter extensively
➢ During flooding in San Marcus, Texas, in 2015, Twitter 

and Facebook provided forum for posting flood maps, 
safety notices and even calls for help.

➢ Facebook main tool used following Haiti earthquake in 
2010

➢ In Hurricane Sandy, New Jersey Governor Chris Christie 
and other elected officials relied heavily on Twitter, 
Facebook and YouTube to reach the public to inform 
them of threats and dangers. As a result, they were able 
to conduct very swift and timely evacuations.



Social Media – Emergency Uses



Social media – Emergency Uses



How to get started:

Step 1: You must be on social media to use it in 
a crisis. Need to make it a regular part of your 
organization’s daily communication. You need to 
build a following. This Ain’t Flint situation, I had 
my following and used them.
Step 2: Form a crisis communications plan and 
include a social media component



Best practices:
➢ Acknowledge that a crisis exists as quickly as 

possible. Best example was Johnson and Johnson 
Tylenol incident in Chicago in 1982. 

➢ Crisis management procedures should be 
communicated to senior officers. It should follow 
a top-down approach.

➢ Initial communication to the public is a must.
➢ ID specific courses of action. These actions can be 

preventative, corrective or deterrent in nature. 
Meridian Township 3-part action plan.



Best practices:
➢ Establish channels for 

feedback = social media.
➢ Be honest
➢ Respect the media. They 

have a job to do and so do 
you.

➢ Expect the unexpected.
➢ Show the public you have 

things under control. 



Crisis Communications Plan

Goal: Tell your own bad news first
➢ Different from Communications Plan
➢ Types of situations – Legal disputes, 

natural disasters, manmade disasters, 
accidents

➢ Steps – Form a plan, select a 
team/spokesperson, track it, monitor



What to do in a Crisis:
Step 1: Ask, is this a crisis?
Step 2: Decide your position
Step 3: Decide how you will communicate your position
Step 4: Prepare your statement:

- Give only facts. Don’t speculate
- Give updates

Step 5: Be prompt, be ready to correct rumors
Step 6: For Twitter, select the right hashtag
Step 7: Log and track the coverage
Step 8: Post-crisis analysis
Consider an archive service. Allen Park uses Archive Social



News Conference:
➢ Select a place
➢ The media can 

help
➢ Treat media 

consistently
➢ Control the 

interview 
process



Questions?



Contact me anytime
Matt Bach: 810-874-1073 (cell)
Email: mbach@mml.org
Twitter: @mattbach
Facebook: facebook.com/mattbach
Flickr: flickr.com/michigancommunities


