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ABSTRACT  

Mitha, Zeenat K. Exploring the value of public relations and crisis communication  

training for higher education leadership. Doctor of Education 

(Executive Educational Leadership), May 2022, Houston Baptist 

University, Houston, Texas.  

This study purposed to understand the essence of crisis in higher education and to 

guide educational leaders on pre-crisis strategies to lessen the damage if a crisis were to 

occur. Additionally, this study sought to make an easier transition for post-crisis 

management and maintain positive relations with stakeholders and the community. Crises 

in higher education can cause tremendous distress to the entire institution, whether 

because of a natural disaster or a human-instigated disaster. This might either destroy an 

institution, create financial suffering, or take time to win back the support of 

stakeholders. 

The literature on crises in higher education has mostly revolved around how to 

handle negative situations as a post-crisis thought. Public relations is considered an area 

that institutions turn to when they are going through a crisis. This study reviewed how 

public relations can play a role prior to a crisis. This study also explored the process of 

building relationships before a crisis occurs. This research also examined pragmatic 

perspectives so further understanding took place about crisis difficulties to assist 

educational leaders in communicating effectively and creating a game plan and solutions 

for handling crises. In addition, this research highlighted the importance of public 

relations and making continuous communication with stakeholders a priority.  

Key Words: Crisis, Crisis Communication, Higher Education, Issues Management, 

Leadership Training, Media Relations, and Public Relations.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

A crisis can be described as a particular, unexpected, non-routine occurrence or 

series of occurrences which produce high levels of unpredictability and a significant or 

distinguished threat to high-priority goals (Sellnow & Seeger, 2013). Crisis occurrences 

usually require instantaneous action or response by the institution or organization 

impacted to limit and contain the threat of harm and or negative responses (Sellnow & 

Seeger, 2013).  

Crisis is something humans encounter in the news on a daily basis. Individuals are 

more global today than ever, and they know crisis is occurring in different parts of the 

city, state, nation, and world. Crisis affects people when they encounter natural disasters 

such as floods, hurricanes, or tornados. Human-inflicted disasters, such as what occurred 

on September 11, 2001 (9/11), change people’s lives, attitudes, and values, as they instill 

within them a sense of how vulnerable life is, and they remind them of the fact that a 

crisis can occur anywhere. After September 11, 2001, the world repeatedly viewed 

images on the news of the planes crashing into the Twin Towers in New York City, and 

the United States of America and its people changed how they viewed crisis. The 

government and the people of the United States began forming pro-active measures in 

light of the possibility of various kinds of crisis.  

Beyond human-initiated crisis situations, crises may also involve natural disasters. 

For example, just before hurricane season in coastal regions, the news media offers safety 

tips, suggested items to stock up on, and suggestions for how to stay safe at home. Just 
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before floods begin, people are provided warnings on the news, evacuation measures to 

take, roads that are open, and coverage of traffic and areas already beginning to flood.  

The Department of Homeland Security (DHS) was founded in November 2002, 

and its mission became to secure the nation from the many threats faced. More than 

240,000 employees are now in jobs that span from aviation and border security to 

emergency response, cyber security analyst, chemical facility inspector, and the list goes 

on and on. The goal is to keep America safe (Department of Homeland Security, 2021). 

As awareness of emergencies and crises grew around the country, the DHS made 

a public formal declaration in June 2009 that $1.8 billion in Federal Emergency 

Management Agency (FEMA) grants were available for pre- and post-emergency or 

disaster related projects (Department of Homeland Security, 2019). This federal funding 

is offered to eligible state, local, and tribal, entities, as well as to certain private non-

profits, individuals, and institutions of higher learning (Department of Homeland 

Security, 2021).  

In time, people began to understand the value of crisis communication (Lu, 2020). 

Crisis communication usually applies to the continuous processes of initiating shared 

clarity and visibility among individuals, groups, and agencies, within the ecological 

context of a crisis to prepare for and reduce, limit, and respond to threats and harm 

(Sellnow & Seeger, 2013). 

When a practical approach is considered, a greater understanding of the 

complexities of crises will guide leaders and managers who oversee crises, as well as 

communication practitioners, to establish effective strategies for handling unfortunate 

calamities (Sohn et al., 2014).  
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The strategies and tactics of public relations (PR) was already being used in 

various private and public sectors during times of catastrophe. “Public relations is the art 

and science of analyzing trends, predicting their consequences, counseling organization 

leaders, and implementing planned programs of action, which will serve both the 

organization and the public interest” (Newsom et al., 1989, p. 6). The Public Relations 

Society of America (PRSA) states that public relations is a strategic communication 

process that builds mutually beneficial relationships between organizations and their 

publics (Public Relations Society of America, 2021). 

Federal government initiatives were visible to the country, and higher education 

campuses realized that strategies and plans of action need to be considered for crisis 

incidents (Gigliotti, 2017; Meadows, 2014). In the United States, there have been recent 

incidents in higher education that were considered crisis, and they attracted publicity and 

media attention nationally and internationally (Gigliotti, 2017; Devin, 2021). These 

recent crises created tension and affected the outlook of the institution involved, as well 

as its leadership. A few examples of these occurrences that gained public attention 

include the Virginia Tech shooting in 2007, the $10 billion damage flood at the 

University of Iowa in 2008, the child sexual abuse scandal involving the assistant football 

Coach at Penn State in 2011, the sexual assault allegations at the University of Montana 

in 2012, the academic-athletic fraud and dishonesty committed at the University of North 

Carolina in Chapel Hill in 2014, the racial tensions at the University of Missouri in 2015, 

the cyberattack at Rutgers University in 2016, and alcohol abuse in excess at Dartmouth 

College (Gigliotti, 2017).  

The goals for this dissertation research study were as follows:  
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To assist in understanding what factors cause a situation to be considered a crisis in 

higher education; to review and provide valid research for higher education on the 

importance of this topic; to review data on public relations and consider its value for 

higher educational contexts; and understanding the bridge of possibilities between crisis 

communication and public relations.  

Background of the Study 

 Many times, an institution or an organization is already in crisis mode before it 

consults with a public relations specialist (Hagan, 2011). “PR specialists should not just 

be responsible for cleaning up during a crisis or difficult time for an institution, but 

continue to build relationships even during times of no issues or conflict,” (Hagan, 2011, 

p. 43).  

Credibility is a key component in the public relations communication process. 

The audience must perceive the source as knowledgeable and an expert on the matter at 

hand while being honest and objective (Wilcox et al, 2013).  

Hagan (2011) shared the following regarding crisis training and communication: 

Most executives are caught off-guard and are ill prepared for handling crises. In many 

cases, business leaders have had little training in the importance of message formulation 

and response strategies to communicate effectively to internal and external stakeholders, 

not only in bad times, but in good times as well (Hagan, 2011, p. 43).  

As stated previously, there have been numerous recent incidents in higher 

education that were considered crises, and they attracted much publicity and media 

attention nationally and internationally (Gigliotti, 2017). These crisis incidents created 

tension and affected the outlook of the institution and its leadership (Gigliotti, 2017).  
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Catastrophes, crises, and devastation lead organizations to consider an approach 

that guides as well as resolves errors and rebuilds the organization (Ulmer et al., 2019). 

Leadership requires understanding not just of the external community but also the 

internal group within the institution (Sellnow et al., 2013; Ulmer et al., 2019). 

Stakeholders such as individual donors and companies that donate funding to 

organizations, are some of the many who have a voice in crisis communication if a crisis 

occurs at the organization (Coombs, 2019). 

 Communication lies at the core of these intersecting areas of interest. By situating 

these areas of research within the domain of organizational communication, there remains 

an opportunity to further advance a communication-oriented understanding of 

organizations, leadership, and crises incident within the context of higher education. A 

thorough review of these topics also entails consideration of the unique structure, 

complexity, institutional challenges, and leadership development initiatives associated 

with American higher education (Creswell, 2007; Ruben, 2004; Ruben, et al., 2017).  

This study intended to clarify crisis situations in higher education, and how crisis 

communication has been implemented with higher education leadership. Crisis in higher 

education has damaged institutions’ reputations as well as financial securities (Mitroff, 

1996; An, 2011).  Stakeholders have been left out on issues of crisis, and leadership 

forgets stakeholders have a voice on many decision-making processes (Broom, 1997; 

Dolphin, 1999; Men, 2014).  The lack of communication and transparency with 

stakeholders has led to a breakdown of relationships with institutions (Olson, 2012; Neill, 

2018; Shen, 2020). 
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This study considered two different higher education institutions, one public and 

the other private, and how strategies and transparency are shared with the general public. 

It also reviewed the relationship with public relations and implementation with higher 

education leadership. Data were collected through reviewing the processes, policies, and 

procedures related to crisis intervention, communication, and training at two universities 

within the same city in Southeast Texas. 

Statement of the Problem 

 Leadership does not always communicate with stakeholders and in many cases, 

does not have the ability on how to appropriately communicate (Marcus, 1991; Kim, 

2014; Northouse, 2015).  Leadership is not being properly trained to prepare for future 

crisis situations (Wilson, 2009; Garcia, 2016). 

As crisis incidents have become more prevalent in higher education, media has 

captured these incidences locally, nationally, and internationally, thus affecting 

stakeholders, students, alumni, supporters, and the community-at-large. How does 

leadership handle such crisis incidents? Furthermore, how do they prepare, as much as 

possible, for future crisis situations (Neill, 2017; Neill, 2020)?  

Extensive research has been conducted on crisis (Austin et al., 2014; St. John III, 

2016; Formentin, 2017; Manias-Munoz et al., 2019). Although these studies described 

crisis situations and how they affected the institutions and organizations where they 

occurred, they did not offer specific and preliminary training guidelines to be provided to 

educational leaders, prior to a crisis occurring, or how leadership can be properly assisted 

in handling the crisis. Communication about crisis circumstances had grown over the 

years; for example, the American Council on Education (ACE) met with presidential 
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leaders and figureheads, media professionals, and attorneys in order to confer about 

“Leading in Times of Crises.” This gathering eventually led to the publishing of an article 

(Bataille, Billings, & Nellum, 2012) and soon after, a book titled Managing the 

Unthinkable: Crisis Preparation and Response for Campus Leaders (Bataille & Cordova, 

2014). This continues to be an important topic, particularly in the wake of numerous 

crises in higher education. 

 “A crisis is the perception of an unpredictable event that threatens important 

expectancies of stakeholders and can seriously impact an organization’s performance and 

generate negative outcomes” (Coombs, 2012, p. 2-3). This study sought to identify how 

crisis preparation could assist higher education leaders with image restoration, effective 

recovery from a crisis, and future focus. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to understand the essence of crisis in higher 

education.  A second purpose of the study was to find institutional weakness to crisis 

prevention, intervention, and response (Pyle, 2018). A third purpose of this study was to 

explore if a forward focus has been established by the institution for future crisis 

incidents (Wegner, 2015).  A fourth purpose of the study was to determine if higher 

education leadership is trained appropriately in the area of effective crisis management 

and crisis communication (Pauchant, 1992; Smudde, 2011; Peters, 2014).   

In this study, what is considered a crisis and how it is handled at two different 

higher educational institutions in Southeast Texas was explored; this study also examined 

what knowledge, training, media, and readiness skills institutional leadership might have 
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in order to effectively handle a crisis.  Data collected for the study explored training 

available in the area of effective crisis management and crisis communication. 

Significance of the Study 

This study offers research findings regarding the successful implementation of 

crisis recovery, crisis communication, damage repair, rebuilding messages, and future 

focus. Public response to crisis messaging and the resonation of these messages with the 

public represent crucial factors in crisis communication (Austin et al., 2014; Frederick, 

2014). The results of this study may be utilized to develop effective training for 

educational leaders as they interact with stakeholders, the media, and the general public 

in the midst of crises. This study aimed to support in creating strong organizational and 

communication leadership through crisis incidents in order to speed recovery, to restore 

image, and to incorporate strategy as part of a broader responsibility to society (Austin et 

al., 2014; Çoruk, 2018; Motion et al., 2014). 

It is increasingly important for higher education leadership to set the tone for 

critical thinking and bridging the interests of multiple stakeholders, while playing a 

socially innovative role in creating positive change (Motion et al., 2014). When 

considering the stakeholders, a second-tier gain would be acquiring valuable experience 

in listening, expressing views, conflict resolution, negotiating cultural difference, and 

appreciating civic responsibility (Motion et al., 2014). 

The significance of crisis communication at higher education institutions is 

evident in the past as well as in recent history, and the media portrayal of these recent 

crises has reached international audiences (Keane, 2012; Kaul et al., 2015; Wilcox et al., 

2015). Public relations, when implemented appropriately, influence behavior to achieve 
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objectives through effective management of relationships and communications (Wilcox 

et al., 2015). “How an organization responds in the first 24 hours, experts say, often 

determines whether the situation remains an 'incident' or becomes a full-blown crisis” 

(Wilcox et al., 2015, p. 265). 

What makes this study paramount is understanding the significance of being able 

to communicate with clarity and in an appropriate manner, when crisis occurs. The 

organization's response may vary from defensive to accommodative (Wilcox et al., 2015, 

p. 267). Wilcox et al., (2015) stated: 

Scholars provide three foundations of reputation: (1) economic performance,  

(2) social responsiveness, and (3) the ability to deliver valuable outcomes to  

stakeholders. Reputation, unlike corporate image, is owned by the public.  

A good reputation is created and destroyed by everything an organization  

does, from the way it manages employees to the way it handles conflicts  

with outside constituents. (p. 269) 

Definition of Key Terms 

In order to gain a clear understanding of the concepts employed throughout this 

research study, the following definitions are provided: 

Crisis: An unexpected, non-routine event that creates uncertainty and threatens an 

organization’s priority goals (Coombs & Holladay, 2001). 

Crisis Communication or response plans: A plan created by crisis managers to “protect 

an organization by eliminating or reducing reputational damage (Coombs & Holladay, 

2001). 
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Community relations: Planned activity with a community to maintain an environment 

that benefits both the organization and the community. This could include building 

relationships with constituent publics such as schools, charities, clubs, and activist 

interests of neighborhoods or metropolitan areas where an organization operates.  

Controlled communication channels: Communication channels, media, and tools that 

are under direct control of the sender. Examples include paid advertising, newsletters, 

brochures, some types of emails, organizational websites and blogs, leaflets, 

organizational broadcasts and podcasts, intranets, teleconferences and videoconferences, 

meetings, speeches, and position papers. 

Crisis communication: Protecting and defending an individual, company or organization 

facing a public challenge to its reputation. These challenges can involve legal, ethical, or 

financial standing (Coombs & Holladay, 2001). 

Employee/member relations: Responding to concerns, informing, and motivating an 

organization’s employees or members. Employee relations is a critical element in 

fostering positive opinions and behaviors of employees as ambassadors for the 

organization (Coombs & Holladay, 2001). 

Financial relations: Creating and maintaining investor confidence and building good 

relationships with the financial community. Also known as investor relations or 

shareholder relations (Coombs & Holladay, 2001).  

Future Focus: A consideration for schools and teachers to deliver a curriculum that 

explores future focused issues, encourages students to recognize that they have a stake in 

the future, and a role and responsibility to help shape it (Coombs & Holladay, 2001). 
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Goodwill: The goodwill amount equals the difference between the value of a company’s 

net tangible assets (total assets minus total liabilities) and the company’s market value. 

The asset is closely related to reputation. International Financial Reporting Standards 

require businesses to calculate goodwill value annually to determine how it has changed 

(Wilcox et al., 2015). 

Government affairs: Relating directly with the legislatures and regulatory agencies on 

behalf of the organization. Lobbying can be part of a government affairs program 

(Wilcox et al., 2015).  

Industry relations: Relating with other firms in the industry of an organization and with 

trade associations (Coombs & Holladay, 2001).  

Issues management: Identifying and addressing issues of public concern that affect the 

organization (Coombs & Holladay, 2001).  

Lobbying: The specialized area of public relations that fosters and maintains relations 

with a government or its officials for the primary purpose of influencing legislation and 

regulation (Wilcox et al., 2015). 

Marketing: The management function that identifies human needs and wants, offers 

products and services to satisfy those demands, and causes transactions that deliver 

products and services in exchange for something of value to the provider (Wilcox et al., 

2015). 

Marketing communications: Combination of activities designed to sell a product, 

service, or idea, including advertising, collateral materials, publicity, promotion, direct 

mail, trade shows, social media, and special events (Wilcox et al., 2015).  
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Media relations: Working with journalists and bloggers in seeking publicity or 

responding to their interests in the organization. The function includes both seeking 

publicity for an organization and responding to queries from journalists about the 

organization. Maintaining up-to-date lists of media contacts and a knowledge of media 

audience interests are critical to media relations (Wilcox et al., 2013). 

Multicultural relations/workplace diversity: Relating with individuals and groups in 

various cultural groups (Wilcox et al., 2013).  

Press agentry: Creating newsworthy stories and events to attract media attention and gain 

public notice (Wilcox et al., 2015). 

Proactive public relations: Taking the initiative to develop and apply public relations 

plans to achieve measurable results toward set goals, and objectives (Wilcox et al., 2015). 

Propaganda: Messages specifically designed to shape perceptions or motivate actions 

that an organization wants.  

Publicity: Disseminating planned messages through traditional mass media and social 

media platforms to further the organization’s interests. 

Public Affairs: Developing effective involvement in public policy and helping an 

organization adapt to public expectations. The term is also used by government agencies 

to describe their public relations activities and by many corporations as an umbrella term 

to describe multiple public relations activities.  

Public Relations: A strategic communication process that builds mutually beneficial 

relationships between organizations and their publics.  

Research: Determining attitudes and behaviors of publics in order to plan public relations 

strategies. It can generate mutual understanding or influence and persuade publics. 
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Theoretical Framework 

This study was framed and informed by theories of crisis communication and 

crisis leadership, and the scholarship of public relations strategies and tactics. Present 

crisis communication and crisis leadership knowledge offers a comprehensive and 

expansive outlook regarding the concerns and difficulties faced by an organization 

coping with a crisis. These theories, therefore, support values and philosophies for 

successful crisis communication and crisis leadership in today’s educational institutions.   

The demand on accountability and responsibility in higher education today 

requires leadership to develop and implement transparency in all areas of the institution 

(Liu, 2011; Coombs, 2019). Stakeholders, and the community-at-large voice their 

concerns openly, and media is ever-present in the face of scandals, crises, and news-

worthy incidents (Parrot, 2014; Coombs, 2019).  

 The challenges in regards to crises were discussed in detail by DuBrin (2013), 

Austin (2014), and Formentin (2017), whose findings provide concepts on the how to 

effectively respond immediately after a crisis. When the child abuse scandal broke out in 

November 2011 at Penn State University, there was no response from the university 

during the first week, and heavy criticism was received for the silence. A Penn State 

professor called that “a major error in effective crisis communication” (Formentin, 2017, 

p. 672). By the time the assistant coach was convicted of 45 counts of sexual abuse in 

June 2012, the university’s independent investigation into the events leading up to the 

scandal stated that top leaders, including the coach and the university president, showed 

total and consistent disregard towards allegations, including leadership failures born out 

of a secretive and unaccountable organizational culture. This led to unprecedented 
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sanctions against the program, including the following: a $60 million fine, a four-year 

postseason ban, the loss of 20 annual scholarships, and the vacating of all wins from 1998 

to 2011 (Formentin, 2017). 

Research demonstrates that after a crisis occurs, the manner in which institutions 

handle the situation, will determine the level of loss, financial and otherwise, and how the 

rebuilding process of the institution’s reputation and relationships will progress 

(Fortmentin, 2017; Hagan 2011; Wilcox et al., 2013, Wilcox et al., 2015). The results of 

this study build on effective crisis communication and crisis recovery strategies. Strategic 

planning as a proactive approach prior to crises occurring will also be explored. Previous 

research is lacking in regard the relationship between strategic planning in higher 

education prior to a crisis, crisis communication delivery, and the various crisis recovery 

options.  

This study reviewed two theoretical frameworks:  William Benoit’s Image 

Restoration Theory (1997) and W. Timothy Coombs' Situational Crisis Communication 

Theory (2007).  Successful communication during a crisis can repair reputation and assist 

in managing negative responses (Coombs, 2007; Coombs, 2019). William Benoit (1997) 

formulated the concept of the image repair theory, and hence, has encouraged researchers 

to frame strategies of image repair in relation to his basis. Coombs expanded on the 

Image Restoration Theory, noting that communication is a goal-directed activity. He 

suggested 14 image restoration strategies within the following five categories: denial, 

evading responsibility, reducing offensiveness, corrective action, and mortification 

(Coombs 2007, 2008, 2012). These strategies were simplified and re-categorized to 

reflect intent and perceptions of crisis responsibility (Formentin, 2017). Situational Crisis 
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Communication Theory (SCCT) crisis response strategies are applied given the level of 

crisis responsibility and reflect different levels of attribution: denial, diminishment, 

rebuilding, and reinforcement (Coombs, 2007; Coombs, 2012). Denial strategies remove 

connections between an organization and a crisis, suggesting the organization is not at 

fault for a crisis. This plan of action includes attacking the accuser, confronting the group 

or person criticizing the organization, denial, claiming no crisis exists, and scapegoating 

(blaming an outside person or group for the crisis).  

Diminishment strategies, suggested for crises in which the organization lacks 

control, are used to “argue that a crisis is not as bad as people think…(and) are most 

effective when reinforcing existing crisis frames” (Coombs, 2007, p. 171). These 

strategies include excuse, denying intent to harm, and arguing inability to control events 

leading to crisis, as well as justification, or arguing perceived damage is not as bad as 

believed. Rebuilding strategies create new, positive attitudes about reputation via material 

and symbolic offerings. Compensation provides victims money or material objects, and 

apology is verbal acceptance of responsibility with the intent of gaining stakeholder 

forgiveness. Finally, reinforcement strategies tap into previous goodwill to help reassert 

existing positive reputations. These strategies include bolstering, which reminds 

stakeholders about previous good deeds; ingratiation, or praising stakeholders; and 

victimizing, or positioning the organization as a crisis victim.  

This research sought to understand (1) what is considered by higher education 

leadership as an event versus a crisis; (2) once a crisis is detected, what is the immediate 

contingency plan and its short-term goals; (3) how crisis communication is used; and (4) 

how crisis recovery can be achieved. 
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Research Questions 

This research study sought to answer the following research questions (RQ):  

RQ1: What occurrences or circumstances are considered crises in higher 

education?  

RQ2: What strategies, expertise, and capabilities are necessary for higher 

education leaders to handle crises? 

RQ3: What is the dialogue amongst higher education leadership in regards to 

crisis preparation, crisis communication, and crisis recovery?  

Limitations 

No research study is without limitations, and this study is limited by the 

following: 

1. Crisis situations vary widely from city to city and state to state, thus impacting 

institutions differently. For example, although higher education institutions low-

lying areas have been greatly impacted by floods, this may not be the case for 

schools in other cities and states. Other natural disasters, such as hurricanes, 

tornadoes, or tropical storms, could also heighten a crisis, due to damage to the 

campus itself or access to the campus or to online learning platforms.  

2. The institutions chosen for this study are within a particular city and geographic 

location in Southeast Texas. The sample is from a single city and state; therefore, 

results may not be generalized to all cities and states. 

3. Many variables outside the control of the researcher, such as lack of transparency 

or a shared denial of crisis from educational leadership, could impact how the 

institution handles crisis situations.  
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4. Misinformation or inaccurate information could come from higher education 

leadership who are not aware of situations of crisis. As spokespersons to the 

masses in the media, and through various mediums, they could damage the 

reputation of the institution further. 

5. Interviews were not face-to-face due to Covid 19. 

6. There exists a limited amount of research available on the efficacy of higher 

education feedback regarding crisis recovery, and the lack of evaluation results, 

despite good or bad, suggesting future plans. 

Delimitations 

1. Institutions chosen are from a particular city and geographic location. 

2. Researcher cannot gain the views of other institutions not involved in the study. 

3. Researcher chose to interview only five participants at each of the two institutions 

that were part of the study. 

Assumptions 

This study was built upon the following assumptions: (a) the selected higher 

education leaders respond to the survey accurately and provide their knowledge in the 

area of determining crisis, crisis communication, and crisis recovery; (b) the selected 

higher education leaders held the expertise required to interpret and manage crisis 

incidents (d) interpretation of the data accurately reflect the perceptions of the higher 

education leaders participating in the study. 

Organization of the Study 

This research study is presented in five chapters. Chapter I provides the 

background of the study, statement of the problem, purpose of the study, significance of 
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the study, definition of terms, theoretical framework, research questions, limitations, 

delimitations, and the assumptions of the study. 

Chapter II presents a review of the literature, which includes the types of crises, 

the value of reputations, stakeholder activism, crisis management processes, pre-crisis 

management, crisis recovery, post-crisis management, public opinion and the media, 

crisis communication, crisis management plans, crisis management performance 

evaluation, understanding public relations, attributes of leaders who handle crises, public 

relations in crisis communications, the conflict management cycle, critical thinking with 

higher education leaders, customer service and public relations, and public relations 

plans. 

Chapter III describes the methodology used for this research study. It includes the 

selection of participants, instrumentation, data collection, and data analysis procedures. It 

also provides the interview protocol and how each question on the interview protocol 

corresponds to each research question.  

Chapter IV presents the study’s findings including demographic information, 

testing the research questions, confirmatory factor analysis, and results of the data 

analyses for the three research questions.  

Chapter V offers a summary of the research study, discussion of the findings, 

guidelines on how the sampling, instrumentation and research design were structured, 

implications of the findings for theory and practice, recommendations for further 

research, and conclusions. 
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Summary 

Over the last two decades, educational leaders have seen the damage that a crisis 

in higher education can render in the long-term. Each institution may not have to re-

invent the wheel on how a crisis should be handled, nor should it consider acting only 

after a crisis occurs.  

The challenges in regards to crises and the inability for crisis leadership and crisis 

communication to play an immediate role leaves leadership at a loss (DuBrin, 2013; 

Austin, 2014; Formentin et al., 2017). How to effectively and immediately respond to 

stakeholders and the public, after a crisis, requires critical thinking know-how and public 

relations strategies and tactics (Tallent et al., 2015). Successful communication during a 

crisis can repair reputation, keep stakeholders connected, and assist in managing negative 

responses and public questioning (Benoit, 1995; Coombs, 2019). The concept of the 

image repair theory, encouraged researchers to frame strategies as well as be pro-active 

in the area of crisis (Coombs, 2019). The ability to understand and incorporate public 

relations prior to crisis occurring and be prepared is part of the solution to being able to 

best handle an unfortunate event, when it occurs (Wilcox et al., 2015). 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Types of Crises 

There are examples of how to review crisis situations, and how to implement 

crisis communication, (Agozzino, 2014; Barker, 1997; Formentin et al., 2017; Isaacson, 

2014). Scholarly publications provide limited material in the area of pre-crisis preparation 

in higher education. The objective of this chapter is to consider each area of crisis 

communication and management pertaining to higher educational leaders. A great deal of 

research has gone into understanding how institutions of higher education form ideas 

regarding crisis, crisis communication, crisis recovery, and higher education leadership 

training 

A campus crisis is considered "an event, often sudden or unexpected, that disrupts 

the normal operations of the institution of its educational mission and threatens the well-

being of personnel, property, financial resources and/or reputation of the institution" 

(Zdziarski, 2006, p. 5). Campus crises come in varying forms and levels (Zdziarski et al., 

2007). 

Universities and colleges face injury, deaths, scandals, natural disasters, student 

protests, hazing, rape, abuse, and more. During a crisis and in its aftermath, people and 

communities often expect leaders to provide direction, information, comfort, and strength 

(Foote, 1996). Crisis management is a process designed to prevent or lessen the damage a 

crisis can inflict on an organization and its stakeholders.  

There are all types of crises, and to separate between natural disasters versus 

human-instigated crises, it is helpful to recognize the typology that distinguishes natural 
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and human-instigated crisis. Events such as hurricanes, fires, floods, tornadoes, and 

tsunamis are considered natural disasters. When an institution or its stakeholders cause a 

crisis event, it is a human-instigated crisis (Mittroff, 2005, p. 202). The list below 

explains the types of human-instigated crisis:  

Economic - Strikes, labor unrest, labor shortage, major decline in stock prices and 

fluctuation, and hostile takeovers; 

Informational - Loss of proprietary and confidential information, false 

information, tampering with computer information, and fraud; 

Physical - Loss of breakdown of key equipment and facilities, loss of material 

and supplies, major plant disruptions, explosions, and product failures; 

Human resources - Loss of key executives and personnel, rise in absenteeism, 

rise in vandalism, workplace violence, and corruption;  

Reputational - Slander, gossip, sick jokes, rumors, and damage to corporate 

reputation;  

Psychopathic acts - Product tampering, kidnapping, hostage taking, and 

criminal/terrorist/psychopathic acts (Mittroff, 2005). 

The higher education system in the United States has experienced complications 

in establishing effective crisis management plans. Crisis events on college campuses, 

such as deaths and injuries, often disrupt the core values of teaching, research, and 

service in higher education (Rollo & Zdziarski, 2007). 

A crisis reflects poorly on an organization and may damage a reputation to some 

degree, especially when a higher education institution has been slow to respond to 

effective crisis management and planning. Many institutions of higher education are 
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merely utilizing a reactive approach to such incidents on campuses; this has become the 

norm for crisis management (Mittroff et al., 2006). 

The Value of Reputations 

There is a strong consensus in practitioner and academic writings that a reputation 

is an extremely valuable yet intangible organizational resource (Coombs, 2019; Hagan, 

2011; Wilcox et al., 2015). Favorable reputations have been linked to attracting 

customers, generating investment interest, attracting top employee talent, motivating 

workers, increasing job satisfaction, generating more positive media coverage, and 

garnering positive comments from financial analysts (Kim et al., 2013; Coombs, 2019). A 

reputation is built through the direct and indirect experiences stakeholders have with the 

organization (Hagan, 2011; Coombs, 2019). Positive interactions and information about 

the organization build favorable reputations, while unpleasant interactions and negative 

information lead to unfavorable reputations. A crisis poses a threat to reputational assets 

(Coombs, 2019). 

Stakeholder Activism  

Students, alumni, shareholders, employees, community groups, and activists are 

becoming increasingly vocal when dealing with organizations that use the internet to 

voice concerns (Coombs, 2002; Coombs, 2019; Heath, 1998; Mittroff et al., 2006). The 

internet provides various means of stakeholder expression, including web pages, 

discussion boards, blogs, microblogs, social networks, and content-sharing sites. The key 

feature of these internet channels and platforms is the ability of users to create content 

rather than just access information about organizations. Collectively, the internet 

platforms where stakeholders create content are called “social media,” although the term 
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“stakeholder media” is also being used to denote platforms where users create the content 

(Coombs, 2019; Hunter et al., 2008). However, when disgruntled stakeholders strike a 

responsive chord and connect with other stakeholders online, a crisis can occur. These 

crises evolve from the value of the organizational reputation. Legitimate criticism that 

spreads among stakeholders poses a direct threat to the organization’s reputation 

(Coombs, 2019). 

 Activist groups are using the internet to organize and infuse pressure tactics, 

along with negative publicity campaigns and boycotts. Use of the internet for widespread 

messaging may strengthen the power of activist groups, making their messages audible to 

leadership and management and placing them on an institution’s agenda for consideration 

(Coombs, 1998; Coombs 2002; Coombs, 2019).  

 Activist groups throughout history have used public relations (PR) tactics. One 

significant example granted generations of people the freedom to enjoy the benefit of 

visiting Yosemite National Park, a protected national treasure. John Muir used public 

relations to write in the New York Times and other publications about the value of 

protecting the Yosemite Valley in California (Wilcox et al., 2013). In 1889, he worked 

with Robert Underwood Johnson, editor of Century Magazine, to highlight and promote a 

campaign soliciting congressional support for public access to Yosemite National Park 

(Wilcox et al., 2013). The activist public relations campaign triumphed, and today 

Yosemite National Park has millions visiting each year (Wilcox et al., 2013).  

Crisis Management Process  

As a process, crisis management can be seen in three different phases: (1) pre-

crisis, (2) crisis response, and (3) post-crisis. The pre-crisis phase involves prevention 



24 
 

 
 

and preparation. The crisis response phase involves communication from leadership 

about the incident. The post-crisis phase includes follow-up details shared (Barton, 2001; 

Coombs, 2006). This is the most basic of approaches. The Federal Emergency 

Management Agency (FEMA) added a fourth step, mitigation, between recovery and 

preparation (Zdziarski, 2006; Zdziarski et al., 2007; Jablonski et al., 2008). In addition, 

five-stage models have been offered by Pauchant and Mittroff (1992), Zdziarski (2006), 

and Zdziarski et al. (2007). To understand the full crisis management process, the five-

stage model provides a learning phase at the end of the crisis management cycle. 

Therefore, crisis management, as described in the research literature, is a recurring 

process that includes stages that both precede and follow an actual emergency event: 

planning, preparation, response, recovery, and learning (Shaw, 2017). As a cyclical 

process, learning is a constant, and thus both follows and precedes crisis response (Shaw, 

2017).  

Pre-Crisis  

Pre-crisis involves signal detection, prevention, and crisis preparation. The pre-

crisis stage entails actions to be performed before a crisis is encountered. However, not 

all crises can be prevented, so organization members must prepare for crises as well. 

Most crises emit early warning signs, and that is signal detection. If early action is taken, 

these crises can be avoided. Crisis managers must identify sources for warning signs, 

collect information related to them, and analyze the information (Coombs, 2019). Once 

the potential is detected, actions must be taken to prevent the crisis. Preventative 

measures fall into three categories: issues management, risk management, and reputation 

management (Coombs, 2019). Issues management means taking steps to prevent a 
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problem from maturing into a crisis (Coombs, 2019). Risk management eliminates or 

lowers risk levels (Coombs, 2019). Reputation management seeks to resolve problems in 

the stakeholder-organization relationship that could escalate and damage the company’s 

reputation (Coombs, 2019). Crisis managers must be prepared for a crisis happening. 

Preparation typically involves identifying crisis vulnerabilities, creating crisis teams, 

selecting spokespersons, drafting a crisis communication plan (CCP), developing crisis 

portfolios (a list of the most-likely crises to befall an organization), and structuring the 

crisis communication system (Coombs, 2019). 

Crisis Recovery  

When an incident occurs that is considered a crisis, leadership must accept that 

the institution is under a crisis mode and take appropriate actions. This phase has two 

stages: (1) crisis recognition and (2) crisis containment (Coombs, 2019). Communication 

with stakeholders is a critical facet of this phase. An organization communicates to 

stakeholders through its words and actions. Crisis recognition includes an understanding 

of how events get labeled and accepted as crises and the means for collecting crisis-

related information (Coombs, 2019). Crisis containment focuses on the organization’s 

crisis response, including the importance and content of the initial response, 

communications relationship to reputational management, contingency plans, and follow-

up concerns (Coombs, 2019).  

Post-Crisis  

In teaching students about campus crisis management through case studies, 

students were asked which skills assisted in regard to post-crisis (Shaw, 2018). The 

respondents listed five areas: teamwork, crisis response, problem solving, crisis 
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communication, and crisis recovery (Shaw, 2018). When asked to recognize topics that 

assisted participants in developing a deeper understanding, the following five responses 

were listed: crisis response, crisis communication, crisis prevention and mitigation, crisis 

recovery, and crisis management planning (Shaw, 2018). 

Once a crisis has occurred, there comes a process of reaching equilibrium, which 

is characterized not simply by resuming business, but by overarching stability in 

institutional operations infused with the small, additional changes needed to maintain 

those operations (Coombs, 2019). Given this definition, equilibrium cannot exist when an 

institution is primarily involved in the process of engaging and implementing the major 

changes needed to restore and restructure campus operations and infrastructure after a 

crisis has occurred. Post-crisis institutions reach a new period of equilibrium when the 

larger tasks in the crisis recovery process have been successfully completed (Coombs, 

2019). The return to equilibrium for the institutions in this study was signified by the 

ability to re-stabilize institutional operations, an accomplishment that was tied to a 

combination of factors that influence the length of the punctuation period and the 

resources available to the institution (Coombs, 2019). 

The time difference between reaching equilibrium and completing recovery 

efforts is important to highlight. Reaching a period of post-crisis equilibrium is not 

tethered to the end of the crisis recovery stage; yet, it is related to achievements in the 

recovery stage that move the institution towards stable operations (Coombs, 2019).  

If higher educational leaders were placed in a business environment, then the 

approach towards crisis may be more easily understood. Businesses cater to sales, 

bonuses are given for incremental profits, while building awareness of products and 
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services and reaching out to the public to gain trust and purchases of their products and 

services (Hagan, 2011).  

Public Opinion and the Media 

The importance of public opinion and the power of the media, which includes 

social media and traditional media, are outweighed by strategies to grow the business, 

produce better profits, keep shareholders happy, and make more money (Hagan, 2011). In 

most big businesses, relationships are crucial because shareholders and the community 

are the biggest supporters. While business leaders may not manage the day-to-day 

operations of their organizations, they are responsible for the public relations 

responsibilities of building strategic relationships and managing their organization’s 

reputation (Bashira, 2014; Hagan, 2011). Organizations are often recognized by their 

senior leadership team. Public relations represents an important management function, 

and business leaders are the PR people for the organization (Bass, 1990; Hagan, 2011).  

If public relations is ongoing and leadership and key administrators are trained in 

this as part of their job responsibilities, to shape public opinion and influence 

stakeholders and the community-at-large to build a continuous, cohesive, and positive 

relationship. This benefits the institution and all those who are a part of it. Public 

relations is then not only seen as a tool for being proactive, informative, positive, and 

persuasive, as it may guide educational leaders in the area of assisting with crisis 

communication. This would allow educational leaders to handle situations that are seen 

as detrimental to an institution, immediately after they occurs or as they are in the process 

of occurring (Hagan, 2011).  
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Crisis Communication 

There is no way to plan for or even to foresee the various threats a college or 

university campus may encounter in today's society. Yet, if educational leaders are able 

to rapidly communicate and are prepared to act quickly in a time of crises, they can 

reduce the harm caused by situations of crises and the related issues and problems which 

may erupt. A quick response to a negative situation can move towards a faster resolution 

(Moore et al., 2020). Moore et al. (2020) shared, “Clearly, crisis communication planning 

and training must address key issues and make critical decisions before a crisis strikes, 

and prepare all school employees to respond effectively when it does” (p. 145).  

Additionally, Moore et al. (2020) advocated, “Communication planning is the 

foundation of any crisis planning, implementation, management and recovery effort” (p. 

146). Unfortunately, many leaders fail to engage in planned, ongoing communication and 

think about communicating only when they are in a crisis (Moore et al., 2020). Many 

school systems then find themselves in a reactive situation that keeps them in a defensive 

position (Moore et al., 2020). Communication during a crisis is exceptionally difficult 

without a track record of continuous communication and planning (Basso et al, 1990; 

Moore et al., 2020). Ongoing communication will assist in building the trust and 

relationship between the educational institutions and its community (Moore et al., 2020). 

Controversy and mitigating a difficult situation or crisis require trust (Moore et al., 2020). 

Such relationships can occur with sound communications over time and thus be available 

to serve the institution when needed (Moore et al., 2020). Institutions that choose not to 

build such relational capital prior to a crisis or controversy may discover that their crisis 

communication is seen as self-serving and met with suspicion (Moore et al., 2020). 
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Unfortunately, many believe that when a crisis occurs, they can eliminate it with some 

strong public relations statements. They do not realize how important it is for 

communication and public relations to have taken place before the crisis (Moore et al., 

2020).  

Joseph Basso, Ph.D., a professor in the Department of Public Relations and 

Advertising at Rowan University, is the author of The PR Writer's Toolbox: Blueprints 

for Success (2019). He also consults in the areas of business writing and organizational 

planning issues. Dr. Basso emphasized that institutions must think about communication 

as a process rather than a single act (Basso et al., 2019). He explained that successful 

communication usually seeks a behavioral outcome. An individual wants people to do 

something as a result of their communication. However, accomplishing a behavioral 

outcome, normally involves a process that adapts information needs along the decision-

making path. When an individual considers the last time they made an important decision 

on something, for example, buying a new house or purchasing new furniture. These types 

of decisions are not made instantaneously. These choices are made as part of a process. It 

is a process due to the fact that individuals have an awareness of something, search out 

more information, discuss with others about it, review other options, and then ultimately 

choose. Communication programming requires to facilitate this process. (Basso et el., 

2019). 

It cannot be stressed enough the importance of developing the right messages to 

communicate for various audiences and situations (Basso et al., 2019). Reflect on the 

notion that individuals often reply to or keenly look for information that strengthens their 

current viewpoint. If one desires to modify or change that position, they will need 



30 
 

 
 

messaging that values this behavior. This entails that messages may require to be formed 

in ways that interest an audience's present manner as part of a process that then presents 

new data that then pursues to change opinions and behavior. Effective communication 

must do more than just offer facts. Messages should build a context or a frame of 

reference for audience that will grant them to consider, accept, and act on those facts 

(Basso et al., 2019; Bull et al., 2018; D’Angelo, 2011). 

National and international issues, due to instant news coverage via social media, 

bloggers, online news sites, television and cable programming, etc., become news 

immediately (Xu, 2020). If a crisis occurs in a school system, it can find itself the subject 

of news coverage when local reporters and commentators react to national news and 

develop their own version of the story, and can comment on how local schools are 

prepared for potential disasters (Moore et al., 2020).   

In institutions, effective communication will instill confidence that leadership is 

doing everything possible to address the crisis or event and prevent a similar tragedy 

from occurring again. Leaders often lose the confidence of their communities, not due to 

the crisis, but primarily due to how they responded to the crisis (Moore et al., 2020). An 

inappropriate quote or an unsubstantiated bit of knowledge regarding an event or crisis is 

usually repeated continuously by local and national media (Moore et al., 2020). 

It is essential for communication administrators to stay linked into breaking 

national news (Moore et al., 2020). This assists them in expanding their understanding of 

the national school issues; the reporting of these issues may cause local news directors, 

parents, and the community to ask questions about whether a specific crisis could happen 

in their school system, as well as how their local school is prepared to handle a particular 
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event. Issues such as national news events, announcements, school safety reports, 

terrorism, violence, health issues, and sexual misconduct are areas of concern; there may 

be a request from local media to get responses from school administrators in specific 

areas (Moore et al., 2020).  

Some crises are ongoing and others are immediate. At the immediate stage, an 

institution must be prepared to immediately provide a response. A crisis plan is essential 

since crises can create panic-like reactions from stakeholders and the external community 

(Zhaoa et al., 2020). The world will be watching, and expectations can range from having 

a command of the situation to understanding the crisis to figuring out what next steps are 

taking place. A written crisis plan that is essential and will help avoid a negative response 

(Moore et al., 2020). 

Crisis Management Plans 

Crisis plans differs based on the community and region associated with the 

institution. It is wise to develop one’s own crisis plan, as the development process leads 

to ownership and understanding, rather than adopting another plan (Zdziarski, 2007; 

Moore et al., 2020). Moore et al. (2020) explained that most crisis plans include the 

following: 

(1) Reasons for the plan – Explain why the plan is needed. 

(2) The types of crises covered in the plan, along with checklists for responding to 

each one – The various crises might range from a gas leak to a school 

shooting. 

(3) Procedures common to all crises – Many procedures are fundamental in 

handling any crisis, including safety of students, faculty and staff; contacting 
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law enforcement, fire, rescue, and other necessary entities; informing the 

president of the organization and senior administrative staff and referring 

them to the crisis plan; initiating and delegating to the chief spokesperson; 

requesting all office personnel to direct all calls about the crisis to the office of 

the chief spokesperson; setting up news media operations; expressing genuine 

concern while telling the story; notifying the crisis counseling team; and 

acquiring and disclosing the facts to all when communicating.  

(4) Emergency contact information – The plan should encompass phone numbers, 

email addresses, and other contact information for primary individuals and 

organizations that may need to be contacted in each of several types of crises. 

The contact information list should also include alternate locations where 

people might be reached, including home phone numbers, cell phone 

numbers, and personal e-mail addresses. 

(5) Detailed maps of each school facility – These maps or line drawings of the 

school, school grounds, and vicinity will be necessary if bomb squads, Special 

Weapons and Tactics (SWAT) teams, firefighters, or other special force 

groups responding to an emergency arrive on the scene. Organized in 

advance, the plan should also detail locations (generally outside the involved 

facility) where a command center might be established and where regular 

briefings might be held for the media. 

(6) Procedural information – The crisis plan should include guidelines for closing 

schools and lockdown or evacuation procedures. Some school systems also 

use codes as shorthand for various types of situations. For example, a Code 1 
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crisis can be handled at the local school level. A Code 2 crisis will require 

additional help but can be handled by the school district. A Code 3 crisis, such 

as fire, natural disaster, or act of violence, requires a broader community 

response.  

(7) Guidelines for effective communication with the media, staff, and community – 

A methodology and procedure for quickly and accurately communicating with 

staff, parents, nearby residents, and the news media all must be precisely 

outlined. The communication problems that often accompany school disasters 

– such as the loss of telephone and electrical service or the added online 

capacity needed to handle surges in traffic to the school website due to those 

seeking information and updates – also merit special consideration. Sample 

messages can be drafted in advance to be ready to be tailored to a specific 

crisis once the need arises. (p. 147)  

Though this may vary due to the school and higher education campus, a special 

consideration in case of a crisis is to plan and have access in advance to cell phones and 

charged batteries; two-way radios; online communication tools; staff and student 

directories; fact sheets about the school and facilities; student and staff attendance records 

which includes substitute teachers, full-time faculty members, and staff in all the 

buildings; locations for the evacuation of students and faculty/staff; a transportation plan 

for evacuation; a list of faculty/staff who will be at the evacuation site; lodging and food 

for faculty/staff and volunteers; faculty, staff, departmental, and parent-community 

organization phone trees; a list of sources of outside support; a location for news media; 
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and the specifics regarding who will handle related special events and activities (Moore 

et al., 2020). 

Crisis management teams are vital and should be established with five to twelve 

members. Each member will have clear, precise, responsibilities in the event of various 

types of crises. Institutions should also be vigilant about regularly updating key staff and 

holding simulations, if necessary. Even though there are different kinds of crises, the ones 

that cause the highest level of stress are human-initiated and are life and death situations 

(Moore et al., 2020). 

Crisis communication planners have advised that a school’s initial response to a 

crisis situation is important for effective communication during and after the crisis 

(Coombs, 2010; Coombs, 2019; Moore et al., 2020; Wilcox et al., 2015). This fact 

underscores the need for careful crisis communication planning. The growth in social 

media exposure and the changes in how the news media operates make the following 

advice crucial today: 

(1) Prompt communication can establish school or higher education officials as 

credible sources of information on breaking events. It can also help the school 

to position itself as prepared and able to handle the crisis. 

(2) It is very important that the administrators provide official remarks for 

stakeholders looking for information through social media. Students, parents, 

and community members may rely on social media when a crisis is unraveling 

and gather information through this route. 

(3) When breaking news events occur due to a crisis, the news media can turn to 

social media postings to enhance their media coverage. This is good 
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information for schools and higher education institutions so they can prepare 

and have official social media postings by their own team. If that is not 

available, news media relies on other social media commentators for 

information and photos and videos. 

(4) Traditional news media outlets now operate around the clock as breaking 

news and important news develops; this news is posted on their websites and 

social media accounts. (Moore et al., 2020, p. 152) 

Crisis communication training in practical skills offers an opportunity for 

educational leadership to brainstorm, improvise, consider creative problem solving, and 

work on a conflict management plan. The ability to access risk in advance, provide a 

timely response to crisis, and be able to be a spokesperson that can communicate to the 

masses, in a manner, that could possibly save or hurt an institution’s reputation. Crisis 

communication training can also be seen as deterrent for those educational leaders who 

may not quite fully understand the consequences that come with making the wrong 

decisions (Hagan, 2007; 2011).  

Crisis Management Performance Evaluation 

 Crisis management performance is basically an operation of quality. The success 

of crisis communication involves targeting internal and external stakeholders (Mitroff, 

1994; Mitroff et al., 1996). An institution needs to know the actual source of mistakes 

and successes if it is to learn from either. Lessons are only learned if leadership and 

organizations assess what they did well and what they could have done better. (Mitroff et 

al., 1996). Also, there are certain structural items, such as technology and infrastructure, 

which can additionally assist or obstruct crisis performance (Mitroff et al., 1996). All 
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areas of the crisis management performance must be gauged and checked to figure out 

strengths and weaknesses (Coombs, 2019).  

 Data collection is the beginning process for any evaluation. Evaluation data is 

gathered from crisis records, stakeholder feedback, organizational performance measures, 

stakeholder comments, and media coverage (Coombs, 2019). The numerous crisis 

records are instruments and reports with critical data, such as notification processes, the 

collection and processing of information, the receiving and answering of stakeholder 

queries, the crisis-related messages sent by the organization, and significant decisions and 

actions taken by the crisis management team (Coombs, 2019). The main sources of 

documentation are the incident report sheets, the crisis management team (CMT) strategy 

worksheets, stakeholder contact sheets, and the information log sheets. The crisis records 

have to be investigated to see if any observable oversights were made by the CMT 

(Coombs, 2019). These could be things such as stakeholder queries ignored, possibly 

critical information not processed, or inappropriate messages sent to stakeholders 

(Coombs, 2019). Administrative assistance and expertise during the crisis are 

fundamental in completing the paperwork which will be utilized for the post-crisis 

investigation (Coombs, 2019). 

 Once collected, the data must be organized appropriately for the analysis. A peril 

in evaluation is not conducting an exact analysis. For crisis management, there should not 

be an evaluation that states an overall “good” or “poor” performance, and precision 

should be a goal, for an evaluation to have has merit (Coombs 2019; Mitroff et al., 1996). 

Crisis managers must be clear in the details provided regarding what is considered well 

done or poorly done. The specifics provide leadership and evaluators with information 
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regarding what revisions are necessary and what should be retained (Coombs, 2019; 

Mitroff et al., 1996). The details also often give numerous advantageous 

recommendations for analyzing and coordinating crisis evaluation data. Four major crisis 

variables have been suggested: crisis type, crisis phases, systems, and stakeholders 

(Coombs 2019; Mitroff et al., 1996). These variables separate the evaluation data into 

small, discernible units. Crisis managers can target strengths and weaknesses more 

precisely when data is separated. By comparing evaluations from various types of crises, 

crisis managers can figure out if there are patterns of strengths and weaknesses that are 

crisis specific (Mitroff et al., 1996; Pearson et al., 1993).  

 Impact evaluation is crucial once data is collected and analyzed. The crisis 

management performance, in one way or another, will assist the organization by 

safeguarding it from the different forms of crisis damage. Crisis management is devised 

as a protection for meaningful organizational assets such as people, reputation, and 

financial concerns (Barton, 2001; Coombs, 2019; Marcus et al., 1991). The crisis 

management performance evaluation should include damage factor measures that 

resonate success or failure in regard to protecting these assets (Institute for Crisis 

Management, 2008; Coombs, 2019). Examples of indicators that impair include changes 

in stock prices, market share, reputation, and the disposition relayed in media coverage 

and social media remarks. Crisis communication can be evaluated using specialized 

measures that are constructed to figure out if the objectives established by the crisis team 

were grappled. These measures can also evaluate and gauge how crisis can affect an 

organization (Coombs, 2019). 
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Understanding Public Relations 

Perception is reality, especially in times of crisis. Leaders may find the court of 

public opinion can be far more damning to an organization than the court of law (Hagan, 

2007; Hagan, 2011). For educational leaders, the importance of building solid, positive, 

and progressive relationships, with internal and external stakeholders, is the key to having 

support when crises and problems arise (Hagan, 2007; Hagan, 2011). Social media and 

the internet allow people to voice their issues and disagreements regarding institution 

concerns within minutes for the world to see. Positive and proactive support from 

community relations will downplay the negative publicity from others not connected with 

the institution (Hagan, 2007; Hagan, 2011).  

Public relations can reduce potential costs incurred during crises by resolving 

conflicts and managing communication effectively before, during, and after crises. There 

is evidence that suggests that organizations that examine their surroundings for probable 

issues and keep positive relationships with the organization’s various stakeholders can 

manage and survive crises better than others (McClenegham, 2009; Hagan, 2011). 

Planning in advance with a crisis contingency plan may reduce institution response time 

to act on the crisis. It may also allow educational leaders to analyze the crisis and the 

issues at hand, as well as the nature of the crisis. And, it can assist leadership as they 

navigate communicating messages as representatives of an organization to the target 

audience through appropriate media outlets available. A lack of accurate, adequate, and 

timely information during a crisis can change the trust stakeholders have in the 

organization. A lack of clear-cut information can lead organization members to believe 
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rumors. Rumors can lead to false information being released to the media (Wigley, 2011; 

Agozzino et al., 2014).   

To build character, establish a positive reputation, and create a following, time 

and public relations training can influence an institution’s image, consideration, 

perception, and growth. Studies have found a direct link between quality strategic 

relationships and positive organizational reputation (Warner, 2001; Hagan, 2011; Wilcox 

et al., 2015; Coombs, 2020). Healthy relationships, chiefly with customers and 

shareholders, along with a positive corporate reputation, equate to profit generation 

(Coombs, 2020; Hagan, 2011; Wilcox et al., 2015).  

  Public relations is the study of how public opinion is shaped and influenced 

(Hagan, 2011; Watson, 2014). It is not always what an organization does, but how 

publics perceived the organization because perception is reality, especially in times of 

crisis (Hagan, 2011). Principles of Public Relations offers lessons to leaders to handle 

various response strategies (Hagan, 2011).  When reviewing public relations, 

relationships, reputation, and crisis management, it shows that reputation can be 

perceived by what people think of the organization, based on first-hand experiences with 

it, as well as the people’s perceptions of the organization, determined by what they have 

read or heard from mediated channels (Hagan, 2011). Monitoring issues and detecting 

potential problems for the organization is an area of public relations. Public relations is 

sometimes seen as the part of an organization that observes and checks the issues and 

possible problems of the organizations. Effective public relations requires paying close 

attention to every issue; monitoring and reviewing possible problems of the organization; 

and surveying and assessing the challenges, concerns, and trends that can negatively and 
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positively impact or change the actions of the organization. As the face and voice of their 

organizations, senior management must be better prepared and more knowledgeable of 

the PR function. Companies should use public relations not only as a marketing tool, but 

should place value on its importance, similar to that of legal counsel. It is essential for 

companies to place greater emphasis on monitoring and scanning the company’s external 

environment, and business leaders must learn to adjust their practice to these changing 

demands (Hagan, 2011). Many times, public relations is learned by trial and error, simply 

because it is not a core requirement or a mandatory course taught in management or 

leadership programs. Educational leaders, like business leaders, realize the need and 

value of public relations, many times after there is a crisis they need to resolve. Very 

simply, public relations is developing and maintaining strategic relationships with the 

various publics of an organization (Michalko, 2006; Hagan, 2011; Kim, 2014).  

According to leading public relations scholars James E. Gruning and Todd Hunt, 

the definition of public relations is “the management of communication between an 

organization and its publics” (Hagan, 2011, p. 6). As stated by the Public Relations 

Society of America (PRSA), “public relations is a strategic communication process that 

builds mutually beneficial relationships between organizations and their publics” (Wilcox 

et al., 2015, p. 7). PR News mentions “Public relations is the management function which 

evaluates public attitudes, identifies the policies and procedures of an individual or an 

organization with the public interest, and plans and executes a program of action to earn 

public understanding and patience” (Wilcox et al., 2015, p. 7). Publics are the various 

stakeholders, strategic constituencies, or target groups of an organization, including 
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employees, customers, shareholders, community members, government agencies, media, 

competitors, and the general public (Hagan, 2011). 

Many institutions find themselves in the news when something negative occurs, 

and depending on the type of news, the mass communication (television, newspaper, 

radio, internet news, and magazines) can take the news to viewers across the state, nation, 

and world. Public relations involves building relationships with the community, as well 

as sharing press releases and news reports with journalists related to ongoing positive 

news about an institution and what it is doing to enhance the community at large (Hagan, 

2011). Public relations professionals create internal and external communication systems 

through media events, press conferences, and remaining as transparent as possible about 

the institution. If and when a crisis occurs, this allows some room for the institution to 

receive grace, as they have shown the community their transparency and positive nature, 

the reason for the crisis, and how the institution is going to handle it (Hagan, 2011). The 

ability for trained spokespersons to give insightful, caring, genuine responses is what the 

community wants and needs to hear in times of crises. Institutions that have built their 

character and developed a relationship with the community through PR over time may 

receive more empathy from the public than if they have not (Barret, 2008; Cutlip et al., 

2000; Austin et al., 2014). 

Educational leaders should learn from their public relations representative that 

even though public relations involves being informative, positive, proactive, and 

persuasive in their discussion, there is a fine line where only honesty will be accepted; 

hence, ethics is crucial. If an ethical boundary is broken by an educational leader, there 

can be serious implications (Wilcox et al., 2015). One of the reasons many corporate 



42 
 

 
 

leaders have transparency with their stakeholders is to show their commitment to those 

who are invested in them (Hagan, 2011). Ethics involves systematic analysis, the 

understanding of right from wrong, and deciding the nature of what should be valued 

(Bowen, 2007). Because public relations professionals serve the public interest and 

advocate responsibly for those they represent, they are obligated to do so ethically 

(prsa.org, 2021). Ethics, however, should not be confused with industry practices or 

simply following the law (Parsons, 2008). To guide ethical practice, the Public Relations 

Society of America (PRSA) offers a code of ethics and a statement of professional values 

featuring the tenets of advocacy, honesty, expertise, independence, loyalty, and fairness 

(Place, 2018).  

Educational institutions take on a staggering array of organizational structures and 

functions. A public information officer for a local school district must constantly deal 

with parents, the school board, and other community and governmental organizations 

(Wilcox et al., 2015). A university director of public relations or even marketing 

communications, on the other hand, has less interaction with parents but must deal with 

ongoing student recruitment, campus controversies, and alumni relations (Wilcox et al., 

2015). University PR leaders should aim to keep recruitment on an upward swing, 

campus controversies at their lowest, and alumni relations always at a stellar high. Public 

relations is the anchor for building internal and external relations with the community, 

and it allows for leadership to bring up light to the educational institution it represents. 

The public relations director, generally aided by one or more chief assistants, 

supervises the information news service, publications, and special events of an institution 

(Wilcox et al., 2015). Depending on the size of the institution, perhaps a dozen or more 
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employees will carry out these functions, including writing, photography, graphic design, 

broadcasting, and computer networking (Wilcox et al., 2015). The public relations office, 

in most institutions, also analyze social media to remain close to those they are affiliated 

with, to keep abreast of developing issues for the organization, to prevent any 

embarrassing or damaging news that will tarnish their intuition’s reputation (Wilcox et 

al., 2015). 

The most visible aspect of a university public relations program is its news 

bureau. An active bureau produces hundreds of news releases, photographs, and special 

columns and articles for the print media, in addition to other activities. It prepares news 

programs and features about students’ achievement, faculty activities, and campus 

personalities for radio and television stations, among other topics (Wilcox et al., 2015). 

The ability to be the eyes and ears of an organization and then to appropriately 

disseminate the information to the right entities is the role of public relations.  

The news bureau also provides assistance and information for reporters, editors, 

and broadcasters affiliated with the state, regional, and national media (Wilcox et al., 

2015). The staff responds to hundreds of telephone calls from members of the news 

media and the public seeking information. To enhance this interchange, many progressive 

news bureaus have developed online news portals that allow engagement and serve to tell 

the campus story without relying on traditional mass media outlets (Wilcox et al., 2015). 

In regards to ethics and moral values understood by an individual, and combining that 

with the ability to retain knowledge about public relations by the same person, the 

concept that ethics is already imbedded into the ideals of the individual, makes that 

individual see public relations in a unique way (Wilcox et al., 2015). There is no 
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opportunity to unethically portray something or to cross the line of public relations, if 

moral values are already planted in an individual’s psyche (Wilcox et al., 2015). 

Practitioners and educators identified ethics as one of the five most essential areas of 

public relations curriculum (DiStaso et al., 2009).  

Attributes of Leaders Who Handle Crisis 

Leadership is best viewed from a broad perspective as a process of social 

influence – a process that occurs through communication (Ruben et al., 2016; Ruben et 

al., 2017; Gigliotti et al., 2017). Leadership efforts and leadership outcomes may be 

planned or unplanned, formal or informal, and they may involve verbal and nonverbal 

messaging; they depend as much on followership dynamics as leader activity (Ruben et 

al., 2016). Foregrounding the role of communication theory requires consideration of the 

dynamics of leadership and leadership influence (Agnew, 2014; Barker, 1997; Fairhurst 

et al., 1996). In higher education, effective leadership aligns the competence to maneuver 

the countless challenges, cultures, and stakeholders involved in higher education and the 

ability to engage colleagues in participating in these activities (Leiser, 2016; Cole, 2017; 

Fortunato et al., 2018; Ruben et al., 2017; Gigliotti et al., 2017).  

Attributes of crisis leaders, which include theory and research, state that an 

effective crisis leader is charismatic and inspiring, thinks strategically, and is able and 

willing to exhibit sadness and compassion (Dubrin, 2013). When an organization 

encounters a crisis, leaders who are considered charismatic can facilitate workers to 

better cope with the crisis-related distress (Pillai, 1996). A success factor for an 

organization leader or a key organizational unit is to think strategically, which includes 

looking at the big picture. During a crisis in an organization, this cognitive skill of 
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strategy increases in importance because subordinates may become so mired in the crisis 

that they see no way out (Dubrin, 2013). “Part of the charismatic leader’s contribution to 

overcoming a crisis is that he or she inspires followers to keep working their way out of 

crisis” (Dubrin, 2013, p. 5).  

Outstanding leaders are blessed with knowledge of leadership and have the ability 

to convert this knowledge into practice; in return, they progress in their knowledge and 

the effectiveness of their techniques, skills, and expertise (Ruben, 2012; Gigliotti et al., 

2017). Knowledge indicates a leaders’ grasp of a concept. Skill demonstrates a leaders’ 

capability in being useful with the knowledge they possess. In other words, a leader 

strategically applying the information they know, confirms their skill. (Ruben, 2012; 

Gigliotti et al., 2017). Leadership problems usually emerge due to the gap that generally 

exists between theory and practice – a gap also known as the knowing-doing gap (Pfeffer 

et al., 2000; Rubet et al., 2016a; Gigliotti et al., 2017). Competency-based approaches to 

leadership review an outstanding leader’s ability by looking at their accomplished 

portfolio of knowledge and skills, and how they apply that skill, strategically, in a given 

situation (Ruben, 2012; Gigliotti et al., 2017). 

There is belief that some leadership competences are particularly for specific 

positions. However, other leadership expertise, can be crisscrossed and generic for all 

leadership positions (Ruben, 2012; Ruben et al., 2016b; Gigliotti et al., 2017). 

Integrating vertical and horizontal competencies for leadership is fundamental. A 

vertical approach to leadership education accentuates the positional competencies 

(Ruben, 2012; Ruben et al., 2017). These are the technical and disciplinary knowledge 

and skills that are exclusive to a distinct role, position, industry, or field (Ruben, 2012; 
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Ruben et al., 2017). A horizontal approach affirms cross-cutting leadership proficiencies 

that exceed the definitive settings and include communication, personal, organizational, 

and analytic competencies (Ruben, 2012; Ruben et al., 2017). These have been 

progressively perceived as imperative for outstanding leadership across multiple contexts 

(Ruben, 2012; Ruben et al, 2017). 

 Buller (2013) espoused, “If we want positive academic leadership to improve the 

way colleges and universities work, there one fact we can’t ignore: higher education is in 

crisis” (p. 205). University administrators continually seek to recruit students, faculty, 

staff, and other administrators who have leadership potential and one of their primary 

responsibilities is to develop the leadership capabilities of staff members on campus 

(Buller, 2013). In order to carry out these responsibilities effectively, it is important for 

leaders to know what qualities to look for in the people recruited.  

Leaders with charisma can facilitate crisis-related distress within their employees 

and workers (DuBrin, 2013). Charismatic leaders exercise influence by persuading 

personal identification with the leader (DuBrin, 2013). Individuals tend to internalize the 

beliefs, paths to goal, attainment, and values or advantageous goals communicated by 

charismatic leaders (DuBrin, 2013). A conceptual understanding of the roles and 

responsibilities that are associated with academic leadership include being better prepared 

for new assignments, responsibilities, and relationships (DuBrin, 2013). There is a need 

to have regular practice in skills necessary to be an effective leader, particularly how to 

work successfully with stakeholders (DuBrin, 2013). Leaders should have a formal 

process of reflection that assists in learning from mistakes and allow their base decisions 
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to be made on core values, act with great integrity and transparency, and continue to 

grow as dedicated professionals (Buller, 2015).  

The Academic Leadership Forum (ALF), a pilot program run by three deans – 

Walt Gmelch, Jim Melsa, and Ben Allen – at Iowa State University from 2000 to 2004, 

reviewed concepts important for academic leaders to have (Buller, 2015). To achieve 

aspiring and enterprising goals, the developers of the program adapted the 7-S Model, 

which are seven core components that can be seen in two subsets (Buller, 2015). The first 

subset included strategy, structure, and systems (Buller, 2015). The second subset 

included staff, skills, style, and shared values (Buller, 2015). Along with the strategy 

mentioned above, structure refers to the operating procedure and basic principles of the 

organization (Buller, 2015). Systems included creation of peer-support pairs that were 

called Partners in Academic Leadership (PAL) (Buller, 2015). The PALs met 

occasionally to enrich their understanding of college administration by offering a 

platform where members could discuss their leadership challenges and opportunities and 

provide honest assessment of each other’s strengths and weaknesses (Buller, 2015). A 

high degree of confidentiality and sensitive matters were considered (Buller, 2015). 

Skills the ALF considered successful for academic leadership include managing 

time appropriately, providing genuine leadership, instituting effective faculty 

development programs, providing strategic thinking and vision for the future, offering 

coaching and counseling to faculty to improve performance, making sound decisions, 

communicating effectively with stakeholders, managing conflict, working harmoniously 

with upper administrative levels, promoting teamwork, building community, and leading 

change (Buller, 2015). 
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Every institution has a distinguishing culture or style. Leadership initiatives can 

express clarity of the organization, including constant updates of libraries and new 

resources, comprehensive workshop plans each month, and online request forms for 

mentors (Buller, 2015). A more relaxed approach with leadership would be an informal 

meeting once or twice a month to discuss leadership issues, a website that is updated 

whenever something new occurs, and instead of an organized library, a swap and share 

system for exchanging books (Buller, 2015). The ALF and the PALs realized the need to 

provide opportunity to administrators to engage in shared values and learn how this could 

guide their administrative practice (Buller, 2015). The administrators did not have to 

embrace any specific core values, but to find the best possible way to advocate for their 

stakeholders while remaining true to their values (Buller, 2015).  

In a survey of 1,500 managers in several fields, not just in higher education, there 

were three very important values that individuals wanted in their supervisors: integrity, 

competence, and leadership (Kouzes et al., 1993; Buller, 2015). In surveying more than 

75,000 people in 1987, 2002, and 2010, the results indicated that the top five values 

people wanted their leaders to demonstrate were, in order of preference, honesty, 

forward-looking, inspiring, competent, and intelligent (Kouzes et al., 2010; Buller, 2015). 

Public Relations in Crisis Communication 

 Many of the organizational crises are not due to economics, natural disasters, or 

terrorism; many crises are considered smoldering crises, which means management 

knows about the problems, or should know about them, before they ignite (Institute of 

Crisis Management, 2008). Most organizational crises that get publicity are usually 

results of management decisions and actions or inactions (Hagan, 2011). From a public 
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relations viewpoint, how an institution or organization reacts to the crisis affects how 

swiftly the organization recovers, if at all (Hagen, 2011). A major element to strategic 

communication is an organization’s ability to communicate regarding the crisis. Crisis 

management usually is under the umbrella of an organization’s public relations 

practitioner (Wigley et al., 2011).  

Conflict can come in various ways, and many of these conflicts fall under the 

umbrella of public relations. What this requires is that a public relations professional 

would develop communication strategies and processes to influence the trajectory of 

conflicts to the benefit of the institution and ideally to the benefit of the institution’s 

constituents (Wilcox et al., 2015). This use of public relations to guide the outcome of a 

conflict, and eventually a crisis, is called strategic conflict management (Wilcox et al, 

2015). Its key components are: (1) strategic – for the purpose of achieving particular 

objectives; (2) management – planned, deliberate action; (3) competition – striving for 

the same object, position, or prize as others; and (4) conflict – sharp disagreements or 

opposition, resulting in a direct, overt attack from another entity (Wilcox et al., 2015). 

The strategic aspect places an emphasis on building mutually beneficial 

relationships between the institution and its various stakeholders. Although this is a key 

objective, it is only a small part of what public relations does for institutions. PR also 

plays a significant role in engaging in healthy, honest conflict with others who embrace 

opposing perspectives of what is best and right for society (Wilcox et al., 2015). 

Competition and conflict are closely related, but there is a distinction between the two. 

Competition, a pervasive condition in life, occurs when two or more groups vie for the 

same resources (Wilcox et al., 2015). These resources can be donations, grants, 
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prospective students, volunteers, sales, shares of market, contracts, employees, and 

ultimately profits. Conflict, however, occurs when two groups direct their efforts against 

each other, devising actions and communication that directly or indirectly attack various 

stakeholders or publics (Wilcox et al., 2015).  

The Conflict Management Cycle  

 There are four phases of the conflict management lifecycle and numerous 

techniques that practitioners of public relations use to handle conflict (Wilcox et al., 

2013). The four phases include the proactive phase, strategic phase, reactive phase, and 

recovery phase (Wilcox et al., 2013). The proactive phase includes activities and thought 

processes that can prevent a conflict from arising or getting to uncontrollable heights 

(Wilcox et al., 2013). The first step is environmental scanning which includes constant 

reading, listening, and watching of current events and situations with the mindset of the 

organization’s interests (Wilcox et al., 2013). As new issues come to light, issues 

tracking allows more focus and systematic processes such as daily news articles scanning 

or blog monitoring (Wilcox et al., 2013). Then issues management takes place when an 

organization incorporates behavioral changes or implements strategic plans to tackle 

upcoming issues (Wilcox et al., 2013). Through this, a crisis plan is developed as the 

initial step in being proactive if the worst event or situation were to occur that escalates to 

crisis levels (Wilcox et al., 2013). 

 The strategic phase of the lifecycle has an emerging conflict identified as a 

justifying action (Wilcox et al., 2013). According to Wilcox (2013), public relations takes 

three broad strategies in this phase. The first, with risk communication, threats or dangers 

to institutions or people are disclosed to preempt personal injury, environmental damage, 
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and health problems (Wilcox et al., 2013). The second, conflict positioning strategies, 

empower the institution to position itself at an advantage in expectation of actions such as 

elections, litigation, adverse legislation, boycotts, or similar events that will influence 

public sentiments and support (Wilcox et al., 2013). The last strategy evolves when an 

issue that withstands risk communication initiatives and progresses as a conflict of crisis 

proportions requires a specific crisis management plan to be developed (Wilcox et al., 

2013). 

 The next phase is the reactive phase where once the issue of anticipated conflict 

extends to a critical level of impact on the institution, the public relations mandate 

requires reaction to the situation as it unravels in the external communication 

environment (Wilcox et al., 2013). Crisis communication involves the execution of the 

crisis management plan as well as around-the-clock endeavors to meet expectations of 

publics such as disaster victims, employees, media, and government officials (Wilcox et 

al., 2013). After conflict has surfaced but is not escaping control, conflict resolution 

techniques are utilized to assist a heated conflict to a desired resolution (Wilcox et al., 

2013). Often the most unmanageable conflicts end up in front of a judge. Litigation 

public relations utilizes communications strategies and publicity pursuits in assisting with 

legal actions or trials (Wilcox et al., 2013). 

 The last phase is the recovery phase. In the period immediately following a crisis 

or a high-profile event, intense conflict that is shared with the public, an institution 

incorporates strategies to strengthen or repair its reputation (Wilcox et al., 2013). 

Reputation management incorporates orchestrating systematic research to gain 

knowledge of the institution’s reputation and then taking initiatives to make it better 
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(Wilcox et al., 2013). If the harm or injury is drastic, image restoration strategies can 

assist, given that the institution is willing to go through genuine change (Wilcox et al., 

2013).  

 Four processes that correspond to the conflict management lifecycle provide 

guidance and structure for public relations professionals: (1) issues management in the 

proactive stage; (2) strategic positioning and risk communication; (3) crisis 

communication in the reactive phase; (4) reputation management in the recovery phase 

(Wilcox et al., 2013).  

 How can early issue identification help prevent a crisis? One of the most 

important functions of the proactive phase of the conflict management lifecycle is 

identifying and dealing with issues in a timely manner. Issues management is proactive 

planning and identifying situations and influencing decisions prior to them having a 

damaging effect. The difference between that and crisis management is that the latter is 

more reactive, managing an issue after it becomes public knowledge and affects the 

institution. Active planning and prevention through issues management usually shows the 

contrast between a non-crisis and a crisis (e.g., the difference between subtle or no media 

exposure and a breaking news story on television). With favorable handling, issues and 

situations are controllable, or even preventable, by public relations professionals prior to 

becoming a crisis or having to deal with major losses for the institution, which could 

include examples such as a tarnished reputation, isolation of key stakeholders, or 

financial loss to the institution (Wilcox et al., 2013). 

 Strategic positioning is a written or verbal exchange that serves to communicate 

data or knowledge to align the organization advantageously in terms of competition or an 
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expected conflict (Wilcox et al., 2013). Public relations experts communicate in a manner 

that favors the institution ahead of competitors and possible conflict but also leads to 

productive actions and behaviors of the institution. A public relations expert can also 

liaise in a manner that lessens risks for the affected population and stakeholders. 

Institutions are increasingly engaging in risk communication to keep the public informed 

of situations that are considered risks. If risk communication fails, an organization may 

face a true crisis (Wilcox et al., 2013). 

 Risk communication in the reactive phase involves how institutions respond to 

crises. Institutions do not always respond to crises in the same way. The following risk 

communication strategies were purposed for use by institutions: (1) Attack the accuser: 

the group that insists a crisis exists is challenged and its argument is proven wrong. The 

institution may threaten the group with a lawsuit. (2) Denial: the institution does not 

believe there is a crisis. (3) Excuse: the institution plays down its role in the rise of the 

crisis and makes explicit that they intended no harm. This strategy is often employed 

when a natural disaster or deceptive actions take place. (4) Justification: the institution 

downplays the crisis with an announcement that no injuries occurred nor was there any 

serious damage. The thought process is to transfer the blame to the victims.  

(5) Ingratiation: the institution gives into the public pressure. They carry out actions that 

are intended to appease the victims as well as the general public by, for example, 

donating to relevant charitable organizations or giving back to the victims. (6) Corrective 

action: the institution takes steps to mend the harm from the incident and to prevent it 

from recurring. (7) Full apology: the institution accepts responsibility and often provides 

compensation in some capacity. Institutions should consider the latter, more 
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accommodative strategies when defensive strategies are not effective (Wilcox et al., 

2013).  

The more accommodative strategies satisfy the immediate crisis mediation 

demands, and they also assist in recovering an institution’s status. Institutions have not 

consistently engaged in mutual understanding with each other and accommodation does 

not always occur because, as the contingency theory suggests, both sides have maintained 

firm stances and are not willing to compromise on their own moral position (Wilcox et 

al., 2013). Taking such a rigid stance can be an unwise tactic and displays a lack of 

professionalism. To provide context, contingency theory encompasses two principles for 

dealing with competition and conflict from the lens of public relations (Wilcox et al., 

2013). First, many factors determine the stance of an institution when it comes to dealing 

with issues. Second, the public relations position for addressing a particular group must 

be dynamic and adapt as more events unfold. The position can move in a spectrum 

ranging anywhere from pure advocacy to pure accommodation. These two points make 

up the foundation of contingency theory (Wilcox et al., 2013).  

Reputation management and the recovery phase is the mass perception of an 

institution’s past performance that reflects its ability to offer valued outcomes to 

numerous stakeholders (Wilcox et al., 2013; Wilcox et al., 2015). In other words, 

reputation encompasses the credentials of an institution and the mind of all the relevant 

population and stakeholders. “Reputation scholars offer three foundations of reputation 

as: (1) economic performance, (2) social responsiveness, and (3) the ability to deliver 

valuable outcomes to stakeholders” (Wilcox et al., 2015, p. 269). Public Relations plays a 

role in all of these, but effective conflict managers will enhance the last two foundations. 
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In an institution, social responsiveness arises from conscientious issues tracking and 

successful positioning of the institution (Wilcox et al., 2013; Wilcox et al., 2015). Social 

responsiveness is additionally strengthened when risk communication is captivating and 

convincing (Wilcox et al., 2013; Wilcox et al., 2015). The means to make worthy 

offerings to stakeholders who rely on the institution stems partly from the institution’s 

success in defending itself against threats that might harm its mission. Along with 

tracking and proactively handling issues, sharing risks with stakeholders and managing 

crisis as it occurs, public relations practitioners also take responsibility and offer apology 

when they fall short in managing conflict (Wilcox et al., 2013; Wilcox et al., 2015). The 

institution’s future credibility and trust are at stake, based on how well this recovery 

phase of conflict management is upheld. An ongoing cliché in post-crisis communication 

is that public relations experts recognize shortcomings, apologize, and move forward 

quickly from past events (Wilcox et al., 2013; Wilcox et al., 2015). Apologies also may 

be viewed as insincere and hypocritical if an institution has a questionable track record. 

Based on how stakeholders view the crisis, it can determine which strategy is chosen to 

repair the institution and the stakeholders’ relationship and restore the institution’s 

reputation (Wilcox et al., 2013; Wilcox et al., 2015). 

Critical Thinking with Higher Education Leaders  

Public relations practitioners need many skills, including research, 

communication, creative thinking, writing, time management, social media, international 

know-how, and critical thinking skills. According to Tallent et al. (2015), writing is the most 

in-demand skill and critical thinking is the second most in-demand skill. Higher educational 

leaders with critical thinking abilities can view the greater scope of a situation and use public 
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relations for situations or issues that may come up in the future (Tallent et al., 2015). 

Additionally, in a 2008 study of PR counselors and executives, two variables were 

statistically significant between the counselors and management executives: critical thinking 

and judgement/decision making (Tallent et al., 2015).  

With the growth in new media and online social networking, successful business 

executives need to understand the doctrine of what public relations professionals do to 

lead organizations in today's virtual, on-the-spot, global environment. The most 

thoughtful strategic plans can be destroyed if the public relations opinion changes for the 

organization. A future is revised and every area of the business, including stakeholders, 

are strained when a crisis occurs, especially if the organization mishandles its response to 

the crisis (Hagan, 2011).  

Often, public relations practitioners turn to Plato’s critical thinking system, 

Platonic dialectic, and it requires the ability to specific a goal, clarify the terms, analyze, 

synthesize, evaluate, encapsulate the circumstances or state the information, and accept 

uncertainty of the problem at hand (Tallent et al., 2015). Practitioners who train with 

mock scenarios nurture the critical thinking portion in an incident and make decisions 

that are objective and comprehensive, and they lead a goal-oriented and mental 

exploration of the issue (Tallent et al., 2015). The choices made in how messages are 

communicated, particularly with the public and the media, allows critical thinking 

learning, to take precedence, along with the knowledge and value of public relations 

(Tallent et al., 2015). Decision making skills are enhanced due to understanding the 

aspect of public relations (Tallent et al., 2015).  
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Critical thinking requires educational leaders to look at the overall benefit of 

using public relations, as well as crisis communication training for future issues or 

problems that may occur. Through this training, educational leaders become students as 

they engage in mock scenarios. Critical thinking is a core concept of public relations that 

requires the practitioners to be able to conduct goal-oriented, objective, comprehensive, 

systematic mental exploration of a particular problem or a particular public (Guth et al., 

2012 as cited in Tallent et al., 2015). Many practitioners count on Plato’s critical thinking 

system, Platonic dialectic, that which can be used internally or within a group. The ability 

to specify a goal is important. It is also crucial to define the terms, and then analyze, 

synthesize, evaluate, and summarize the information or situation given. It is necessary to 

accept ambiguity as probable factor of the equation (Guth et al., 2012 as cited in Tallent 

et al., 2015). This information clarifies the critical thinking that must be done by those 

understanding the value of PR. It is vital to know that decision-making skills can enhance 

the knowledge of public relations (Guth et al., 2012 as cited in Tallent et al., 2015).  

Public relations requires creating a vision and the use of a Socratic style that 

allows questioning, analyzing, and discussing to comprehend an individual’s own values 

and beliefs, as well as those of others (Tallent et al., 2015). The approach allows one to 

converse through writing, speaking, reading, and listening, and brush up an individual’s 

potential to ponder clearly, critically, and reflectively. The outcome requires one to think, 

question, and ask critical questions, look for justification to support a point of view, and 

consider other’s thought process. The entire procedure inspires people to deliberately 

ponder for themselves, to respond to and ask critical questions, to pursue disagreements, 
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to guard a belief, to understand opposing outlooks, and to consider options (Tallent et al., 

2015).  

Some strategic resources can be utilized in a crisis scenario, and it can divide 

intangible resources into two types: assets and skills. Assets are knowledge, and an 

intangible skill-type is the expertise of employees and key stakeholders (Hall, 1991; Sohn 

et al., 2012). This expertise provides specific competencies that set it apart from 

competitors (Hall, 1991; Sohn et al., 2012). An intangible asset-type involves network 

and corporate reputation. Through networks, there are personal relationships that surpass 

or exceed organizational structure and commercial relationships. The purpose is to share 

information for a mutual advantage. For example, through this asset-type, one may see 

the possibility of a well-established pre-crisis relationship with an entity and its 

stakeholders, as well as to be able to leverage a crisis situation (Hall, 1991; Sohn et al., 

2012; Sohn et al., 2014).  

Tallent et al. (2015) suggested that visualization is a helpful technique for 

professionals to predict and plan to handle a crisis. Tallent et al. (2015) provided an 

example in which public relations practitioners used the same concept as if they were 

planning a campaign or project, and they mentally went through the steps of a project to 

consider possible issues that may come up. This is seen as a logical way of engaging in 

critical thinking. Another critical thinking expert, Michael Michalko, states there is also a 

proficiency encouraged by public relations practitioners that asks individuals to think 

about a problem, then with a calm and relaxing mindset, to visualize the problem as an 

imagining exercise (Tallent et al., 2015). The unconscious mind is then asked to provide 

an answer to the challenge given, where they write down a symbol that comes to mind. 
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They then take a guided, mental tour and accept whatever messages emerge. They ask 

their unconscious mind for an answer to the challenge, writing down the symbol their 

mind gives them. Thereafter, individuals take a guided imagery tour and welcome 

whatever messages emerge from the mental tour. Using their imagination, the individuals 

share the images with clarity, and as true to life and authentic as possible; the answers are 

drawn and recorded. If there is a conflict in the images, individuals need to conjure up 

more images (Tallent et al., 2015). The last part of this strategy is about finding the 

answers that individuals were seeking through discerning patterns, qualities, 

relationships, and clues within the images. This, in effect, is similar to mentally walking 

through a PR campaign, making sure all uncertainties are investigated, critical thinking 

has taken place, and there are answers and a method of solving a problem (Tallent et al., 

2015). This mental mind walk-through provides the learner the ability to make use of his 

or her own critical thinking skills and then reflect before making a final decision. This 

concept of using the mind in such a dynamic way shows the value of public relations as it 

is a holistic learning philosophy in which the student is the focus and the interchange of 

idea and reasoning is the social environment (Tallent et al., 2015). This approach allows 

educational leaders to go from passive to active responders. It also challenges the leaders 

to question, articulate, and share their taught processes before their final decisions are 

made (Tallent et al., 2015). 

Most institutions of higher education have a plethora of successful programs and 

achievements; however, communicating these programs and achievements with the 

internal or external university community is often overlooked. Within higher education, 

various departments and schools are constantly engaging in constructive, beneficial, and 



60 
 

 
 

positive initiatives, but they are not always effectively shared with the media. Baker et al. 

(2012) explained that initiatives should be shared with stakeholders, both internal and 

external community members. When crisis situations brew or become transparent, they 

immediately catch the media’s attention. This information is then shared with the masses 

through various mediums (i.e., television, newspaper, radio, Internet news, and 

magazines), and many times, only the negative is seen by the public. Often, the positive 

initiatives are not known or they were not shared with the public or the media when they 

were occurring. When a crisis occurs, numerous educational leaders are also not prepared 

as to how to respond or react. Prior preparation in times of crisis may be a saving grace 

for many institutions (Barker et al., 2012). When an unfortunate event occurs, the media 

shares information to the masses through various mediums (television, newspaper, radio, 

Internet news, and magazines), and at times, only the negative is seen by the public. 

When a catastrophe occurs, many educational leaders are also not prepared as to how to 

respond or react. However, preparation in times of crisis may be a saving grace for many 

institutions (Tallent et al., 2015). 

All of these noble characteristics allow the growth of another important element 

of public relations and crisis communication, and that is improving problem solving and 

critical thinking skills. Educational leaders, while refining morals and values, will learn 

responsibility and accountability for every decision made. Much of what they do, in 

regard to their decisions which may go viral, will build on their problem solving and 

critical thinking skills. Public relations training prepares leaders to effectively navigate 

rigorous issues and remain strong. The ethics and critical thinking skills bridge the gap 
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for educational leaders who may have lacked in preparedness in an increasingly complex 

world (Tallent et al., 2015). 

Through what delivery methods can critical thinking skills be taught, while being 

trained in public relations and crisis communication (Tallent et al., 2015)? The delivery 

taught should challenge the leaders in the area of problem solving, by giving mock crisis 

situations where leaders have to develop g strategic arguments and making good 

judgement decisions. (Tallent et al., 2015). This is considered a training and an opening 

of an individual’s ability to think critically (Tallent et al., 2015). One essential element 

for communications courses, particularly journalism and public relations, is teaching 

critical thinking skills (Tallent et al., 2015). The pedagogy and the style of instruction 

involves discussion, analysis, and questioning. This information allows leaders to analyze 

their own position as well as the positions of others. Leadership can reflect and 

understand opposing views, and then they can choose the best approach to respond to 

when crisis occurs (Tallent et al., 2015). Understanding these types of thought processes 

allows for logical and rational thinking, and a perspective to support their cognizant 

beliefs and findings (Tallent et al., 2015).  

Teaching critical thinking is a key element for communications courses, 

especially journalism and public relations therefore, the body of available research is 

quite extensive (Tallent et al., 2015). This thought process will produce well-reasoned 

arguments and positions supporting their beliefs and findings (Tallent et al., 2015).  

Tallent et al. (2015) shared an example of how students at the University of Idaho 

have learned critical thinking instruction techniques in public relations classes which 

have shown an impact on adopting critical thinking techniques. Tallent et al. (2015) 
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explained how a professor of a sophomore level Introduction of Public Relations course 

begins each class with a discussion of what is happening in current affairs, showing how 

the news relates to many public relations issues. This eases the students into the concept 

of critical thinking without the students worrying if they are doing the assignment 

correctly. This method, according to Tallent et al. (2015), allows each student to use their 

own analysis of the day’s news to answer questions. Early in the semester, the professor 

begins prodding the students to think behind the headlines, asking students to consider 

how the news makes people or the organization look (Tallent et al., 2015). The professor 

then begins to expand the questions about impact and extended issues (Tallent et al., 

2015). Educational leaders can and should be trained in the same way the University of 

Idaho students have been trained. 

 Public relations training may also require the participants to create a vision. 

According to the authors Rebecca Tallent and Justin Barnes (2015), the Socratic Method 

is a shared dialogue style which involves discussions, questioning, and analyzing. This 

method encourages students to analyze their own beliefs as well as the beliefs of others. 

The goal is to create discussion that draws on the students’ skill of reading, writing, 

speaking, and listening, and which should sharpen their ability to think clearly, critically 

and reflectively (Tallent et al., 2015). Essentially, the method encourages students to 

think for themselves, to respond to and ask important questions, to pursue arguments, to 

defend a point of view, to understand opposing views, and to weigh alternatives (Tallent 

et al., 2015). One technique many PR professionals use when planning a campaign or 

project is to visualize: mentally walk through the project to spot potential problems, as 

this encourages a logical way of seeing critical thinking. Another technique, as per 
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Tallent et al. (2015), encouraged Michalko’s “Not Kansas” exercises, whereas 

participants think about a problem, then relax and visualize the problem as an imagining 

process. Then they ask their unconscious for an answer to the challenge, writing down the 

symbol their unconscious gives them (Tallent et al., 2015). They then take a guided 

imagery tour and accept whatever message emerge from the mental tour (Tallent et al., 

2015). Using their imagination, the participants then make the images as clear and vivid 

as possible, recording or drawing the answers (Tallent et al., 2015). If the participant has 

conflict images, he or she needs to conjure up other images (Tallent et al., 2015). The 

final step is to look for patterns, qualities, relationships, and clues within the images that 

can lead a person to the answer he or she seeks (Tallent et al., 2015). In short, this is close 

to mentally walking through a PR campaign, making sure all contingencies are examined 

and there are answers/solutions prepared (Tallent et al., 2015).  

Customer Service and Public Relations 

 Customer service, in many ways, is the front line of public relations. A single 

incident, or a series of negative situations, can seriously damage a company’s reputation 

and crumble public trust in its products and services. Customer satisfaction is far-

reaching because of word of mouth (Wilcox et al., 2015). An individual who has a bad 

experience will most likely share his or her version of the story with approximately 17 

people, and an individual with a good experience will typically share the story with an 

average of only 11 people. In addition, Wilcox et al. (2015) stated that Bob Seltzer, 

marketing expert at Ruder Finn, shared that the way a company talks to its customers is 

among, if possibly the most critical communication it does. Furthermore, Wilcox et al. 

(2015) mentioned that Andy Hopson, Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of Burson-
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Marstellar’s, northeast region where he communicated with told PR Week, “…ignoring 

complaints can ultimately damage a company’s reputation” (Wilcox et al., 2015, p.454). 

Social or digital media have also greatly changed the ability for a begrudging customer to 

notify literally millions of people in just one post (Wilcox et al., 2015).  

 More and more corporations are realizing that customer relations serve as a public 

relations barometer (Wilcox et al., 2015). Many public relations departments now 

regularly track customer feedback in a range of ways to regulate what types of 

communication and policy strategies need to be improved. A familiar method is to 

monitor customer inquiries on the organization’s website (Wilcox et al., 2015). Many 

companies, offer as a courtesy, a link for contacting the company on their website. 

Another way is the content analysis of phone calls to the customer service center (Wilcox 

et al., 2015). This sharing of information is an asset from the point of view that public 

relations professionals can be involved in strategizing on steps a company should take to 

secure a good reputation among customers (Wilcox et al., 2015).  

Stakeholders include employees, and employees may be considered an 

organization’s ambassadors. Therefore, the public relations department, often in joint 

effort with the human resources department, focuses on communicating with employees 

just as passionately as it does on other external stakeholders. One key factor of successful 

customer service is the satisfaction of employees who appreciate and respect the 

company's leadership and believe they are being treated fairly (Liu et al., 2011; Wilcox et 

al., 2015).  
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Public Relations Plans 

 A plan must be developed for public relations, or little will happen. Leadership, 

board members, and administrators can commiserate for a long time about the need for a 

public relations program, but it will not happen unless someone develops a plan and 

makes a commitment to ongoing communication. According to Moore et al. (2020), the 

National School Public Relations Association (NSPRA) recommends that school 

communication activities be planned and guided by a written communication plan.  

Moore et al. (2020) explained that the organization recommends  

the following:  

• The public relations/communication efforts are planned on a  

systematic (often annual) basis to support the achievement of  

the organization’s goals and objectives. 

• The plan has the approval of the superintendent/chief executive  

officer. The plan focuses on meeting the goals of the organization  

and ultimately improving education, and, to the extent possible,  

enhancing student achievement. 

• The plan identifies the needs of target publics and uses research  

data to identify key messages and strategies for delivering those  

messages. 

• Communication plans for specific program changes or initiatives  

are developed in conjunction with the staff responsible for them. 

• Communication plans identify the various publics who will be  
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affected and the strategies for reaching them. 

• To the extent possible, communication plans include  

measurable goals for behavior change or accomplishment,  

deadlines, responsibilities, resources, and strategies. 

• Plans are reviewed regularly to ensure that communication 

 efforts remain relevant, are on schedule, and are adjusted  

whenever necessary to reach planned goals or to deal with  

emerging needs and opportunities. (p. 6) 

For schools and higher education, public relations events focus on addressing 

specific needs, such as highlighting the opening of a new building, praising a new 

fundraising initiative, or honoring a specific anniversary. It is essential, however, for 

schools and higher education to formulate a driven and far-reaching public relations plan 

that accommodates the need for ongoing and overall communication of an array of 

messages in various situations to diverse audiences (Grunig et al., 2002; Moore et al., 

2020). Communicating with the external public is perhaps the task most frequently 

correlated with public relations. Associating with the news media to bring about news 

coverage and positive publicity is an important role that leadership must understand about 

public relations. Along with external communication responsibilities, public relations 

also has a duty to build relationships with internal stakeholders, which include employees 

(Grunig et al., 1984; Moore et al., 2020; Wilcox et al., 2015). Issues of employee morale, 

productivity, and retention are all part of communication needs that also have a 

significant financial impact on an institution (Moore et al., 2020; Wilcox et al., 2015). 

Employees are ambassadors of the school and the community. Their voice can make an 
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impact on the external community, and leadership should keep in mind that employees 

such as professors, teachers, and shuttle bus drivers are interacting with people in the 

community every single day. Along with seeking to inform others, public relations plays 

a role in influencing actions, and its communication efforts also can play critical roles in 

assisting to market schools and higher education colleges and universities along with 

their services (Moore et al., 2020). Public Relations plays a part in everything from 

appealing to new and prospective students to recruiting new employees. Public Relations 

publicizes a higher education system and it opens doors for many opportunities and 

options (Moore et al., 2020).  

Public relations also plays a critical role when schools are challenged by any of a 

number of crises that can erupt. Timely, accurate, and open communication with internal 

and external audiences can help a school system effectively manage the many difficult 

issues a crisis can present. Public relations know-how and the ability to use it can support 

leaders and administrators in upholding their credibility and the confidence of their 

community in times of crisis (Moore et al., 2020, Wilcox et al., 2013; Wilcox et al., 

2015). 

Even before a crisis occurs, public relations fills a role in helping school leaders 

identify unrealized issues and taking care of them before they erupt. Before they flourish 

into controversies or situations that can intimidate and destroy working relationships 

between educational institutions and their communities, public relations can guide and 

assist leadership and other employees. Communication research and data analysis of 

feedback from the school system’s constituencies and higher education leadership can 

help clarify and inform public relations needs to support leadership in decision-making 
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that is in sync with the educational system and the community (Liu et al., 2011; Moore et 

al., 2020). There are ways in which public relations can assist all employees to 

understand and fill their communication roles. People in educational leadership have 

some level of public interaction, and the way in which they handle these responsibilities 

plays an important role in how others will view the educational institute and its 

commitment to serving the community (Gigliotti, 2016; Moore et al., 2020).  

If the appropriate systems are in place, public relations programs should provide 

activities and knowledge to assist all employees in effectively interpreting the importance 

of their representation, and they should offer training and support so employees can 

conduct their communication roles (Hagan, 2011; Moore et al., 2020). All of these 

activities reflect the role public relations should play in serving an organization to build 

functioning relationships that are essential to successfully and effectively attend to its 

stakeholders (Moore et al., 2020; Wilcox et al., 2015). 

Many educators have limited training in communication, so the question arises 

about how they be expected to conduct public relations functions. Although many 

educators may not have formal training in communication, they have a great deal of 

communication experience because teaching requires communication with students and 

colleagues. An administrator or leader must be a successful communicator to inspire staff 

and to motivate them to work towards a shared vision. An initial step could be to look at 

where communication is currently occurring, and how the existing communication skills 

might be broadened and developed, as well as how they could be adapted to wider 

audiences with a public relations mindset (Gmelch, 2013; Moore et al., 2020). 

 A second step requires trusting the skill and advice of the person leading the 
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public relations work. Examples to assist in understanding the importance of this step is 

that most educational leaders are not lawyers, but they depend on them when legal advice 

is needed. The same thing is true for police officers, as they are relied on for security and 

whenever law enforcement insight is necessary. Educational leaders are also not 

physicians, but they rely on physicians as needed for judgment on health issues affecting 

their schools and students. In the same way, for leading in the area of communication 

issues, public relations experts should be relied on to guide and assist (Hagan, 2011; 

Moore et al., 2020). A part of the management function of public relations should be in 

the area of counseling and supporting educational leadership on communication issues 

(Moore et al., 2020). The public relations person who leads in this manner should be 

trusted and respected by the leadership team. There is a strong recommendation that the 

communication lead report directly to the top person or the chief administrator in an 

educational system (Moore et al., 2020). This role for public relations and 

communications support only works when no filters or obstacles stand between the 

communications lead and chief executives (Moore et al., 2020). 

  Due to the counseling role, public relations is sometimes called the organization’s 

conscience (Moore et al., 2020; Wilcox et al., 2015). What is meant by this statement is 

that, like individuals, organizations can sometimes make decisions or take steps that are 

self-serving and catastrophic to others (Moore et al., 2020). This may not always be done 

with a malicious intent. The choices made by leadership may be for the benefit of the 

organization, and they may not have thought about the harm that may be done to others 

or the institution. Media, however, may not make a careful assessment of all implications, 
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showing images that are not positive; ultimately, organizations can suffer seriously when 

bad judgments are made (Moore et al., 2020; Wilcox et al., 2015). 

The public relations leader of an educational institution has the duty to be 

continually fixated on the needs and wants of the institution, as well as the primary 

stakeholders, and considers decisions and actions that will be made for the mutual best 

interests of the institution and its constituencies (Brown et al., 2013; Gigliotti, 2016; 

Moore et al., 2020). There has to be a two-way flow of communication. The public 

relations leader is responsible for positively portraying the organization to the target 

audience and the public, as well as identifying and introducing the target audience and 

public to the organization. There are individuals who see this position as being a kind of 

conscience because an inner voice has to be ready to speak to the rightness or wrongness 

of an outcome (Moore et al., 2020). 

 This all goes back to the objective that public relations pursues outcomes and 

actions that mutually benefit the organization and its stakeholders. In the long-run, one-

sided relationships usually fail. Two-sided decisions create an understanding that 

everyone is being considered. Media outlets, without seeing a continuous two-sided 

relationship, can also make decisions without careful assessment of all of the 

implications. Television images and social media shares can make institutions suffer for a 

long time, and hence, reputations of the institution and stakeholders suffer creating 

financial setbacks (Moore et al., 2020). 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, it was concluded that existing literary scholarship provides 

knowledge for higher education leaders which enable them to be more proactive in the 
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area of pre-crisis training in order to reduce the impact of a crisis. The ability to find 

practical perspectives in advance and to comprehend the complexities of crises when 

they occur will assist educational leaders to appropriately communicate and utilize 

effective and competent strategies to handle unfortunate circumstances. Literary 

scholarship has shown there is an interdependence in the research found between crisis 

communication and public relations; understanding that crisis communication is part of 

public relations is important for educational leaders (Hagan, 2011; Liu et al., 2017; 

Palenchar et al., 2017; Wilcox et al., 2015). Public relations is a strategic communication 

process that builds relationships and shapes public perception about the organizations 

and their publics. Public relations is about influencing, engaging, and building a 

relationship with key stakeholders across numerous platforms (prsa.org, 2021). Research 

also states that inadequate preparation for crisis shows inability of handling the 

circumstance. This inability makes people believe that the institution is unable to handle 

all sorts of other situations, and assumptions are made based on the leader’s words and 

actions (Gigliotti, 2016; Tallent et al., 2015; Moore et al., 2020). Credibility is an 

important factor in the public relations communication process. The audience must be 

convinced that the spokesperson is wise, knowledgeable, and an expert in the situation 

while being trustworthy and unbiased (Todd, 2014; Van Zoonen et al., 2014). A 

spokesperson’s critical thinking and personal ethics will also be an important factor. 

Barrett (2008) stated that managerial skills include personal ethos, emotional 

intelligence, and cultural literacy, as each of these are required to manage and work 

effectively with individuals and teams (Barrett, 2008).  
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There is also a correlation in the literature that shows how crisis communication 

is handled could determine crisis recovery. In reviewing commentary on crisis in higher 

education, educational leadership often depends on public relations in the aftermath, to 

clean up, so to speak, after an unfortunate crisis occurs. Securing a reputation rather than 

repairing a reputation is how public relations can assist. A couple of other factors 

wagered include stakeholder reaction and financial loss to the institution. Reputation can 

be determined by what constituents think of the company based on its actual 

performance and first-hand experiences with it, including the constituent’s perceptions of 

the company influenced by many mediated channels (Guth et al., 2012; Hagan, 2003).  

The cohesiveness between leadership communication and communication 

strategies involves understanding the overall preparation needed and readiness regarding 

a crisis (Grint, 2000; Budden et al., 2011). The dialogue amongst higher education 

leadership regarding crisis preparation, crisis communication, communication 

management, and crisis recovery could allow for lengthy discussions and substantive 

responses to scenarios (Taylor, 2019). The expansion of knowledge in this research, 

based on the broadening collaboration of crisis communication and crisis leadership in 

higher education, can benefit an entire institution. This research study will add to the 

existing literature and help advance the understanding of the progress that can be made 

with a proactive strategy to combat unfortunate circumstances that occur due to a crisis.  

Through environmental scanning, issues can be identified before they become 

problems. Issues management reduces risks and creates opportunities for the institution. 

Issues management allows leaders to act in a socially responsible manner and to properly 

formulate strategies and messages (Hagan, 2011). Awareness of the importance of 
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strategic communications with internal and external stakeholders is essential for all 

functional leadership roles (Hagan, 2011).  

Some of the public relations learning activities suggested by Hagan (2011) 

include: 

1. Participant Observation of New and Social Media 

2. Mock Media Conferences 

3. Crisis Simulations and Role Playing 

4. Case Analysis and Lessons Learned 

Public relations is a critical function because leadership represent some of the 

most significant PR representatives for the organization. For this reason, teaching 

leadership strategic communications and public relations is critical (Hagan, 2011).  
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CHAPTER III  

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Introduction and Research Questions 

There were several goals of this study, including verifying the connection to 

crisis communication and public relations, situations or circumstances that are 

considered a crisis, and strategies, expertise, and capabilities that are necessary for 

higher education leaders to manage crisis. This study also examined the discussion 

amongst higher education leaders regarding crisis preparation, crisis communication, 

crisis resolution, and crisis recovery. Another goal was to understand the value of public 

relations knowledge and its application in the higher education framework with 

leadership. The last goal was to expand the scope of information available and apply it to 

higher education to improve crisis management procedures.  

This study intended to successfully prepare institutions of higher education for 

future crises. Additionally, this study provides evidence of how administrative leadership 

in higher education has genuinely contributed to the body of knowledge concerning 

effective crisis response and thought-out crisis management during campus crisis.  

In this chapter, the methodology for this research study is discussed. The 

following research questions were used to lead this research process in order to 

determine if higher education institutions have the tools implemented to successfully 

handle crisis: 

RQ1: What occurrences or circumstances are considered crises in higher 

education?  
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RQ2: What strategies, expertise, and capabilities are necessary for higher 

education leaders to handle crises? 

RQ3: What is the dialogue amongst higher education leadership regarding crisis 

preparation, crisis communication, communication management, and crisis 

recovery?  

 This study closely examined the three principal research questions. The data 

came from interviews with 10 higher educational leaders represented by two well-

respected higher education institutions, one being a private institution and one a public 

institution. 

This study applied a qualitative approach to yield a profound understanding of 

crisis, crisis preparation, crisis communication, crisis management, and crisis recovery 

by administrative leaders currently practicing in higher education. Qualitative methods, 

such as interviews, have shown to have meaningful comprehension of social phenomena 

than what could be acquired from quantitative methods, such as questionnaires (Bryman, 

2006). The qualitative methodology of semi-structured interviews was chosen for this 

study to enhance understanding and provide a richness of information regarding a well-

respected private institution and the second largest public institution of higher education 

in one of the most diverse and largely populated cities in the country (Bryman, 2006).  

This qualitative research study, in the form of in-depth interviews, focused on 

collecting in-depth perceptions and pertinent details to identify alternative issues and 

perspectives that may have been overlooked in the literature thus far (Bryman, 2006). 

The qualitative case study process permitted flexibility in interviewing participants and 
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bringing forth responses concerning the feelings, thoughts, and experiences that are 

characteristic during crises (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). 

Psychologists Haidt and Graham (2007) explained how serious incidents 

become crises on the foundations of social morality. Haidt and Graham (2007) 

declared when the value of harm/care is considered as the primary foundation of 

morality, it is explained as:  

People have a sensitivity to cruelty and harm (analogous to the negative 

sensations caused by taste buds for bitterness), they feel approval toward  

those who prevent or relieve harm, and this approval is culturally 

codified in virtues such as kindness and compassion, and also in 

corresponding vices such as cruelty and aggression. (p. 104) 

The principles that the Institution of Higher Education (IHE) have most 

commonly perceived to have failed to uphold is the harm/care value, when it 

refers to student-driven crisis (Haidt et al., 2007). Other categories of social 

values that IHEs and/or institutional employees may be accused of violating are 

fairness/reciprocity, in-group/loyalty, authority/respect, and purity/sanctity 

(Haidt et al., 2007).  

In-person interviews allowed for the gathering of rich descriptions and insight 

as well as provided information about crisis response at two particular universities in 

ways not possible with quantitative research methods (Denzin, et al., 2005). Interviews 

and analyzed documents yielded in-depth information concerning university crisis 

response strategies, leadership during crisis, and successful crisis preparation procedures. 

Interviews were the most effective method for gathering this data and providing a 
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detailed account of real-life crisis experiences and events (Lichtman, 2012). Each 

interview was transcribed verbatim from digital recordings. From the interviews, 

information provided by the participants was analyzed and coded to identify unique and 

reoccurring patterns and themes (Berg & Lune, 2004). Open coding was utilized and 

included line-by-line review of all transcripts. The experiences and quotes gathered from 

the interviews were organized into an Excel document according to relevance, and 

pseudonyms were assigned for the university as well as all participants to protect 

privacy. 

Qualitative Research Method 

Understanding and addressing biases one may possess are important so 

individuals can be aware of how people and incidents are treated, both consciously and 

subconsciously. The qualitative research method provides rich and detailed description 

about the topic under study (Creswell, 2007). The nature of qualitative research connects 

the researcher to the subject through interaction with participants and deep analysis of 

data collected. It is important in qualitative research for the researcher to proactively 

disassociate with any thoughts, feelings, beliefs, or experiences that may contribute to 

bias during the study (Denzin et al., 2005). Biases influence actions and decisions, so to 

prevent bias, all personal thoughts and feelings involving crises in the campus 

community will be thoroughly examined. The target population for this research study 

was selected utilizing educational leadership responsible for crisis communication and 

crisis leadership at their institutions. Lastly, all research questions surrounding strategies 

for crisis response and leadership style characteristics in crisis situations were formatted 

in an open-ended structure in order to avoid the utilization of leading and closed-ended 



78 
 

 
 

questions; this process helped ensure that all interviewees were able to provide honest 

and accurate information about participants’ experiences and beliefs. Biases affect the 

way we listen to others, understand a person’s point of view, empathize, or are motivated 

to help people.  

Participation in the Study 

No higher education setting is immune to crisis. The university or college 

campus environment is, unfortunately, a likely place for a crisis to occur due to the sheer 

size of the campus community (Baldridge et al., 1998). The participants chosen for this 

study included university leadership. For this study, the population was limited to one 

public institution of higher one private institution in Southeast Texas. For this study, 10 

participants were emailed (five at each university), including leadership and management 

in administration that are decision makers for crises situations in their institutions. 

Several preliminary phone consultations and emails were conducted to gather the 

appropriate respondents for the research. After the initial contact procedures, interview 

dates, times, and locations were confirmed in advance so the interviews can be 

conducted at the university. 

Sampling Procedures 

 Barton (1993) stressed, “In a crisis, managers must know their audience…To be 

effective, your communication during a crisis should have a clearly articulated goal for 

each audience” (pp. 123-124). Crises are a threat to higher education institutions, and it 

would not be possible to interview all institutions having dealt with a crisis. For this 

study, the participants were selected from one public institution and one private within 

Southeast Texas. At the two universities, educational administrators and leaders in crisis 
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management were interviewed. Both the university and each person interviewed were 

provided a pseudonym, and their positions and departments were generalized to ensure 

that participants remain anonymous. Tables 1 and 2 describe the study participants. 

Table 1 

Institution One: Public University Participants 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2  

Institution Two: Private University Participants 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Data Collection 

Educational leaders in crisis management at two universities will be interviewed 

for this study. Interviewees included five executive-level educational leaders at one of 

Pseudonym Used Position 

Public University Leader 1 Administrative Leader 

Public University Leader 2 Administrative Leader 

Public University Leader 3 Staff Leader 

Public University Leader 4 Administrative Leader 

Public University Leader 5 Faculty Leader 

Pseudonym Used Position 

Private University Leader 1 Staff Leader 

Private University Leader 2 Faculty Leader 

Private University Leader 3 Faculty Leader 

Private University Leader 4 Staff Leader 

Private University Leader 5 Administrative Leader 
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the largest enrollment public institutions in Southeast Texas and five executive-level 

educational leaders in a private institution in Southeast Texas. 

Data from these 10 interviews with administrators that represented a range of 

university leadership were used to expand and validate the findings from the content 

analysis stage of this dissertation. The interviews for this study were conducted via 

recorded face-to-face conversations. Interview questions were prepared in advance and 

follow-up questions were asked, as required and necessary, for further understanding. All 

10 interviewees were supplied with all the information regarding the study, the reason 

for the interview, and were asked to sign an informed consent document prior to the 

interview taking place. All 10 interviews occurred within a set hour and were recorded 

digitally with the interviewee’s prior consent. Confidentiality was ensured by changing 

participant and university names, and all records of the interview have been kept in a 

protected location, under lock and key. All 10 participants were provided the opportunity 

to review notes and transcripts and were made aware that they can elect discontinue 

participation at any given time throughout the interview. 

Data Analysis 

All 10 interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed in an orderly and 

timely method using Microsoft Word. This way, relevant information was captured 

immediately following the completion of all interviews and the document analysis. All 

details and information documented for participants were given a number to remain 

anonymous. Participants were able to examine a copy of their transcripts as an added 

approval, and they had the opportunity to make comments or edits, if needed. A consent 

form was also be signed. For the benefit of the study, all transcripts were coded and 
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analyzed for reoccurring major as well as minor themes. A Microsoft Excel spreadsheet 

was generated with detail in order to organize and record all identified codes, quotes, and 

themes. The themes were reviewed and the responses provided an in-depth guidance into 

the appropriate and effective crisis responses, pre-crisis measures, crisis management 

responses, and strategies for inclusion of public relations at any point during a crisis.  

Summary 

The qualitative methodology chosen for this study offered a beneficial method by 

which to obtain information pertaining to the following three research questions of this 

study:  

RQ1: What occurrences or circumstances are considered crises in higher 

education?  

RQ2: What strategies, expertise, and capabilities are necessary for higher 

education leaders to handle crises? 

RQ3: What is the dialogue amongst higher education leadership regarding crisis 

preparation, crisis communication, communication management, and crisis 

recovery?  

This research provides knowledge related to effective pre-crisis strategies and 

post-crisis responses. It sheds light on how public relations knowledge and 

implementation strategies have effectively been used by educational leaders. It adds to 

the current research concerning how appropriate handling of crisis management can 

assist with future campus crisis situations. 

In Chapter III, the methodology, instrumentation, population, data collection 

methods, and data analysis were explained. This study gathered in-depth qualitative data 
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regarding the responses from educational leadership at two universities. Interviews and 

analyzed transcripts yielded detailed and comprehensive information concerning 

university crisis response strategies, leadership roles during crisis, and successful crisis 

preparation procedures. Analysis of both university’s policies related to crisis response 

and management procedures also provides helpful information for crisis intervention 

teams and educational leaders as they work to improve their crisis management 

procedures. The population selected for this study was university educational leaders. 

The results of the study are reported in Chapter IV.  

The foresight that assisted in the creation of these questions came from Gigliotti, R. A. 

(2017). The participants of this study responded to 10 interview questions (Interview 

Protocol, Appendix A) and contributed numerous experiences and perceptions, 

specifically in answering the meaningful and important theoretical and practical issues of 

this research. Each of the 10 interview questions directly correspond to the research 

questions, as shown below on Table 3:  
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Table 3 

 

Correlation of Interview Questions (IQ) with Research Questions (RQ) 

 

Interview Questions Research Questions 

IQ 1 RQ1 

IQ 2 RQ1 

IQ 3 RQ1 

IQ 4 RQ1 and RQ2 

IQ 5 RQ2 and RQ3 

IQ 6 RQ2 

IQ 7 RQ2 and RQ3 

IQ 8 RQ2 and RQ3 

IQ 9 RQ2 and RQ3 

IQ 10 RQ2 and RQ3 

 

This research study included 10 face-to-face interviews, and most were held in 

the interviewee’s office location or a common area at the university. The interview with 

each participant began with a short informal communication session to create a 

comfortable and trusting environment. The protocol included general classification 

questions, critical thinking questions, and best practice questions. The questions built a 

foundation that showed there was an understanding of the definition of crisis in higher 

education, and then expressed the circumstances and events that leadership consider a 

crisis. Next, the questions covered how a crisis is perceived and addressed in that 

particular university. Additionally, based on the position of the participant, the questions 

were asked in a manner based on the participant’s main area of responsibility. 

Furthermore, questions were asked related to how leadership prepares for a crisis and 

how challenges that arise from crisis situations are handled. Also, the most useful 
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accomplishments in crisis management were discussed during each interview. Finally, 

the participants were asked about public relations knowledge and the particular 

competencies that have proven to be useful in assisting in crisis management.  

The purpose of this research was to provide knowledge that will allow for 

advancement in the scope of crisis management, crisis leadership, and development and 

training in public relations in higher education for educational leadership. 
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CHAPTER IV 

 

ANALYSIS OF DATA AND FINDINGS 

This chapter provides an outline and interpretation of the facts, thoughts, and 

understandings that were provided by 10 interviewees who are educational leaders at one 

of two universities based in Southeast Texas. One being a public university, and the other 

being a private university. As specified in Chapter III, Methodology, interviewees were 

selected from information provided by each university on educational leaders who are 

relied upon during a crisis. The individuals interviewed also represented diversity in 

terms of demographics, years of service, and experience in leadership and administrative 

positions. Of the 10 interviewees working in higher education, all had experienced some 

sort of crisis in their professional careers. Of the 10, eight had experienced crisis 

occurrences in both their current position as well as their previous position. Only two 

educational leaders interviewed had their crisis experiences from only the institution they 

work at currently.  

There was a mix of higher educational leaders interviewed which included 

executive staff, faculty, and administrators. In the interview responses, each participant is 

referenced as either a public university leader or a private university leader, regardless of 

their specified job title at their respective university. The participants were randomly 

numbered Public University Leader 1 through Public University Leader 5 and Private 

University Leader 1 through Private University Leader 5. Amongst those interviewed, 

there were five men and five women. In addition, the interviewees represented five 

different ethnicities. Each of the 10 interviewees are employed by either one of the two 

institutions, and they have played a significant role as decision makers or have been 
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involved in assisting during crisis situations in the past. Each of the interviewees have 

either been part of a team, led a team, or in some way assisted in creating a system prior 

to a crisis occurring, handling a crisis as it occurs, and/or managing a crisis after the crisis 

has occurred. As specified in Chapter III, Methodology, all participants were asked the 

same 10 interview questions from the Interview Protocol (Appendix A). 

Responses to Interview Questions 

In response to question 1, “How would you define a crisis?” the interviewees 

from a public university responded in the following manner:  

• Public University Leader 1 responded, “In higher education, I would define a 

crisis as any event, be it natural or man-made, that have to discontinue their 

operations for a period of time.”  

• Public University Leader 2 stated, “I would define crisis as any instance in which 

the university needs to respond; students who email on a daily basis, who feel like 

their personal lives are a crisis; then there is the impact that is a larger operational 

one for the institution.”  

• Public University Leader 3 mentioned, “I would define a crisis as one that can 

potentially have or can directly impact an organization, whether it’s physical or it 

has an adverse effect on its reputation.”  

• Public University Leader 4 replied, “For us to be in crisis, there has to be an 

overwhelming critical situation that requires immediate attention, focused 

decision-making, substantial resources, university resources, and the intent of 

normalizing things or averting irreparable damage.” 
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• Public University Leader 5 shared, “I would define a crisis as something that has 

disrupted or has the potential to disrupt the standard operating operations of the 

university and impacts its reputation in some instances, and certainly impacts the 

university community of students, faculty, and staff.” 

The interviewees from a private university responded to question 1 in the 

following manner:  

• Private University Leader 1 responded, “From a technical lens, it’s really 

anything that is widespread that people are unable to do what their mission is, 

whether that be learning outcomes or have the infrastructure support a campus 

provides. Any kind of widespread outage that prevents people from delivering, 

that I think would be a crisis.”  

• Private University Leader 2 administrator said, “A crisis is something that causes 

a major disruption to your normal…daily function…whether it’s your health 

personal work, but something that causes a major disruption to your normal life 

skills.”  

• Private University Leader 3 stated, “A crisis is any unexpected interruption to 

normal operations in my mind. So, it doesn’t have to necessarily be a catastrophic 

event. It’s a situation that has to be managed to maintain operations to maintain 

safety, and things like that.”  

• Private University Leader 4 mentioned, “A crisis is an event that causes all or part 

of a process or group of people to either completely stop or change significantly, 

so it’s something that’s fairly dramatic from those ends.”  
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• Private University Leader 5 said, “Crisis is something that really demands all of 

your attention. It is not something you planned for, and it’s usually emerging or 

urgent.” 

Regarding question 2, “What circumstances or occurrences considered crisis have 

occurred at your higher education institution?”, the following responses were given by 

interviewees from a public university:  

• Public University Leader 1 emphasized, “Right now, it’s COVID 19, and this 

pandemic we have been dealing with the last couple of years. We have had the 

freeze that impacted our campus operations and all our employees and students. 

We’ve had several flooding instances and/or hurricanes, and that has impacted the 

university. Being on the behavioral intervention team, you know for such a long 

time, mental wellness issues exist, and it’s ongoing. The students experiencing 

crisis every day, you know from a mental wellness perspective, I think is worth 

mentioning as well.”  

• Public University Leader 2 stated, “I’ve had experiences at another institution 

where we came to a screeching halt for an entire semester due to Hurricane 

Katrina. While in California, there were a series of wildfires that not only 

encroached on a number of campuses but also actually penetrated some of the 

campuses where buildings were burned.”  

• Public University Leader 3 explained, “I think the weather has been one of the 

biggest crises that higher education has faced, and then obviously COVID 19 has 

certainly presented crisis challenges. Crime and things that have posed threats to 

students and other members of the university is another example of crisis.”  



89 
 

 
 

• Public University Leader 4 stated, “In the last few years we’ve had a few. We’ve 

had hurricanes, floods, a hard freeze, the pandemic, and then the impacts of low 

staffing among central personnel at any given time that becomes a crisis.”  

• Public University Leader 5 explained, “Primarily, it was weather related events. 

Impact from hurricanes and tropical storms and the pandemic. In a couple of 

incidences, it was also personnel crises that happened at the university.” 

The interviewees from a private university responded to question 2 in the  

following manner:  

• Private University Leader 1 shared, “While I’ve been here, there are three major 

categories of crisis that have occurred: system failure which has to do with strictly 

technology failure, natural disasters, and the pandemic.”  

• Private University Leader 2 said, “I’ve been here for seven years, and we’ve gone 

through Hurricane Harvey, the big freeze, and of course, COVID.”   

• Private University Leader 3 emphasized, “Dealing with COVID is one of the 

worst crises that higher education has ever faced, but there are obviously weather 

events, which bring about an operational disruption.”  

• Private University Leader 4 stated, “There have been numerous weather events, 

and the pandemic, having to move all of the classes to 100% virtual, now that is 

crisis.”  

• Private University Leader 5 explained, “We’ve had two hurricanes that were 

significant crises. We’ve had COVID, which is a major crisis disrupter for pretty 

much the entire world.”  
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In response to question 3, “What about these circumstances make each of them a 

crisis or something that needs action or preparation to handle appropriately?”, the 

following comments were given by interviewees from a public university:  

• Public University Leader 1 stated, “Anytime the larger amount of our constituents 

feels the crisis, you are compelled to speak out or reach out to administration, and 

that which warrants higher administrative attention.”  

• Public University Leader 2 replied, “Hurricane Katrina affected education in so 

many ways. The water intrusion and buildings being uninhabitable. Finding ways 

to deliver instruction virtually, and we learned about keeping records… because a 

lot of our records were manual.”  

• Public University Leader 3 shared, “I’ll start with weather as weather has 

obviously posed a crisis. An obstacle to get access to the university so students 

can come to class poses a legitimate threat. On occasion, crime has posed [a] 

possible threat [to] the well-being of our campus community.”  

• Public University Leader 4 said, “Each one of these situations required immediate 

action and decision making, beyond the typical scope. Emergency response plans 

and continuity of operations plans take over when crisis overwhelms that normal 

preparation.”  

• Public University Leader 5 mentioned, “In terms of weather incidents, it is tied to 

the ability of the university community to get to campus. The fiscal operations of 

the university and the ability to maintain those operations is another issue. In a 

situation where someone in on campus with a handgun or something like that, 

then the safety of the campus community comes to play.” 
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Regarding question 3, the following comments were given by interviewees from a 

private university:  

• Private University Leader 1 said, “When systems are down, and you realize that 

the school has a backup system in another building, but a building in the same 

geographical area which also lost power, they lost telecommunications, then that 

is a hard lesson. Now institutions have partnered with other states for backup 

systems.”  

• Private University Leader 2 explained, “I thought about how some of these crises 

that are planned, like hurricanes and freezes, and there is the physical damage to 

buildings. But then like with COVID, it was not as much a physical disruption as 

a mode of operation of teaching and learning disruption.”  

• Private University Leader 3 shared, “There is some preparatory action that you 

can have in place so that when that almost predictable thing you didn’t want to 

happen happens. Nobody would have ever thought that disease would be a crisis 

that a university would have to manage, but of course after COVID, we are all old 

hands at the situation.”  

• Private University Leader 4 mentioned, “There are two components to it. There is 

the action portion, and then there is the preparation portion. The preparation 

precedes action in some cases when you have a chance to prepare for a given 

crisis that you know is going to come at some point. With communication 

structures predefined in bits and pieces, you simply follow the action of the 

planned preparation, so it works well.” 
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• Private University Leader 5 said, “It goes back to going to move forward and 

solve this issue. We have to fix the issue, or we’re not going to be able to do our 

job.” 

In response to question 4, “In regard to how you associate each of these 

circumstances being a crisis, what were the prominent indicators of the situations that 

prompted the attention of higher education leadership?”, the following comments were 

given by interviewees from a public university:  

• Public University Leader 1 stated, “The local conditions can prompt the action, 

for example floods. If it’s something city officials or local officials relate, there 

are indicators, and we are working within a system, so we can’t as an institution, 

always make individual decisions, even if we’d like to.”  

• Public University Leader 2 said, “First and foremost, it is determining when you 

can come back face to face. The second is really trying to determine ways that 

you can strengthen your overall communication system.”  

• Public University Leader 3 mentioned, “So you know indicators would include 

something as basic as weather forecasts, and we do have an office of emergency 

management who advises the administration and public relations on possible 

weather threats that can have an adverse impact on the institution with regards to 

the pandemic.” 

• Public University Leader 4 shared, “So one was direct impact to the community 

safety. At an individual level, we want to make sure we aren’t asking people to 

put themselves in physically dangerous situations, such as travelling to the 
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university. We also don’t want to be asking people to leave during crisis, and we 

need to be a shelter, as a last resort.” 

• Public University Leader 5 said, “In an institution like ours, we have students 

living on the edge. They are living paycheck to paycheck or dependent in a very 

different kind of way, I think, on the university as a whole. Food services and 

sometimes mental health services and just their lack of financial resources means 

that often times in weather emergency, you don’t know if students are living out 

of their car or whatever those extreme circumstances might be.” 

Regarding question 4, the following comments were given by interviewees from a 

private university: 

• Private University Leader 1 explained, “I system failures are an easy one; 

basically, people can’t do things, and people either can access systems, or they 

can’t communicate, etc. The day-to-day business of teaching is immediately 

disrupted.” 

• Private University Leader 2 stated, “With the pandemic, we didn’t have a past 

occurrence, and we weren’t even quite sure what was coming. We went along, 

as did the whole world. With a natural disaster, we had prior experiences to 

draw from, but not with the pandemic.” 

• Private University Leader 3 replied, “When normal operations have been 

disrupted, where we can’t have class in a building or on campus at all, 

leadership gets involved, and there is likelihood that this will become publicly 

known.” 
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• Private University Leader 4 responded, “When a group of people are being 

negatively impacted, that is a crisis. For example, a suicide problem would be 

a crisis. Another larger perspective is when there is a mechanical failure 

within the dormitories; that too is a crisis for education leaders to get 

involved.” 

• Private University Leader 5 mentioned, “In terms of the pandemic or a 

hurricane, it’s the tyranny of the urgent, and the sense that we have to fix this 

or that now. If the first thing is to get the power back on, then we’ve got to 

start there. It’s all hands-on deck, and we have to start problem solving.”  

In response to question 5, “What institutional weaknesses did these circumstances 

reveal for the university? The following comments were given by interviewees from a 

public university leader: 

• Public University Leader 1 said, “When we had one of our past hurricanes, we 

were flooded substantially around campus. The entire first floor of operations, 

like our police department is on that floor, and it was flooded. This negatively 

impacted our situation, and we’ve had to invest substantial dollars to put in flood 

gates around campus and on the first floor of some key operations.” 

• Private University Leader 2 shared, “First, we have to do a much better job at 

how we are going to be able to communicate effectively with the campus 

community during a crisis. Another big weakness is that the data management 

system. It was located at another campus, and we could not figure out how to get 

it going again.” 
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• Public University Leader 3 replied, “I think it reveals that the university has to be 

prepared. We have to practice issues management in terms of developing best 

practices for a variety of scenarios that we never thought imaginable.” 

• Public University Leader 4 emphasized, “It’s a societal weakness, which is that 

we rely heavily on technology, whether on campus or virtually, whether it’s in an 

online setting or on campus.” 

• Public University Leader 5 said, “the challenge tends to be the decision-making 

tree. Who makes the final decision, whatever that ultimate action is, and I think 

that decision making tree is challenged here by many changes in leadership over 

the last 10 years?” 

In response to question 5, the following comments were given by interviewees 

from private university leadership: 

• Private University Leader 1 stated, “We need to expand communication channels 

beyond the traditional. We still rely very heavily on email, and the public website, 

but quite honestly people don’t know where to go on the public website, and they 

may not see the message.” 

• Private University Leader 2 said, “The natural disaster things are not really a 

weakness, as there is a plan and like I said, it’s been done before, but with 

COVID there was no precedent. The unknown of COVID made us handle it the 

best we could.” 

• Private University Leader 3 shared, “We’ve gotten better at this, but we were 

extraordinarily dependent on centralized decision making. If you didn’t reach the 
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decision maker, decisions didn’t get made. We’ve gotten to the point where it’s 

great to ask this person, but if you can’t reach them, who else is authorized?” 

• Private University Leader 4 mentioned, “The need to be continuously prepared 

and to update your plans as actively as possible, and we have to pre-plan and 

make sure communications is actually working, and that the contact list is up to 

date.” 

• Private University Leader 5 added, “We were under this old model, that you are 

either online or a ground traditional student, and the pandemic blew that up, 

especially for faculty resistant to teaching online or faculty that were less than 

supportive of online education. Suddenly, whether they wanted to or not, they 

could do remote delivery.”  

Regarding question 6, “What knowledge, training, and readiness skills are needed 

 

to combat crises as they occur in your institution?”, the following comments were given  

 

by interviewees from a public university: 

• Public University Leader 1 said, “If you have been through a crisis, you know to 

leverage past experiences and filtering what’s worked well and what hasn’t and 

realizing that. There’s no cookie cutter solution to a crisis situation, but we are 

fortunate to have an incredible emergency management department here.”  

• Public University Leader 2 stated, “We created a checklist of all the things we 

wanted to make sure that we would take care of. Know what your emergency 

evacuation are plans; an evacuation site and knowing your own plans for your 

students and ways that they can inform their parents.”  
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• Public University Leader 3 mentioned, “So in terms of knowledge, I would say, 

know who to contact within the organization structure and its leadership and those 

tasked with responding to these crises is critical.”  

• Public University Leader 4 explained, “For knowledge and training, it is 

something that already exists out there, and it is really understanding the incident 

command system. It is understanding what continuity of operations planning is 

and becoming comfortable working within those systems.” 

• Public University Leader 5 mentioned, “The greatest benefit is really 

understanding various roles and what their roles are within an emergency decision 

making situation. Quite a few of us went through the Federal Emergency 

Management online training program, and it is very detailed. It was useful in 

terms of understanding what other people were working off in terms of 

understanding how to respond when you are actually in the middle of a crisis.” 

Regarding question 6, the following comments were given by interviewees from 

private university leadership: 

• Private University Leader 1 said, “You have your communication plans tailored 

for each individual situation. We kind of already have a playbook of who’s going 

to do what and who do we notify, who our target population is for our 

communication channels. We know who we are going to communicate with 

between ourselves and who is going to do what. The training comes from learning 

from one crisis to another.” 

• Private University Leader 2 shared, “It is important for people to know the chain 

of command like who is it to contact when a crisis occurs and who oversees what 
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area, and each group of the institution should know their role in a crisis, and that 

is important. Everyone also needs to know their responsibilities, and then we need 

training on what to do at that level.” 

•  Private University Leader 3 mentioned, “Understanding standard operating 

procedures is important. There’s plenty of things that can be pre-game so for a 

weather closing, we have a policy about how that works. We’ve preset the 

communication and notification systems, and we know who is allowed to 

authorize all those things. If people that are in the leadership roles haven’t been 

trained that those things exist, and this is how it works, then it won’t work. 

Documentation about all of that is really important.” 

• Private University Leader 4 responded, “The best training was simply to go 

through a crisis and learn. We were really following the playbook, and it worked 

in the long run. My work was heavy IT infrastructure and data, making sure that 

the processes were maintained; so, we did a mock situation, like shut down 

servers and test an environment.” 

• Private University Leader 5 said, “It’s hard to prepare for an unforeseen crisis. 

There are some things we could do, maybe training wise, that would help us 

prepare for a crisis, especially something like we went through with the 

pandemic.” 

Regarding question 7, “What preparation provided for higher education leaders is 

most relevant as they navigate the perplexities associated with crisis affairs?”, the 

following comments were given by interviewees from a public university leader: 
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• Public University Leader 1 said, “For a number of years, we’ve had a very robust 

Emergency Management Team who has really taken the leadership of making 

sure that folk are trained in different levels of state agency [and] interagency 

testing that makes sense for both administration; but also, we have a police 

department on campus, so there are coordinated efforts. The preparation and 

doing it is not just about knowing it, but coordinating the participation of leaders. 

The scheduling of dates and times and making sure that those trainings happen.”  

• Public University Leader 2 shared, “There are lots of national organizations that 

have really learned how to work more effectively with higher education leaders in 

order to try to prepare them at the highest level. We are required to participate in 

various workshops and professional developments that occur within our system 

that really enable us to be stronger in our world, particularly when faced with 

crisis. We have been through training at the university that helps great leaders to 

be better leaders.” 

• Public University Leader 3 mentioned, “Higher educational leadership should 

certainly meet with either crisis communication consultants or conduct tabletop 

drills. A tabletop drill can certainly prepare an organization to handle a crisis, 

particularly a reputational crisis. Leadership going through some scenarios can 

help prepare them to deliver statements to the media and the public, and also it 

creates an awareness of the kinds of things that can happen and will happen with 

an organization in terms of responding to a crisis.” 
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• Public University Leader 4 explained, “For higher education leaders, it becomes 

essential that they have some sort of basic understanding of incident command 

and the managing of very complex critical crisis events.” 

• Public University Leader 5 responded, “We don’t have the depth of staff to have 

the navigation of perplexities, so we have streamlined job descriptions. So, 

sometimes, if you are asking somebody out in dispatch in the police department to 

send messages, you have to make sure they are equipped at a level that they’re 

able to respond quickly and efficiently, and that they know who they need to be in 

contact with immediately; so, it takes a lot of working across departments and 

trusting each other.” 

Regarding question 7, the following comments were given by interviewees 

from private university leadership: 

• Private University Leader 1 said, “Having a lot of communication between the 

management team is good preparation, because it is like having our little 

templates and playbooks but then understanding our communication channel 

and knowing how to use them.” 

• Private University Leader 2 shared, “You have a dedicated team, and each 

knows their responsibility, and they know how to display the information. 

There was a point person for each area that affected the university, and we had 

to know where to go and what to do; and then we met again and shared the 

information and from there we dispensed to everybody.”  

• Private University Leader 3 mentioned, “The most relevant thing is 

understanding the organization’s agreed upon processes, that everybody who 
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is new to an organization should have some familiarity with the standard 

operating procedures for how to deal with an emergency so that in the 

moment, they respond appropriately. I think the safety and security 

professionals have a whole other layer of training and things they must go 

through. When I was in hiring lower education in the K-12 world, all the 

principals got sent to the homeland security training, and they hated it.  They 

had no familiarity with any of the terms; they never used it unless it was their 

most horrible day ever. They weren’t going to reflect on two years ago, when 

I went to that training and [learned] this, now I am supposed to deal with this 

situation in this manner? So, if you were to send them to the training, but 

since they didn’t use it in a practical way all the time, understand that they 

don’t use it. There’s no real value to that in my mind, you know; so, I think 

it’s really the safety professionals in the organization that should get the deep 

training, and everybody else gets trained on what the organization has set up 

as their processes.” 

• Private University Leader 4 explained, “Education leaders gain experience 

literally going through the processes and going through those iterations time 

and time again, whether it’s a weather event or something related to family or 

whatever the case may be. Every time that you run through one of those, you 

learn more; you’re able to refine whether it’s formally or informally the 

process to respond to things.” 

• Private University Leader 5 stated, “Preparation is tricky for a crisis. It was a 

contact I had through an organization that we were both involved with, where 
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we had a class session or two on crisis management and crisis communication, 

and unfortunately, he is no longer with us. Be prepared and just be ready for 

something to happen.” 

For question 8, “Have you had crisis communication training while in the role of 

an education leader, and if so, what did you learn?”, the following comments were given 

by interviewees from public university leadership: 

• Public University Leader 1 said, “Some would say kind of not direct training. 

We do have it for the folks, like I mentioned, that are part of that response 

team. I have not been part of that direct training, but I have had to respond to 

certain situations in the past.” 

• Public University Leader 2 stated, “Yes, I did have crisis communication 

training, and you know at the national level and the state level. And not 

mainly within public higher education, but also within private higher 

education through the Louisiana Association of Independent Colleges and 

Universities. The focus was on effective communication in times of crisis. 

And you know, learning all the tools that you really needed to have in your 

toolkit.” 

• Public University Leader 3 shared, “I’ve undergone some of the FEMA 

training that was an online exercise, and that did prepare me to respond if 

there is a crisis situation. Other trainings have been done on the job, and 

fortunately, we have proposed crisis communication training for some of our 

leadership.” 
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• Public University Leader 4 mentioned, “Yes, I have… It’s very important to 

build your social capital during the good times… creating an atmosphere of 

trust with your community so that when the crisis comes, the community will 

trust you and value you; and they respond to what you’re saying, and they’ll 

be receptive. They will derive comfort from your intervention and presence, 

and they will use you as a resource versus non-validated resources that exist in 

the media.” 

• Public University Leader 5 replied, “Not really beyond the Federal 

Emergency Management programming, and truthfully, the university relations 

team was much more hands-on involved in the crisis communication piece of 

it directly, and they attended conferences and several webinars in terms of 

what’s required by the leadership and how to handle.  

For question 8, the following comments were given by interviewees from private 

university leadership: 

• Private University Leader 1 said, “No, but the school of hard knocks was 911, 

and that’s when I learned a lot just seeing how both my department and the 

school had to deal with. Understanding that communication is so important in 

that experience or to customers under any scenario. Regardless of the 

situation, you have to really tailor the communication to the audience for them 

to understand what you are saying to them… for them to understand what you 

are putting out there for them.” 

• Private University Leader 2 stated, “As a university leader, I have not had any 

crisis communication training or anything like that. As a school principal in 
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the public school system, all school leaders had to have crisis training with the 

police department, the local police department, the local rescue, and they are 

all different first responders. At the university, our police department, and our 

operations manager, I’m positive, they’ve had training of some kind. Now 

there’s something called an incident command person, and I’m sure the 

university has that set up.” 

• Private University Leader 3 shared, “The majority of training I’ve gotten is 

coaching more than training, and nothing formal… and it was in previous 

positions, not at the university level.” 

• Private University Leader 4 mentioned, “I have not had any crisis 

communication training as an education leader, and frankly, as a corporate 

leader as well. I’ve never had any formal crisis communication training.” 

• Private University Leader 5 replied, “You know, I have not had crisis 

communication training directly. As part of a crisis communication in a 

course, and it wasn’t a course on crisis communication; but there was a 

session revolving around that, and we did talk a bit about crisis 

communication. However, we have successfully been able to maintain and 

keep communication channels open during the crises we’ve had, and I think 

that a huge part of it. I think you almost learn by doing, sometimes in these 

types of situations you figure things out.” 

For question 9, “Have you had public relations training while in the role of an 

educational leader, and if so, what did you learn?”, the following comments were given 

by interviewees from public university leadership: 
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• Public University Leader 1 said, “No, I mean not formally, and here, or in any 

role that I’ve had.” 

• Public University Leader 2 stated, “Yes, and it was largely again through 

those associations; I’ll use the communication side of it, and that is to 

communicate regularly, communicate clearly, and communicate through 

various modalities.” 

• Public University Leader 3 mentioned, “I’ve been in PR for much of my 

career, PR/corporate communications; so essentially, I was a mass 

communications major and had my sights set on going into journalism. Much 

of what was learned was on the job.” 

• Public University Leader 4 shared, “I would say in Illinois, yes, in a limited 

capacity. A full-time public relations and communications team that are 

tasked with, amongst other things, overseeing university-wide 

communication, and just its overall impact on the community… When we go 

into a crisis, they leave behind their traditional day-to-day marketing. They 

will draft crisis communications that we’re trying to move out quickly, and 

they’ll provide us with pre-scripted communications that we’re trying to move 

out quickly. They will provide us with pre-scripted communications that we 

can literally push out at the drop of a hat using different platforms.” 

• Public University Leader 5 explained, “I think I have good instincts, and I’ve 

learned a lot over the past 10 years; but I have not honestly had a lot of 

training in that particular area.” 
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For question 9, the following comments were given by interviewees from private 

university leadership: 

• Private University Leader 1 said, “No, I have not. It’s all just at school, and I 

would say the big takeaway is to over communicate instead of under 

communicate. When you do this mass widespread communication, you have 

to be very judicious when you go that route so that you don’t just become 

noise.” 

• Private University Leader 2 stated, “Not at the university, but in the role of a 

principal in a public school system, I did. One of the things I must say about 

public relations training is that there’s normally a contact person that most 

institutions will have.” 

• Private University Leader 3 shared, “Not really, nothing beyond what we 

talked about. I mean, it was more probably about what not to say. Don’t get 

into a fight with a reporter, and don’t volunteer information beyond the 

question that was asked.” 

• Private University Leader 4 emphasized, “I have had no public relations 

training.” 

• Private University Leader 5 explained, “I don’t think I’ve had formal public 

relations training. In my role, I do have a website, and I’ve got a great team to 

manage the website, but we do a lot of communication.” 

For question 10, “How does public relations training change the outcome during 

crisis management situations?”, the following comments were given by interviewees 

from public university leadership: 



107 
 

 
 

• Public University Leader 1 said, “I think you’d probably learn in those 

trainings some of the things the right person would be making a statement 

about on behalf of the organization.” 

• Public University Leader 2 stated, “You know, that effective communication 

piece, I just can’t underscore enough how important it is. And the outcomes of 

it really become relevant and germane.”  

• Public University Leader 3 shared, “It can certainly offer some preparation. I 

think it could provide us with some tools to put into place during a crisis. 

However, I think having your feet on the ground, responding and being able to 

think quickly, and most importantly, collaborate with others, is the ultimate 

training.” 

• Public University Leader 4 mentioned, “Having that training and being able to 

rely on that training and having exercised it by doing those things right, you 

have the ability to communicate quickly.” 

• Public University Leader 5 explained, “I think confidence in the institution 

and in knowing that we have everybody’s best interests at heart.” 

For question 10, the following comments were given by interviewees from private 

university leadership: 

• Private University Leader 1 said, “I think that really understanding and setting 

expectations, and those perceptions are just as important as resolving the 

crisis.” 

• Private University Leader 2 shared, “If there was a script to say, to refer to the 

right person, that really would take off a lot of responsibility and nervousness 
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on my part, and it helps to remain calm and change the outcome during a 

crisis situation.” 

• Private University Leader 3 replied, “Because we’ve had a major incident, 

you actually had someone who’s assigned to do the public relations side of the 

process, so this would never be my protocol for how I’m supposed to run 

something. My job as the incident commander has not been to ever talk to the 

media.” 

• Private University Leader 4 emphasized, “I would assume that any training in 

public relations is going to help better prepare the responder or the person 

that’s doing the communication.” 

• Private University Leader 5 responded, “Obviously, training would help, and I 

mentioned I’ve just kind of the learned by doing. I don’t ever want to not 

communicate well with my team, so that they don’t feel confident in what 

we’re doing and how we’re doing. I want to make sure parents are 

comfortable and confident in our responses.” 

Correlation of Interview Responses to Research Questions 

Through the interview responses, all three of the research questions (RQ) were 

answered. Table 4 reviews which responses correlate to each of the research questions. 

The research questions for this study were as follows: 

RQ1: What occurrences or circumstances are considered crisis in higher 

education? 

RQ2: What strategies, expertise, and capabilities are necessary for higher 

education leaders to handle crises? 
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RQ3: What is the dialogue amongst higher education leadership regarding crisis 

preparation, crisis communication, crisis management, and crisis recovery? 

Table 4 

Correlation of Interview Responses to Research Questions 
 

RQ Participant Responses 

RQ1 • Weather related occurrences such as hurricanes, floods, and freezes are some 

of the examples that were mentioned that impacted campuses.  

• Systems-related crises, such as breakdowns in technology or server failure, 

were also cited.  

• The COVID-19 pandemic was frequently referenced. 

• Reputational crises (damage to institution due to deaths, suicides, or sexual 

harassment in the institution0 were also mentioned. 

RQ2 • The importance of appropriate strategic communication scripts created, 

delivered through the right channels, and disseminated with clarity and 

continuously to stakeholders was emphasized. 

• Playbooks for handling levels and types of crises with updated contact 

information on all leadership and point persons were also mentioned as 

important factors.  

• Leads in each area designated were also referenced.  

• Training and mock trials for spokespersons and front-line leadership were 

cited as important factors. 
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RQ3 • Task force, emergency management offices, and front-line leadership must 

communicate, discuss, and plan for crisis preparation, crisis communication, 

crisis management and crisis recovery. 

 

Similarities Between Responses 

The research study revealed numerous similarities in how the public and private 

university leaders viewed crises and crisis interventions. These similarities are outlined 

below on Table 5 through Table 12: 

Table 5 

 

Similarities for IQ 1 

 

IQ 1 Defining a Crisis 

 

 

 

 

• Natural disasters or human-instigated crisis  

• Anything that affected campus operations and affected students, faculty, staff, 

and other stakeholders to operate classes and the university on a normal basis  

• Reputational crisis – damage to institution due to campus deaths, suicides, or 

sexual harassment at the institution.  

• Systems-focused crisis such as breakdown in technology or server failure 

• Hurricanes, floods, freezes, and the COVID-19 pandemic  

• Anytime a large amount of the constituent base is affected or campus 

operations are jeopardized, this warrants preparation and action.  

• Deaths, suicides, or sexual harassment type situations which can affect the 

reputation of the institution are also crisis situations and need to be handled 

appropriately. 
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Table 6 

Similarities for IQ 4 

IQ 4 Prominent Indicators Prompting Attention of Leadership 

 • Not being able to conduct business operations for any natural disaster or 

human instigated crisis is a prominent indicator that prompted the attention 

of higher education leaders. 

 

Table 7 

 

Similarities for IQ 5 

 

IQ 5 

 

Institutional Weaknesses Revealed 

 

 
• The institution needs to expand communication channels beyond the 

traditional means of communication.  

• Institutional leadership must be prepared to communicate appropriately to 

the stakeholders, public, and the media.  

• Management must develop best practices and practice issues management.  

• The institutions must expand their playbooks for the different types of 

crisis scenarios.  

• Institutional leadership must leverage past experiences, knowing and 

filtering what worked well and what has not. Understanding the response 

for commuter institutions versus institutions with residences is also very 

important. 
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Table 8 

Similarities for IQ 6 

IQ 6 Knowledge, Training, and Readiness Skills Needed to Combat Crises  

 • Knowledge of clear communication plans and leadership roles during a 

crisis or technical system failure 

• Having a playbook or who is doing what and outlines for natural disasters, 

including identified templates and contact information for all leaderships 

as well as designated leads in colleges 

• Crisis training is important and relevant for those who are institution 

decision makers, spokespersons, or in leadership roles in times of crisis. 

 

Table 9 

 

Similarities for IQ 7 

 

IQ 7 

 

Relevant Preparation for Higher Education Leaders 

 

 

 

Most participants share the following essential preparations: 

• Having a trained designated emergency management team, crisis 

intervention team, or crisis task force 

• Having systems in place for sending communication to all stakeholders 

(leaders, public, and the media) 

• Leveraging knowledge of past experiences to prepared for similar crises   

• Having playbooks with current contact information of all points of contact 

available to immediately disseminate crisis information when it occurs 

• Training, planning, preparing, and equipping leadership and others is key  
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Table 10 

 

Similarities for IQ 8 

 

IQ 8 

 

Leadership Crisis Communication Training and 113Was Learned 

 • Most in the public university environment had been through crisis 

communication training. Many of them had also been exposed to several 

crises and life and death crisis situations, during their career. These 

included hurricanes, fires, tornadoes, and other human instigated crisis, and 

most recently, the COVID 19 pandemic.  

• Their learning included the development of systems in place and key staff 

and departments that were trained often and had mock trials of crisis 

management. 

• They had a back-up of their technology systems server out of the state and 

prepared through playbooks overviewing various crisis emergencies. 

• Most in the private school system had not received training at their current 

institution, and some had received crisis training when they were in 

another role at a different job.  

• They had learned during the pandemic to work with their task force, and 

they had people designated to create systems in place and points of 

contact; most of the learning came on the job, through assisting with the 

task force, as needed.  

• All those interviewed acknowledged how important it was to have a 

system in place and to have key personnel prepared as much as possible to 

handle crisis. 
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Table 11 

 

Similarities for IQ 9 

 

IQ 9 

 

Leadership Public Relations Training and 114Was Learned 

 

 
• Many public university leaders had direct or indirect public relations 

training, whether in-person or online; they also observed key people on 

their teams who received the training and learned from them.  

• Many private university leaders and administrators did not have public 

relations training and were learning on the job.  

• Those who received the training saw the important pieces learned for 

communicating with the stakeholders, media, and public.  

• It was mentioned by four of the 10 interviewees that public relations 

training offered them strategic and effective communication skills.  

• They said once something is shared with the stakeholders and public, there 

is no way to take it back; thus, communicating appropriately is key. 
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Table 12 

 

Similarities for IQ 10 

 

IQ 10 

 

How Public Relations Training Changes the Outcome of Crisis 

Management  

 Most participants who have had the training stated: 

• Leaders can use pre-scripted messages, modify communication as needed, 

and move the information quickly during a crisis.  

• Through effective PR training, leaders build their social capital and 

strengthen relationships and trust with stakeholders and community. 

• PR training keeps one’s communication skills sharp and builds leadership 

credibility while fostering connections. 

• PR allows leaders to be effective stewards to the community. 

 

Data From Interviews 

  This chapter provides a comparative interpretation of data from the interviews of 

10 educational leaders at two universities in Southeast Texas, one of which is a public 

university and one of which is a private university. The focus was placed on gathering 

research that related to the three research questions, as well as identifying the similarities 

and differences of the responses between the public university setting versus the private 

university setting leadership.   

Many comments provided by the10 interviewees on crisis communication, public 

relations, definitions, roles, strategies, ethics, activities, and reflections depicted 

similarities between both public and private university leadership methods. Differences 

were evident in the area of needs, training, attributes of educational leaders, and various 

reflections on training and its value. Amongst the participants interviewed, all of them 
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understood crisis and had similar definitions on what they thought was a crisis. Since all 

those who were interviewed have experienced a crisis, they understand the magnitude of 

work it required, during and after a crisis, from leadership and the university. Most 

interviewees in the public sector have had some training or are directly working with a 

department that specifically manages crisis, such as the emergency management 

department within the public university. There is a task force within the private university 

for crisis management, but it recruits faculty and staff from the university that already has 

a workload. The public university employees engage in drills and mock crisis trainings, 

and they have leadership spokespersons that have had national or local crisis 

communication training and public relations training. The leadership in the private 

university has not received formal or online crisis communication or public relations 

training from their current employer, but some have received it in their past jobs. The 

public university leaders understood the public relations training and its necessity for the 

university spokespersons.  

All the interviewees realized that public relations training is valuable, even if they 

personally do not feel as though they will use this training within their professional roles. 

The public university leaders acknowledged the enhancement in communications that 

public relations training would offer to leadership. Many of the interviewees stated that 

with the understanding of public relations, there would be more opportunities to 

appropriately address the stakeholders. They believed that it would allow the organization 

to interact with students, parents, and the community in a much more advantageous 

manner. One of the key areas that educational leaders mentioned was that building 

reputations is a long-term, slow process that requires tremendous effort, and it must be 
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maintained for stakeholder support. Certain departments and people at the universities 

focused predominantly on reputation and issues of image, as it was this area that built 

relationships with stakeholders, the community, and the public. 

An institution’s image must be adapted to what it wants for its stakeholders and 

community-at-large as well as the necessities of the current societal needs and the 

relevant institutions and organizations with which it collaborates. The conventional way 

interviewees perceived value in public relations was through their knowledge of strategic 

communication, effective communication, crisis communication, or their training in the 

principles of public relations. They saw that to become more visible and position 

themselves appropriately with stakeholders and with the media, crisis communication and 

public relations trainings are helpful. The act of thinking or discussing critical 

information before carefully disseminating it to the public is where public relations 

training was relevant to them and could assist leadership. Planning, discussion, reflection 

and communication to stakeholders and the public were mentioned in the interview. 

Public support, public opinion, and trust from stakeholders – both during a crisis and 

afterwards – were mentioned to be very important.   

Summary and Organization of the Study  

As discussed in this chapter, all interviewees had been through a crisis, and they 

came to an understanding of the value of crisis communication knowledge and 

disseminating information to stakeholders though public relations practices and 

awareness. Crisis can bring about intricate issues involving theory and practice. Since 

there are many types of crises and the nuances can be heightened due to lack of 
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knowledge by leadership in the areas of crisis communication and public relations, it can 

become a serious matter of survival and defending legitimacy for an institution.  

Chapter V analyzed what is needed to shed light on the impacts of crisis, as well 

as the current and emerging incidents that can occur with lack of crisis communication 

and public relations comprehension. Through the lens of leadership, this chapter 

explored the disposition and range of understanding of crisis situations and the 

challenges that were faced by two different universities and their systems in place to 

tackle crisis.    

This chapter shared inferences regarding discussions of the interview questions 

that directly relate to the research questions. The impact of crisis is made even more 

visible as it affects many levels of infrastructure and requires a cohesive group of leaders 

to work together for resolving matters. This research brings clarity to the fact that to 

assist leadership in future crisis challenges, there will be a need to explore the concepts 

brought forth in this study. Also, it is important to comprehend the damage to institutions 

where crisis has occurred and the implications faced, due to lack of crisis preparation...  
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CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Summary 

The primary purpose of this study was to understand the essence of 

crisis in higher education, as well as to guide educational leaders on pre-crisis 

strategies and tactics to lessen the damage if a crisis were to occur. A second 

purpose of the study was to find the institutional weaknesses to crisis 

prevention, intervention, and response. A third purpose of this study was to 

explore if a forward focus has been established by the institution for future 

crisis incidents. This study intended to clarify crisis situations in higher 

education, as well as how crisis communication has been implemented with 

higher education leadership. 

This study is significant in that it offers insight regarding the successful 

implementation of crisis recovery, crisis communication, damage repair, 

rebuilding messages, and future focus. Public acceptance of crisis messages and 

the resonation of these messages with the public is crucial (Austin et al., 2014).  

Understanding crisis through the lens of RQ1, “What occurrences and 

circumstances are considered crisis in higher education?” was the initial stage of 

the research. This research question was intended to obtain the thinking, 

mindset, and experience of the leadership interviewed for this study. The second 

step involved understanding what was being done once crisis occurs through 

RQ2, "What strategies, expertise, and capabilities are necessary for higher 

education leaders to handle crisis?” The third component of the research 
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assisted in capturing crucial information that guided on measures being taken 

that worked or needed more work by means of RQ3, “What is the dialogue 

amongst higher education leadership regarding crisis preparation, crisis 

communication, crisis management, and crisis recovery?”  

Through a qualitative research methodology, this study showed that there are 

many types of crises that have serious effect on an institution. Some institutions have 

historical data from which to learn from; in these situations, crises may be handled more 

effectively when they re-occur. Other crises are new and complex, such as the 

implications of the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic crisis was highly problematic at 

an institutional level, and also at a state, national, and global level, as it affected the 

masses. There was no playbook or historical data from which an institution might work, 

particularly because to continue work as usual would mean life and death issues. The 

ability to create a long-term infrastructure that could effectively serve institutional 

stakeholders amidst this crisis was in itself a challenge, not to mention the financial 

challenges.  

 In this last chapter, a summary of the study is presented, along with 

conclusions obtained from the study's findings, and a set of recommendations 

for future consideration in the area of crisis communication and public relations 

training for leadership. The process of how a university handles its crisis 

responses affects the welfare of its current and prospective stakeholders, 

including its reputation amongst the public. In today’s climate of equity, 

inclusiveness, transparency, acceptance of cultural and ethnic backgrounds, 

there is an expectancy from those supporting the institution to be well prepared 
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in the area of managing crisis, specifically when it involves the well-being and 

safety of those it serves and employs. The relationship between RQ1, RQ2, and 

RQ3 and the interviewee responses will be explained in this chapter. In 

addition, recommendations based upon the findings of the data collected will be 

shared. 

Conclusions, RQ 1 

RQ1: What occurrences or circumstances are considered crisis in higher 

education?  

All 10 interviewees understood the various types of crises that had occurred at their 

institution and the need to manage each crisis appropriately. They recognized that there 

were natural disaster crises versus human instigated crises. Mitroff (2005) explains the 

types of crises that can affect outcomes (See Fig. 1). Weather related crises such as 

floods, hurricanes, freezes, etc. were regular occurrences at both institutions, though the 

impacts were different each time. Economic crises could be short-term or long-term, 

depending on the extent of the crisis. Informational and physical crises could damage 

reputation and/or bring systems down for a short while until a new strategy was created. 

A human resources crisis could affect the financial aspect of a workplace if it continued 

for the long-term.  A reputational crisis might require leadership to work with 

stakeholders to understand the full cause of impacts to an institution’s reputation and how 

to resolve negative impacts (Mitroff et al., 2001; Mitroff, 2005; Mitroff, 2006).  
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Figure 1 

Types of Crises - Natural Disasters vs. Human Instigated Crises 

Economic 

 

Informational  

 

 

Physical  

 

 

 

Human Resources  

 

 

 

Reputational  

 

 

Psychopathic Acts 

Strikes, labor unrest, labor shortage, major decline and 

fluctuation in stock prices, and hostile takeovers 

 

Loss of proprietary and confidential information, false 

information, tampering with computer information, and fraud 

 

Loss or breakdown of key equipment and facilities, loss of 

material and supplies, major plant disruptions, explosions, 

and product failures  

 

Loss of key executives and personnel, rise in absenteeism, 

rise in vandalism, workplace violence, and corruption 

 

Slander, gossip, inappropriate jokes, rumors, and damage to 

corporate reputation 

 

Product tampering, kidnapping, holding of hostages, and  

criminal/terrorist/psychopathic acts (Mittroff, 2005). 

 

In some cases, there was historical data to rely upon while navigating crises. Each 

time, leadership tried to make better decisions than when a similar crisis occurred 

previously. However, the COVID-19 pandemic posed a long-term problem, as it brought 

about life and death issues. It also posed a devastating economic and financial challenge 

regarding the possible discontinuation of school and work. Many new constraints and 

issues had to be considered. For example, technology training became a necessity for 

faculty and staff to teach and work online; serious health and safety measures had to be 

established on the campus; and it became necessary to restructure many other systems in 

place, including additional back-up servers to hold increased amounts of online 

information. To keep economical and financial stability, additional manpower and work 

had to be done, and though it was not business as usual, it was still business. Leadership 
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at the decision-making level also mentioned reputational crisis. Damage to the institution 

could harm the institution in more ways than one, and they saw the value of strategic 

communication, in a concise and meaningful way to stakeholders, as well as, if need be, 

to the public and media. Coombs (2012) explained: 

A quick response is an active response because it tries to fill the  

vacuum with facts. A slow response allows others to fill the vacuum  

with speculation and misinformation. But others could be ill-informed  

or could use the opportunity to attack the organization. (p. 162) 

 An important point to remember is that the crisis framework is formed together 

by leadership and stakeholders. “Crisis, then, is not some objective condition or property 

of a system defining the contours for subsequent ideological contestation. Rather, it is 

subjectively perceived and hence brought into existence through narrative and discourse” 

(Hay, 1996, p. 255). Leaders may frame circumstances as crises, but framing relies on 

the assumptions, expectations, and receptivity of other stakeholders within, as well as 

external to, the institution (Ruben & Gigliotti, 2016a, 2016b). It is through 

communication and understanding between leadership and its stakeholders that the crisis 

framework is created.  

Conclusions, RQ 2 

RQ2: What strategies, expertise, and capabilities are necessary for higher 

education leaders to handle crisis?  

Leadership and decision makers at both institutions realized the importance of 

having strategic communication skills in the response to crises. RQ 1 responses led 

directly to RQ 2 understandings. It was clear to all 10 interviewees that appropriate 
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strategic communication scripts should be available; through the right channels, 

information should be disseminated with clarity and continuously to stakeholders, and if 

necessary, to the public. Leadership personnel with expertise to manage crisis and to 

serve as spokespersons to the public on crisis matters is also an important need. 

Playbooks for handling several types of crises that could occur, with updated contact 

information on all leadership and point persons, is valid. Leads in each department should 

be designated in advance.  

“Well-prepared and capable leaders effectively integrate the diverse perspectives 

included in all four frames (design, political, cultural, and human resource development) 

when managing a crisis” (Dubrin, 2013, p. 205). The design framework looks at 

organizations as systems made to achieve goals with an all-embracing focus on 

generating values for stakeholders. The political framework encourages leaders to 

understand the organization’s political landscape demands; this also requires that leaders 

understand sources of power, build a network of allies, and create useful tactics. The 

cultural framework relies on shared values, beliefs, and assumptions that bond people 

together in institutions. The human development framework guides leadership to the 

stakeholders’ side of crisis management. Through this lens, leaders align themselves 

towards evolving their employees’ problem-solving skills, developing the skills 

employees need to cope with change, and encouraging an orientation towards continual 

learning within organizational members (Dubrin, 2013). 

As mentioned earlier in this research study, in reaction to a substantial and rising 

number of crises college and university leaders were experiencing, the American Council 

on Education (ACE) assembled a discussion group with college and university presidents, 
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media experts, and attorneys to explore the topic of Leading in Times of Crises. This 

meeting led to the development of an article (Bataille et al., 2012) and a subsequent book 

(Bataille & Cordova, 2014) on the subject. For many reasons, crisis preparation is a 

priority for college and university leaders, (Bataille et al., 2014). Higher education 

handles crises poorly because of lack of preparation (Coombs et al., 2005; Coombs et al., 

2009; Genshaft, 2014).   

Conclusions, RQ 3 

RQ3: What is the dialogue amongst higher education leadership regarding crisis 

preparation, crisis communication, crisis management, and crisis recovery?  

 The emergency management office at one institution and the task force at another 

worked with front line leadership to communicate, discuss, and plan for crisis 

preparation, crisis communication, crisis management, and crisis recovery. The 

emergency management office at one institute is an entity that focuses solely on the 

emergency management work for the organization. The task force at the other institute is 

comprised of administrators, faculty, and staff that have additional institutional 

obligations beyond serving in this committee, and they are the leads when crisis occurs. 

Much of the work done by the emergency management office included national, state, 

and local training. Much of the work done by the task force was learned on the job and 

from a few individuals who were part of the task force and received training at previous 

jobs or through national training opportunities. The emergency management office at one 

institute recognized the need for crisis communication training and public relations 

training. Their office believed that even the smallest of concerns and situations, though 

not a crisis, needed public relations know-how to communicate appropriately, 
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strategically, and with clarity.  One of the leadership participants at the public university 

mentioned that in crisis mode, even if one is not a spokesperson for the institution, it is 

helpful to have crisis communication and public relations training, so one can be 

proactive in building relationships with stakeholders. The private university interviewees 

were learning on the job, though some had training from previous jobs.  

  The appropriate communication to stakeholders was crucial to leadership. Public 

University Leader 2 shared: 

The key is to ensure that every constituent group, both internal  

And external, was getting the appropriate messages that they needed  

To have, so that they would not be either panicked or they would know  

That the situation is under control. (Personal Interview Response)  

There will be major challenges during a crisis, and perceptions matter; therefore, 

institutions must manage crisis so that it is not further heightened. This involves 

strategically communicating messages in real time, before social media or traditional 

media shows only one side of the story, as it can be taken out of context. Crises require 

immediate attention (Mitroff, 2004). This is another reason why it is important that the 

perceptions of the leadership are jointly constructed and framed with stakeholders, so 

there is trust in leadership, and they rely on the institution for matters relating to the 

situation. Gigliotti (2017) shared that institutions have the ability to purchase software to 

help monitor and manage activity related to social media, which includes Hootsuite, 

Sprout Social, Brandwatch, and NetBase. Gigliotti (2017) emphasized: 

A number of organizations, such as the Council for Advancement  

and Support of Education, Academic Impressions, and the Social  
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Media Strategies Summit, are now offering conferences, webinars,  

and white papers on how best to use and monitor social media for 

 the benefit of higher education. (p. 153) 

Implications 

 The crisis taxonomy offered in the earlier chapters may serve as a guide for 

designing crisis preparation efforts and ensuring that leaders in higher education consider 

the diversity of crisis situations that might impact their institution.   

 This study explored the value of crisis communication and public relations 

training for higher educational leadership. This study also revealed, through the use of 

qualitative interviews of both public and private university leaders, that crises in higher 

education can be a myriad of situations and circumstances. If it is a crisis, these 

experiences may involve natural disasters or human instigated disasters, which include 

everything from floods, tornados, hurricanes, the economy, technology, facilities, human 

resources, pandemics, financial challenges, race relations, and many other situations. 

There are also many elements that heighten crisis levels, including social media and 

traditional media. 

 At the beginning of this research study, a few occurrences that gained public 

attention in higher education institutions were mentioned, including the Virginia Tech 

shooting in 2007, the child sexual abuse scandal with the assistant coach at Penn State in 

2011, the academic-athletic fraud and dishonesty committed at the University of North 

Carolina in Chapel Hill in 2014, the racial tensions at the University of Missouri in 2015, 

the cyberattack at Rutgers University in 2016, the sexual assault allegations at the 

University of Montana in 2012, the $10 billion flood damage at the University of Iowa in 
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2008, and alcohol abuse in excess at Dartmouth College (Gigliotti, 2017). These crises 

shook these institutions, their stakeholders, the public, and the institutions' reputations.  

 The first implication is that leadership must be able to distinguish crisis over 

situations or events, and hence, taking appropriate action when crisis occurs. The second 

implication would be that dialogue amongst higher education leadership, in regards to 

crisis preparation, crisis communication, and crisis recovery, will assist in creating 

systems in place, as a go to, for reacting when crisis occurs.  The third implication is that 

as leadership receives the training necessary, it will broaden their horizons and they will 

be able to manage a spectrum of situations and be a voice for stakeholders. 

          The educational leaders interviewed for this study addressed areas of understanding 

the importance of strategic and effective communication, playbooks, crisis 

communication training, and public relations training, to name a few. Most interviewees 

commented on the benefit and value of receiving formal and informal training in crisis 

communication and public relations training. During the interview, Public University 

Leader 4 emphasized: 

 It’s important to build your social capital during the good times,  

 as creating an atmosphere of trust with your community is necessary.  

 When the time comes where there is a crisis, the community will trust  

you and value you. They will respond to what you're saying.  They will be 

receptive to what you're saying. (Personal Interview Response)   

Developing initiatives, as well as planning and implementing all the necessary training 

for crisis preparation, crisis communication, crisis management, and crisis recovery is 

crucial to put systems in place when crisis occurs. These measures can help ensure that 
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reputations are not threatened, particularly through social media or traditional media. 

Private University Leader 10 shared: 

 I think it would be helpful or beneficial probably for any and  

 every administrator to have some type of crisis preparation and  

 crisis communication training, especially more so today than ever,  

 as social media assists information to travel so fast. (Personal Interview   

  Response)  

Training in the areas of crisis communication and public relations was seen as 

important by all 10 of the interviewees. Public University Leader 1 explained: 

 Sure, I think there’s a lot of value in crisis communication training  

 for administrators. I certainly think it would only add value. There  

 are no one size fits all to the trainings, but I think that there are basic  

 elements of the kinds of things that you need to know and how you  

 should be responding. (Personal Interview Response)  

 Only one of the 10 interviewees believed the training may not be useful for 

them personally, as they are not considered a spokesperson., However, this individual 

acknowledges that it was still important to know the protocol. One interviewee (Private 

University Leader 2) explained: 

 We are not rattled to respond in a crisis situation, if there is a plan  

 and there is training. Even if you're not the public relations voice,  

 you will know how to handle communicating appropriately at all  

 levels, with students, parents, and the community. (Personal Interview 

Response)  
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 Wilcox et al. (2013) commented: 

 Public relations is a process involving numerous subtle and  

 far-reaching aspects beyond media coverage. It includes research  

 and analysis, policy formation, programming, communication,  

 and feedback from numerous publics, for example, employees,  

 consumers, investors-basically any stakeholder is a “public” for  

 an organization. (p. 6)    

 All 10 interviewees believed the ability to have training in crisis communication 

and public relations puts them at an advantage and provides guidance. Public University 

Leader 5 shared: 

 Without training, it is going to get a lot worse if you have to go  

 back and correct yourself; and secondly, once something gets  

 picked up on social media, that’s it. It just balloons, and you  

 know then that you really have very little control over it now. (Personal   

   Interview Response)  

 Harris et al. (2006) maintained: 

 In its market-support function, public relations is used to achieve  

 a number of objectives. The most important of these are to raise  

 awareness, to inform and educate, to gain understanding, to 

 build trust, to make friends, to give people reasons to buy, and 

 finally, to create a climate of consumer acceptance. (p. 167) 

A part of public relations training is media training. Gigliotti (2017) provides 

guidance regarding best practices for communicating with the media and sharing 
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information in a crisis situation, and this includes three principles that are incredibly 

useful. As reiterated by Coombs (2007): be quick, be consistent, and be open.  

 Public University Leader 5 supported this concept by stating: 

 You know you are given a leg up if [you] received public  

 relations training. It can certainly offer some preparation,  

 and I think it could provide us with some tools to put into  

 place during a crisis. Having your feet on the ground, responding  

 and thinking quickly and, most importantly, collaborating with others,  

 is the ultimate training. (Personal Interview Response)  

Recommendations for Future Research 

Future research should examine data from public and private universities in the 

East Coast, Northeast, and West Coast. Each of those regions have had their share of 

crisis, and how leadership responds to crisis and conveys messages with stakeholders, in 

those regions, can further enhance the research of crisis communication and public 

relations training. Future research should also compare crisis communication and public 

relations training in public education sectors and corporate sectors, and how their 

leadership has enhanced communication with stakeholders. This knowledge may 

enhance the philosophy, discovery, and application further, in regards to what is 

provided in this study. Further research should also compare the various types of crises 

and crisis responses as well as the dialogue that leadership has with the following:  

government, business, health and wellness institutions, religious and faith-based 

organizations, and other diverse community organizations. 



132 
 

 
 

Through RQ1, we learned that for leadership to understand what is crisis and to 

accept it as crisis (versus a situation or event), sets a precedence on the urgency and 

presumption on a leader’s duty to its stakeholders and its institution.  More data obtained 

regarding this information will provide insight on the method of conveying messages 

and communicating with students, faculty, staff, donors, boards, supporters, alumni, and 

the community. How the act of transferring of information occurs from leadership to the 

various stakeholders will guide on the comparability of thinking amongst the 

classifications.   

The qualitative research data gathered and analyzed through the interview 

responses point to the need for future studies related to implementing crisis 

communication and public relations training for higher education leaders and 

administrators, at both public and private institutions. The key to the formal and informal 

training in these areas is to advance the knowledge and development of leadership on 

how to strategically communicate with clarity on any crisis matter.  

Due to the recent COVID-19 pandemic, higher education institutions in the 

United States and throughout the world have experienced a common crisis. Through this 

process, an awareness was created regarding the need for better training for crises, 

particularly in light of a pandemic of this magnitude. Keeping business as usual, as much 

as possible, required adjustments, new learnings, consideration of past knowledge on 

crises, and the realization of extreme difficulties for students and the livelihood of many 

faculty and staff. Furthermore, the findings of this research indicate a need for more 

intentional planning and guidance for higher educational leaders in the midst of crises.   

As one Private University Leader 3 mentioned:  
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During a crisis situation, the leader needs to be focused  

on the crisis, and be the communicator to the students,  

faculty, staff and any other community or public entity.  

That leader will have to be completely prepared to speak  

appropriately to the media quickly, and share in a calm  

manner the agenda of the university, during the crisis 

 period. (Personal Interview Response) 

Also, understanding the many types of crises that have occurred in higher 

education from natural disasters, violence, to the pandemic, there is a need for playbooks 

and scripts.  However, the written text, ready and immediately available during a crisis, 

creates restrictions in communication, and as leadership noticed during the COVID 

pandemic, the messages had to be framed and improvised for the crisis.  By guiding 

research in this area, the ability for leadership to be creative and re-arrange original 

scripts and add logic, would offer additional training and the ability to be spontaneous for 

leadership.   

Conclusions 

 There is a need for training higher education leadership in crisis communication 

and public relations to enhance their skills in disseminating appropriately and frequently 

messages to stakeholders. Many stakeholders have a voice in the institutions they 

support, and without transparency and communication from leadership on the issues at 

hand, there could be reputational and /or financial damage. The need to put systems in 

place for crisis matters is crucial so leadership can take immediate action in handling 

affairs to have the least amount of damage done to the institution and its stakeholders. 
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 The findings in this research provide an analysis of information regarding the 

importance of crisis preparation, crisis communication, crisis management, and crisis 

recovery. In a versatile leadership position, further research can show that those that are 

prepared in crisis communication and public relations training would be able to span 

capacity, principles, ethics, standards, expertise, aptitude, and resourcefulness in their 

position, which is major objective in the leadership communication progress.   

Also, understanding the many types of crises that have occurred in higher 

education from natural disasters, violence, to the pandemic, there is a need for playbooks 

and scripts. However, the written text, ready and immediately available during a crisis, 

creates restrictions in communication, and as leadership noticed during the COVID 

pandemic, the messages had to be framed and improvised for the crisis. By guiding 

research in this area, the ability for leadership to be creative and re-arrange original 

scripts and add logic, would offer additional training and the ability to be spontaneous for 

leadership.   

 The added value to the research of the scholarly world includes that this study 

will assist institutions, and not just its leadership, so crisis causes the least amount of 

damage for the institution as a whole. This research should also assist in creating the 

least amount of financial and reputational damage after a crisis for an institution, or 

prevent financial and reputational damage entirely. This research will be of value to even 

public sectors and corporations, who also encounter crisis in their organizations, and 

have similar needs as this study points out. 
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Appendix A 

Interview Protocol 

 

1. How would you define a crisis? 

2. What are circumstances or occurrences considered crisis that have occurred at 

your higher education institution?  

3. What about these circumstance makes it a crisis or something that needs action or 

preparation to handle appropriately?  

4. In regard to how you associate it being a crisis, what were the prominent 

indicators of the situation(s) that prompted the attention of higher leadership? 

5. What institutional weaknesses did this circumstance reveal for the university? 

6. What knowledge, training, and readiness skills are needed to combat crisis as it 

occurs in your institution? 

7. What preparation provided for higher education leaders is most relevant as they 

steer the perplexity associated with crisis affairs? 

8. Have you had crisis communication training while in the role of an educational 

leader, and if yes, what did you learn? 

9. Have you had public relations training while in the role of an educational leader, 

and if so, what did you learn in regard to providing responses to various crisis 

situations? 

10. How does public relations training change the outcome during crisis management 

situations? 

 

 



151 
 

 
 

Appendix B 

HBU IRB Approval 

 

 

 

 



152 
 

 
 

Appendix C 

Study Site Approval 
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Appendix D 

CITI Program Certificate 

 

 

 

 

Verify at www.citiprogram.org/verify/?w6c3e0786-5b68-4f87-9b37-eb7daba58b6e-34949777  
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Appendix E 

Adult Subject Consent Form 

 

Houston Baptist University  

 ADULT SUBJECT CONSENT FORM  

  

 

 Primary Investigator: Dr. Sarah Katie Alaniz 

 

Student Researcher(s): Zeenat Kassam Mitha 

  

Title of Project: Exploring the Value of Public Relations and Crisis Communication 

Training in Higher Education Leaders   

  

I acknowledge that on (date), I was informed by (name) of (institution or department) of a 

project having to do with the following:  

   

I am fully aware of the nature and extent of my participation in this project and the 

possible risks involved or arising from it. I understand that I may withdraw my 

participation in this project at any time without prejudice or penalty of any kind. I hereby 

agree to participate in the project.  

  

Printed name: 

_____________________________________________________________  

  

Signature:_______________________________________________________________

__  

  

Address:________________________________________________________________

__  

  

Date: __________________________  

  

 *Subject should sign two copies of this form. Keep one copy and return the other to the 

investigator.  
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Appendix F 

Email Permission to Cite Work 

 

On Aug 18, 2021, at 8:06 PM, Ralph Gigliotti <gigliotti.ralph@gmail.com> wrote: 

 

Dear Zeenat, 

 

Many thanks for your thoughtful e-mail. I enjoyed reading your research questions and 

interview questions. Your project looks to be extremely interesting and timely.  

 

Absolutely, feel free to cite any of my publications that might be useful as you pursue 

this research project. I'll be very anxious to read your finished dissertation. 

 

All the best in your work at the University of Houston-Downtown. As you may know, 

your former interim president, Antonio Tillis, is now chancellor of Rutgers-Camden.  

 

Sincerely,  

Ralph Gigliotti 

mailto:gigliotti.ralph@gmail.com

