Looking Back
Moving Forward

If public relations and marketing professionals can squeeze anything good out of
2020, it’s how the constant barrage of upset and change can prepare us for 2021 –
and beyond. While we certainly caution you against setting any upcoming plans in
stone, planning is still necessary; just keep it flexible.
We’ve outlined the best practices to carry from this year into the next. As you review
these, be sure you reflect on experiences your own team had and can use to plan
better. For instance, did you find new workflows or tighten up internal comms? Do
you have proposals you’d like to take to the team or company as a whole?
Use what remains of this year to reflect on recent lessons learned— and you’ll be
positioned to dodge whatever lies ahead better than ever before.

2020: Lessons Learned
When Crisis Comms Affects Everyone

Before this year, crisis comms was most
often planned for in terms of brand – or
industry-specific events. Major events in
the past tended to be something about
which most brands kept quiet, unless those
events directly tied to or affected them. The
COVID-19 pandemic changed that practice;
suddenly everyone was facing the same
situation: How to communicate what they
were doing to different audiences, keeping
unique considerations in mind.
Employees needed to know what
employers were doing to keep them
safe; customers needed to know how
adjusted business practices would affect
them; and the public wanted to know
how “the new normal” company practices
would affect the communities they were
a part of. It was here that many brands

found an opportunity to step up and help
their communities however they could,
generating earned media in the process.
Companies also learned the importance
of streamlining communications across
platforms. If messages going out on
social media don’t match (or even directly
contradict) messages being put out on
the press release, it only serves to create
confusion, frustration and distrust. This
goes for both internal and external
communications. After all, internal comms
always has the potential to be leaked and
become external comms. This is especially
true in a situation where employees are
concerned about their health and safety.
Brands might have the best of intentions,
but they must communicate those
intentions to every key audience— and then
follow through on them
(more on this key
point later).
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Many brands found themselves scrambling
to work with existing crisis comms plans,
fully bringing to light where the gaps
were. Some plans were so old they were
simply abandoned, and new plans were
built in real time. While very few brands
had planned specifically for dealing with
a global pandemic, the importance of
having a regularly updated crisis plan with
the flexibility to adapt to any situation was
intensely highlighted.

Teams should:
●

●

●

●

●

Know who the chain of command is in
responding to a crisis
Review crisis plans at least quarterly
Consider media training for designated
media response team members
Be sure internal and external comms are
aligned around any crisis
Be sure comms are aligned across
channels

(For more details and best practices, visit our
Crisis Resources page.)
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Pivoting Your Existing Comms Plan and Campaigns

When COVID-19 hit, companies were forced
to put almost all communications on hold
while they switched into crisis mode. But
as the weeks and months went on, teams
wondered when and how they could work
their existing comms plans back into the
calendar.
The first question to ask your team is:
“What can we reframe to fit this moment?”
Instead of throwing everything out and
building from scratch, see if you have
existing content you can update, reframe or
repackage to match the new messaging and
overall tone of the moment.
You will still have to create some materials
from scratch, but try to work with what you
already have. The less pressure you can put
on your team in an already difficult time, the
better. Some things you will simply have to
shelve for the future.

Knowing when to scale back crisis
messaging and ease back into regular
comms (or something close to it) can be
difficult. That’s where the importance of
comprehensive monitoring and listening
comes in. If you’re listening to what key
audiences are saying, you know how
they are feeling. When COVID-fatigue
starts setting in, you might be able to
shift the conversation appropriately;
when the conversation starts heating up
again (spurred, perhaps, by an increase
in infections) you can pivot back to
communicating what your brand is
continuing to do for your people and your
community as necessary.
Without comprehensive monitoring and
listening to know when, what and how to
communicate, you’re simply guessing. In
today’s world, that is a recipe for when—not
if—something will backfire.
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Aligning Internal and External Comms

As we’ve mentioned several times, it
is crucial for brand messaging to align
internally and externally, and not just in
times of crisis. Plan your strategy knowing
that anything you circulate internally can
potentially become external (and no, just
putting “FOR INTERNAL USE ONLY” in an
email does not guarantee it will stay that
way).
Consider your entire comms strategy:
Without comprehensive internal
communications that leaves employees
feeling informed or valued, there’s a bigger
chance any internal comms employees
find dissatisfying will get leaked, therefore
becoming external. This is particularly true of
large brands, which the media is more likely
to pick up; however, even smaller brands
aren’t immune. Either way, it’s not the kind
of earned media you want for your brand.
Start your comms strategy from real, solid
values. If your brand doesn’t have those,
then it’s time to sit down with the leadership
team to craft them before you begin
communicating them.
You also need to make sure your
brand follows through on what they’re
communicating; real change takes time,
but making regular internal and external
updates on the solid actions your brand is
taking toward creating that change is crucial.
Brands that are seen as inauthentic are
increasingly called out by the public on social
media, which can quickly snowball into a
crisis comms situation for your brand.
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Standing Out in a Noisy News Cycle

24/7/365 news cycles on cable and across social media weren’t new in 2020, but they
seemed to come to new heights with the combination of a global pandemic, large-scale
social unrest in the United States that also sparked demonstrations worldwide, and a
particularly tumultuous U.S. election cycle.
In the midst of all of this, how do you get your brand to stand out?
While it starts with the comprehensive monitoring and listening we mentioned earlier to
have the best idea of timing for your brand messages, you also need to have the absolute
best pitching tactics to ensure your pitches get the greatest chance of being featured.
Start with the following:
Personalize your pitches: No one wants to receive a mass pitch, particularly one
that gets their name wrong or isn’t relevant to their beat.
Consider timing: If your pitch goes out at the same time as everyone else’s, it’s
more likely to get buried in the recipient’s inbox.
Email: Email is by far journalists’ preferred pitching method, according to our 2020
State of the Media Report. With many journalists now working from home, it’s less
appropriate to call them unless you’ve already built a relationship.
Follow up: The same report indicated that following up is important, but once is
enough.
Make your subject line count: Journalists scan their inboxes when they are
inundated with pitches, so a succinct and impactful subject line can make the
difference between whether your email is opened or automatically deleted.
Do your homework: With so much going on, many reporters shifted their beats
this year. Do your research to see what the contacts in your media list are currently
writing about before you pitch.
And find more in our State of the Media Perfect Pitching List.
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How Teams Work Together

Many teams went virtual at the beginning of the pandemic and while some may eventually
go back to in-person offices or a hybrid approach, remote work is here to stay.
Having the right tools is critical to keeping your team aligned on comms
across the board, internally and in coordinating company-wide
internal comms as well as any external comms.
A big piece of that is having the right tech stack: Something
your team can log into to check on the comprehensive
monitoring and listening you’ve set up, check on earned
media stats, and even see the status of various pitches
to ensure that no one is pitching the same journalist
multiple times (who, in turn, is putting your team on
their block list).
If you’re in the position to review your tech stack
and make some decisions about what can help
your team or company communicate better,
do it. You may have more to work with than
you realize: Upgrading to a bigger, more
comprehensive platform might might allow
you to replace a lot of smaller subscriptions
your team has that may be fracturing
workflows.
Ask your team what could help them
work better and take feedback with
your budget to your higher-ups for
approval.
How Cision can help your brand
specifically
Want to see how we can help your
brand specifically? Get a customized
demo, or consider a custom media
analysis of your 2020 coverage.
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Looking forward
No one can predict what will happen in 2021, but we can do our best to prepare
for difficult situations with all we have learned in 2020.

Cision is a leading global provider of earned media software and wire
distribution services to public relations and marketing communications
professionals. Cision’s solutions allow users to identify key influencers, craft
and distribute strategic content, and measure meaningful impact. Cision
has offices in 24 countries throughout the Americas, EMEA, and APAC. For
more information about Cision’s award-winning products and services,
including the Cision Communications Cloud®, visit www.cision.com and
follow Cision on Twitter @Cision.
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