
Columbus State University Crisis Communication Plan 
 
Introduction 
 
Crises can happen any time, without warning, obviously. When something does happen, 
that is not the time to figure out how to communicate effectively. It’s most useful to have 
a plan in place ahead of time. 
 
Whenever a crisis arises, there are many issues that will need to be addressed and center 
to most of them is communication. Additionally, the way we communicate to all 
constituents during a crisis could have short and long-term effects on CSU. 
 
The longer a crisis lasts, the more potential effects on public support, employee and 
student morale, enrollment and fund raising. Therefore, it is necessary to handle crises in 
a swift and organized manner. 
 
This plan deals specifically with crisis communication and has been prepared in 
conjunction with the university’s emergency response plans.  
 
Since communication is so vital in any emergency situation, anyone who believes a crisis 
is imminent at CSU is encouraged to contact the Director of Public Relations, the Vice 
President of Student Affairs or University Police. 
 
Preparing to handle a crisis 
 
Through the development of a comprehensive emergency management plan, the CSU 
University Police chief has established an Emergency Operations Team. At CSU, this 
team will also serve as the Crisis Communication Team. The Executive Director of 
Public of Public Relations is responsible – either personally or by delegation – for 
notifying the CSU President and Vice Presidents, and the BOR offices if necessary, of 
any crisis.  
 
Each member of the team should have an up-to-date list of phone, cell phone and e-mail 
addresses for key officials, on campus and off. 
  
Consider where the crisis communication team will meet if a crisis strikes. The 
Emergency Operations Team’s default meeting space is the University Police conference 
room. 
 
If media are on campus covering an ongoing crisis, the university may offer reporters a 
work space or a place where they can attend press briefings or receive updates. The 
Cunningham Center and the Davidson Student Center have large rooms for briefings, 
smaller rooms for meeting and plenty of parking nearby. 
 
Prepare language for a statement ahead of time. Public Relations has language for several 
scenarios already prepared. Additionally, CINS has prepared a couple of different 



“Emergency communication” versions of the CSU home page that can be enacted 
quickly. 
 
 
Compile a Crisis Kit 
 
The crisis kit should contain all of the above items and lists, along with a campus 
directory, local phone book, media lists and phone numbers, paper, pens, maps, CSU 
letterhead (hard copy and electronic), two-way radios and a laptop computer. 
 
Prepare checklists for the university community 
 
Students and faculty from out-of-state may not be familiar with some of the usual crises 
that occur in Georgia. All departments should refer to the multi-colored “Emergency 
Action Plan” to be aware of proper responses to a variety of emergencies. The 
university’s full Emergency Action Plan is online at http://police.colstate.edu/EAP.pdf 
 
Communicate this plan in advance 
 
This plan should be communicated to the media and to the university community before a 
crisis strikes. If the media and the university’s stakeholders know it exists, and 
how/where to refer to it, they will know what to expect from the university when a crisis 
occurs. This will allow the crisis communication process to move more smoothly. More 
importantly, faculty, staff and students should know ahead of time where to go to learn 
what message has been communicated.  
 
This plan should be reviewed frequently with CINS and University Police to ensure 
university officials know of all possible backup methods of communication and the 
locations of all generators in case power goes out.  
 
Identifying a Crisis  
 
Different types of crises call for different responses. It is important to identify a crisis 
while it is still in its early stages. Some may be minor, others severe. The university’s 
response will depend upon the circumstances. 
 
Types of crises: 

• Sudden – An immediate, unforeseen crisis with 
o Massive Lives at Risk/Lost, (examples: plane crash, fire) or  
o Individual Lives at Risk/Lost (examples: murder, mono outbreak)  

 This type of crisis occurs unexpectedly and requires immediate 
action. If lives are at risk, the first action will be to move swiftly to 
save lives and prevent injury. 

• Smoldering – An ongoing, festering crisis that begins small and grows larger as 
more information becomes known. 



 This type of crisis can drag out and result in bad press for weeks, 
months or even years. These crises should be resolved as quickly 
as possible. Officials should try to anticipate future developments 
and mitigate them. (Examples: An NCAA investigation, an 
unsolved sexual assault or other major felony). 

• Bizarre – An unusual, unexpected crisis that does not fit into the above categories. 
 
Handling a Crisis 
 
When crisis strikes, it is essential that the university take immediate action. The key to 
success is to obtain the information, confirm its accuracy, disseminate the information as 
quickly as possible and prepare to address the situation as it unfolds. The following steps 
should be taken as soon as the crisis is identified: 
 

• Gather the facts. If a crisis occurs, university officials must immediately gather all 
available facts. Having accurate information will enable university officials to 
respond to the crisis properly. 

• Convene the crisis communication team. The core team members should 
immediately convene and decide the first course of action. Since this must be 
done swiftly, the core members should take the lead, and then bring in the rest of 
the team if the crisis warrants such action. The default location for the team 
meeting is the University Police meeting room. 

• Decide on a spokesperson. Speaking with one voice and from one page will be 
very important in restoring calm and trying to make sure information isn’t coming 
from different areas. 

• Activate all relevant campus safety plans. The crisis communication team 
members should make sure that all applicable safety plans and safety measures 
are carried out immediately. It’s important to know (and convey) what steps were 
initiated to handle the crisis. 

 Examples include grief counseling, mental health services, support 
groups, memorial services, safety seminars, posters and brochures 
that offer safety tips, hotline numbers that provide information to 
family members, etc.  

• Decide if a command center and/or media center needs to be established. This will 
depend on the type of crisis and anticipated media demands. 

• Prepare a statement and background information. Tailor the standby statement to 
the events that are unfolding, and prepare background information for the media. 
In all documents, stick to the facts and don’t speculate. 

• Meet with city, state officials, if necessary. 
 
Communicating during a crisis: 
 

• Identify key audiences. Determine which of the university’s stakeholders need to 
be informed of the situation, and in what order. Don’t forget trustees, alumni and 
parents. 



• Prepare your spokesperson. The president or the director of public relations will 
likely serve in this role, unless the event is in another area (such as athletics) 
where it would be more appropriate for someone closer to the situation to speak. 
However, if the situation is such that the crisis team is assembled, it’s now a 
“university issue” requiring a “university response.” 

• Give as many answers and direction as you can. Students, faculty, staff and 
friends of the university will want to know what’s going on, what they need to do 
and how they can help. 

• Develop key messages and stay on message, reiterating them at every 
opportunity. 

• Anticipate questions that will be asked by the media and information your 
stakeholders will want to know. 

• Pass along facts only. Don’t speculate. If there is bad news to pass along, do that 
first, so that you try to frame the story yourself and it doesn’t look like anything is 
hidden. 

• Compile a list of questions that still need to be answered. Assign people to find 
answers, as needed. 

• If needed, set up a room for news conferences. Be aware of its surroundings and 
capabilities for parking, electrical needs and space. Make sure the room is a fitting 
environment for the messages to be delivered. 

• Notify internal audiences first.  
o The local media, the CSU home page, the “CSU Announcements” in 

CougarNet and the CougarNet e-mail will all carry any crisis 
communication messages. Additionally, if the event warrants, messages 
will be transmitted via Connect–ED to home phones and cell phones, 
and – once the system is in place – notices will be posted on television 
monitors in all buildings. Additional steps may include a voice mail on 
answering machines in Public Relations and Enrollment Services, the 
establishment of a special recorded line that will show up as the “call 
from” number on the Connect-ED notices, and a special emergency 
Web page that’s main function is to deliver emergency information. 

• Ensure a flow of information – If updated information needs to be passed along, 
continue to use the steps outlined above, especially the CSU Web site. If needed, 
a regular schedule of media briefings should be established. 

• All Public Affairs employees who work with the media should be briefed on the 
situation and informed as to what details they can release. Other university 
employees who answer phones should be informed of where/how to direct media 
calls. Typically, all media calls should go to the spokesperson or to Public 
Relations. 

• Keep track of media calls, requests - The spokesperson should keep a list of all 
the reporters to whom he/she talks. This will enable the university to look for 
news clippings and to later evaluate how the crisis was handled. 

•  Respond to the media quickly and fairly. The media provide a way for the 
university to get its message to the public. The media will also shape public 
opinion about how the university is responding to the crisis. Therefore, it is 



important to cooperate with the media, to be sensitive to media deadlines and to 
provide all reporters with the same information – no exclusive stories. 

• Dispel rumors. During times of crisis, rumors run rampant. If false rumors 
become prevalent, the spokesperson will need to dispel them publicly. When 
discussing students who have been affected by a crisis, check to make sure they 
don’t have Buckley or Directory holds on their personal information. These holds 
may mean we cannot release their personal information, and in some cases, mean 
we cannot even acknowledge that they are CSU students. Also, do not release – or 
even share internally – the names of anyone who is injured or killed until their 
parents/families have been notified. 

• Issue joint press releases with city and state officials, if necessary. When the crisis 
is citywide or statewide, stay in contact with city and state officials, and possibly 
issue joint or complementary press releases with those officials.  

• Do the right thing. Being ethical and doing what right for those involved in a 
crisis will automatically lead to good public relations. Public relations cannot (and 
should not) hide information. 

• Choose words and phrases carefully - Don’t unnecessarily panic constituents by 
being overly dramatic. If possible, use language that will ease the public’s 
concern while still being truthful. 

 
After the crisis 
 
After the crisis is over, evaluate how the university handled it. Knowing what was done 
well and what could have been done better will only help refine the crisis communication 
plan and make it more effective in the future. 
 
The best way to evaluate the university’s dealings with the media is to watch and read 
media coverage of the crisis. Seeing how each of the university’s actions was covered can 
help form future media strategies. 
 
The crisis communication team should convene after the crisis ends to evaluate every 
action taken and the crisis communication plan itself. It is important to learn from 
successes and from mistakes. 







 

  

Area of Interest Contact Person Phone Number 

Accounting Division Jody Davis (706) 653-4087 

Adult Probation Office Sharon Banks  (706) 653-4285 

Affirmative Action Reather Hollowell (706) 653-4017 

Airport Mark Oropeza (706) 324-2449 

Animal Control / Special Enforcement Drale Short (706) 653-4512 

Automotive Shops Chris Brown (706) 653-4170 

Building License  Yvonne Ivey  (706) 653-4092  

Bull Creek Golf Course John Milam (706) 561-1614 

Cemeteries Division Deborah Abraham (706) 653-4579 

Citizens Service Center Liz Turner (706) 653-4029 

City Attorney's Office Clifton Fay (706) 653-4025 

City Manager's Office Isaiah Hugley (706) 653-4029 

Clerk of Council & Council Tiny B. Washington (706) 653-4013 

Collections Allen Young (706) 653-4100 

Columbus Convention & Visitors Bureau Peter Bowden (706) 322-1613 

Community Reinvestment Joe Riddle (706) 653-4613 

Civil War Naval Museum Bruce Smith (706) 327-9798 

Convention & Trade Center Larry Campbell (706) 327-4522 

Cooperative Extension Service Joanne Cavis (706) 653-4200 

Coroner's Office Bill Thrower (706) 653-3260 

Court Reporters 

Followill - Russell Anderson 
Smith - Irene Conner 
Allen - Bobby Russell 

Pullen - Janice Hundley 
Johnston - Sharon Dilleshaw 

Jordan - Kathy Bostic 
Peters - Tem Judice 

(706) 653-4277 
(706) 653-4277 
(706) 653-4277 
(706) 225-3307 
(706) 653-4280 
(706) 653-4277 
(706) 653-4266 

Crime Stoppers Line Warren Dunlap (706) 653-3173 
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Deputy City Manager David Arrington (706) 225-4206 

Deputy City Manager Lisa Goodwin (706) 653-4029 

District Attorney's Office Julia Fessenden Slater (706) 653-4336 

Elections & Registrations Nancy Boren (706) 653-4392 

Emergency Management Riley Land (706) 653-3267 

Engineering Donna Newman (706) 653-4441 

Facilities Maintenance Jerry Chandler (706) 653-4079 

Finance Pamela Hodge (706) 653-4087 

Financial Planning Division Britt Hayes  (706) 653-4087 

Fire Department Jeff Meyer (706) 653-3500 

Government Access Channel Michael King (706) 225-3298 

Heavy Equipment David Pate (706) 653-4159 

Human Resources Tom Barron (706) 653-4059 

Information Technology Charles Tate (706) 653-4045 

Inspections & Code Enforcement Bill Duck (706) 653-4126 

Internal Auditor John Redmond  (706) 225-3110 

Investment Management Denise Baxter (706) 653-4100 

Jury Pool Instruction   (706) 653-4312 

Jury Manager Marsha Coram (706) 653-4310 

Juvenile Court Judge Aaron Cohn (706) 653-4290 

Keep Columbus Beautiful Commission Gloria Weston-Smart (706) 653-4008 

Law Library Carol Wade (706) 653-4010 

Magistrate Court (Small Claims) Judge Stephen Hyles (706) 653-4390 

Mail Room Verlinda Chaney (706) 653-4071 

Management Research & Analysis   (706) 653-4019 

Marshal's Office Greg Countryman (706) 653-4385 

Mayor's Committee for Persons with 
Disabilities Anita Newson (706) 225-3632 

Mayor's Office Mayor Jim Wetherington (706) 653-4712 

METRA Transit Saundra Hunter (706) 653-4409 

Municipal Court Judge Stephen Hyles (706) 653-4390 

Muscogee County Jail Dane Collins (706) 653-4258 

Muscogee County Prison Bill Adamson (706) 561-3220 

Occupation Tax (Business License) Yvonne Ivey (706) 653-4092 
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Oxbow Creek Golf Course John Milam (706) 689-9977 

Parks & Recreation Tony Adams (706) 653-4176 

Planning Division / Zoning Division Rick Jones (706) 653-4421 

Police Department Ricky Boren (706) 653-3100 

Printing Division Parish Green (706) 653-4068 

Probate Court Judge Julia W. Lumpkin (706) 653-4331 

Public Defender's Office Robert Wadkins (706) 653-4301 

Public Services Gary Stickles (706) 653-4160 

Purchasing Division Andrea McCorvey (706) 653-4105 

Real Estate   (706) 653-4613 

Recorder's Court Donna Tompkins (706) 653-4256 

Records / Storage Vickie Armstrong (706) 653-4035 

Refuse Collection / Waste Management Les T. Moore (706) 653-4160 

Revenue Division   (706) 653-4100 

Right of Way Acquisition Division Felton Grant (706) 653-4421 

Risk Management   (706) 653-4039 

State Court Judge Andy Prather (706) 653-4318 

State Court Judge Maureen Gottfried (706) 653-4322 

Superior Court Judge Kenneth Followill (706) 653-4270 

Superior Court Clerk Linda Pierce (706) 653-4351 

Superior Court Judge Bill Smith (706) 653-4265 

Superior Court Judge Douglas C. Pullen (706) 653-4273 

Superior Court Judge Robert Johnston III (706) 653-4281 

Superior Court Judge John D. Allen (706) 653-4277 

Superior Court Judge Frank J. Jordan, Jr. (706) 653-4667 

Superior Court Judge Bobby G. Peters (706) 653-4266 

Superior Court Judge Gil McBride (706) 225-4275 

Columbus Police Department Support Services Major Stan Swiney (706) 653-3202 

Tax Assessors Betty Middleton (706) 653-4398 

Tax Commissioner Lula Huff (706) 653-4211 

Tag Office Barbara Crowell (706) 653-4208 

Victim / Witness   (706) 653-4426 

WIA Howard Pendleton (706) 653-4529 

Youth Detention Center Earnest Baulkmon (706) 568-2498  
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