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3 Common Crisis Communication Mistakes 

 (and How to Avoid Them) 

Why Crisis Communication Matters 

When crisis hits, communication moves faster than facts. In today’s 24/7 media cycle, the 

first version of your story often becomes the story—long before you’ve had a chance to 

correct it. The truth is that how you communicate in the first few hours can determine 

whether your organization emerges stronger or suffers lasting damage. 

 

According to PwC, 69% of business leaders have faced at least one major crisis in the past 

five years, but fewer than half had a clear communications plan in place. That lack of 

preparedness turns manageable challenges into reputational disasters. 

 

Here are the three most common—and most costly—mistakes organizations make in a 

crisis, along with practical steps to prevent them. 

Mistake 1: Delaying the First Response 

Silence is not strategy—it’s suspicion. In an era where social media spreads information in 

seconds, waiting to respond allows rumors to fill the vacuum. I once advised a regional 

company that waited nearly two days after a major data breach. By the time they spoke 

publicly, the narrative had already spun out of control, and they spent months rebuilding 

trust. 

 

By contrast, another client—facing a similar breach—issued a short, transparent holding 

statement within 90 minutes: 

 

“We’re aware of the issue, are investigating the cause, and will provide verified updates 

shortly.” 



 

Even with limited facts, their transparency earned positive media coverage and stakeholder 

confidence. 

 

Action Step: Draft a simple “holding statement” template now—one that acknowledges the 

issue, conveys empathy, and commits to updates. Fill in details later when facts are 

confirmed. 

Mistake 2: Overexplaining or Using Jargon 

When under pressure, leaders often resort to complex language or over-explanation in an 

attempt to sound authoritative. The problem? Technical jargon confuses the public and 

signals defensiveness. 

 

I worked with a government ministry that used phrases like “operational discontinuity” and 

“interdepartmental remediation.” Journalists mocked the response as bureaucratic spin. 

When we rewrote their statements using clear, human language—“We’re fixing the issue 

quickly and will update you every two hours”—public perception flipped from evasive to 

credible overnight. 

 

People don’t expect perfection in a crisis—they expect honesty and clarity. 

 

Action Step: Review your draft crisis statement and circle every technical term. If you 

wouldn’t say it in conversation with a friend, rewrite it. Use short, direct sentences that 

sound like real people talking. 

Mistake 3: Inconsistent Spokespeople and Mixed Messages 

In a crisis, one voice equals confidence—multiple conflicting voices equal chaos. When 

executives, communications teams, and field staff deliver different accounts, credibility 

collapses. 

 

In one corporate case, the CEO publicly minimized a safety incident while local managers 

described it as serious. The contradiction doubled media attention and public backlash. 

Edelman research confirms that consistent messaging accelerates recovery and protects 

long-term trust. 

 

Consistency doesn’t mean rigidity—it means discipline. Everyone from the CEO to the 

receptionist should know the three key points the organization stands by. 

 



Action Step: Before a crisis ever hits, define your three core talking points. Train leadership 

and staff on them, and practice response scenarios. Crisis preparedness isn’t just a plan—

it’s essential  

 

The Bottom Line 

Crises are inevitable. Chaos is optional. The organizations that survive—and even 

strengthen—through a crisis are the ones that respond fast, speak clearly, and stay 

consistent. 

 

When handled well, a crisis can actually build credibility. Audiences remember not the 

mistake, but how you handled it. 

 

If this guide helped you see where your vulnerabilities might be, explore my training videos 

and companion workbooks that walk you through creating a crisis communications 

playbook tailored to your organization. We also customize training and templates for teams 

that want to be ready before the next headline hits. 

Click here for more resources: https://www.globalcommunicationsstrategies.com/digital-

products 

https://www.globalcommunicationsstrategies.com/ 
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