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Abstract

Non-profit organizations often operate in volatile environments where crises—ranging from
reputational threats to natural disasters—can jeopardize their mission, resources, and
stakeholder trust. This Teaching Paper presents a Crisis Communication Plan Template
designed to help leaders prepare for and respond effectively to crises. Building on
communication and crisis management scholarship, the template guides organizations
through defining objectives, establishing a crisis management team, identifying potential
crises, crafting key messages, selecting communication channels, mapping stakeholders,
outlining response procedures, and conducting training drills. The structured approach
ensures both academic rigor and practical usability, making it a valuable tool for non-profit
executives, trainers, and students. By adopting and customizing this template, organizations
strengthen resilience, protect reputations, and maintain stakeholder confidence during

challenging times.
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Executive Summary

This paper introduces a Crisis Communication Plan Template as a tool for both academic
study and practical application in non-profit organizations. The template emphasizes
readiness through systematic planning: forming a crisis management team, anticipating
potential crises, designing adaptable messages, ensuring multi-channel communication, and
preparing staff through drills. For scholars, the paper situates crisis communication within
established theories of organizational resilience and stakeholder engagement. For
practitioners, it provides a step-by-step guide to developing a tailored crisis communication

plan that minimizes disruption, protects credibility, and accelerates recovery.

Purpose and Learning Objectives

The purpose of this Teaching Paper is to equip non-profit leaders with a structured template

for designing effective crisis communication plans.
Learning objectives:

I. Recognize the strategic importance of crisis communication in non-profit

organizations.
2. Identify and prepare for potential crises relevant to organizational context.
3. Develop adaptable key messages and identify effective communication channels.
4. Map stakeholders and align communication with their needs.

5. Implement training and drills to ensure preparedness.

Background and Context

Crisis communication has been studied extensively in management and public relations
literature, emphasizing transparency, timeliness, and trust-building as essential principles
(Coombs, 2015; Fearn-Banks, 2016). For non-profits, crises can be particularly damaging
given their reliance on public trust and donor goodwill (Bryson, 2018). While corporate
organizations often have access to professional crisis management consultants, non-profits

must frequently build internal capacity using limited resources. A structured Crisis
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Communication Plan ensures that leaders are not caught unprepared, enabling them to act
decisively and maintain stakeholder confidence. This Teaching Paper adapts best practices
into a practical template that can be applied in diverse contexts, including low-resource and

high-risk environments.

Practical Guide: Crisis Communication Plan Template

1. Introduction
o  Define the purpose and objectives of the crisis communication plan.
o  Emphasize commitment to transparency and stakeholder trust.

2. Crisis Management Team

o Identify key members and assign roles (e.g., spokesperson, media liaison,

operations lead).

o  Maintain up-to-date contact details.
Practical note: Even small organizations should pre-assign roles to avoid

confusion during a crisis.
3. Potential Crises

o List possible crises (e.g., funding withdrawal, staff misconduct, natural

disasters).

o  Prioritize by likelihood and potential impact.
Practical note: Conducting a risk matrix helps organizations allocate limited

resources effectively.
4. Key Messages
o  Prepare clear, concise statements addressing potential scenarios.

o  Ensure adaptability and consistency across contexts.
Practical note: Having message templates accelerates response time during

emergencies.

5. Communication Channels
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o Identify platforms (email, social media, press releases, SMS, town hall

meetings).

o  Use multiple channels to ensure broad reach.
Practical note: In rural settings, word-of-mouth and radio may be more

effective than digital media.
6. Stakeholder Mapping

o Identify key groups (staff, donors, beneficiaries, partners, government

agencies, community leaders).
o  Specify their information needs and preferred channels.
7. Response Procedures
o Define clear steps from crisis detection to resolution.

o  Assign responsibilities and timelines.

Practical note: A flowchart helps visualize actions and accountability.
8. Training and Drills
o  Schedule simulations to test readiness.

o  Document lessons learned and update the plan accordingly.

Case Study

Situation: A small environmental NGO in the Philippines faced reputational damage after a
volunteer accidentally posted misinformation on social media.

Application: The NGO’s crisis plan assigned the communications officer as spokesperson.
Within one hour, the team issued a correction across all channels, reinforced credibility by
citing scientific sources (key messages), and directly informed major donors (stakeholder
mapping).

Outcome: The rapid, transparent response contained the crisis within 24 hours and

preserved donor trust. Lessons learned were incorporated into future staff training.
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Common Challenges and Tips

* Resource constraints: Non-profits often lack PR specialists. — 7ip: Train internal

staff and volunteers as crisis responders.

* Delayed response: Hesitation can worsen damage. — Tip. Pre-approve templates for

immediate use.

*  Misinformation spread: Social media can amplify falsehoods. — T7ip: Monitor

channels actively and respond quickly.

e  Staff unpreparedness: Without training, even strong plans fail. — 7ip: Conduct

regular drills and debriefs.

Reflection Questions

1.  What types of crises is your organization most vulnerable to, and why?
2.  How would you assign roles within your crisis management team?
3. Which communication channels are most effective for your stakeholders?

4. How can your organization ensure continuous learning from past crises?

Limitations and Considerations

Crisis communication plans must be living documents, updated regularly as risks evolve.
Plans should be flexible enough to adapt to unexpected crises but specific enough to guide
immediate response. Additionally, cultural sensitivity and ethical integrity are essential, as

poorly handled communication can cause lasting harm.

Academic Value

For academics, this Teaching Paper provides a template for studying organizational
resilience and communication strategies in non-profits. For practitioners, it offers a ready-
to-use framework that strengthens preparedness and accountability, even in low-resource

contexts.
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Conclusion and Next Steps

Developing and maintaining a crisis communication plan is essential for organizational
survival and credibility. Non-profits can use this template to design their own context-
specific plans, ensuring readiness and resilience. Next steps include integrating the template

into leadership training, conducting scenario-based drills, and revising plans annually.
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