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The following pages outline important steps to consider when dealing with the news media during a 
crisis in a parish and to assist in the development of a crisis management plan for any community to 
manage and respond to the unexpected. (Please note wherever Metropolis or Metropolitan is used in this 
document, for parishes located in the Direct Archdiocesan District it means the appropriate office and/or 
hierarch in the DAD.) 

 
Further, while this document focuses on parishes, the Communications Committee also recommends that 
each Metropolis needs to have a similar plan in place, as should the Archdiocese.  
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Introduction 
It is an unfortunate reality in the present day that our parishes will face moments of crisis.  Though the nature   of  
the  crisis, the  scope, severity  and  ultimate response  are  specific  to  the  event  and  its circumstances, there  are 
common  elements  that  can be extrapolated to  form  the  basis of a parish's crisis management  plan. 
 
Communities across the country have been and will continue to be affected by different types of crises. It is the 
intent of this paper to guide parishes and metropolises in their own development of crisis management plans. Much 
of the document relates to dealing with news media, but other aspects are covered as well.  
 
 
Have a Plan  
Metropolises and parishes should have a crisis management plan.  Without pre-thought and planning for the steps 
than need to be taken when a crisis affects them, they may find themselves confused and panicked.   
 
It is important to have a prepared plan established that is ready to be executed when needed.  The plan should 
include key elements that are outlined in this document and it should be reviewed periodically so that it remains up 
to date. 
 
For parishes, the plan should be written and reviewed by the Parish Council, and the Priest of the community plus 
the Metropolitan and/or his designees. It is also beneficial to have input from the legal counsel of both the 
parish and Metropolis, as the plan is being developed. The final plan should be approved by the 
Metropolitan.  
 
Specific members of the parish must be familiar with the plan. These individuals should at a minimum include the 
priest, office staff and officers of the Parish Council. 
 
 
Identify Individuals for Key Roles 
It is important that individuals are identified with  specific expertise and experience to fill key roles and that  a 
database  of  their  contact  information created  and  maintained   with  the  plan.    It would be preferable that 
these individuals are members of the parish.  These individuals should include expertise in the following areas: 
 

• Public Relations/ Media 
• Official Spokespeople – should include priest and one other person, plus the 

Metropolis Chancellor as necessary. 
• Clinically Licensed Psychologists (Adult and Children) 
• Social Workers 
• Legal Counsel 

 
In addition, the database should also contain contact information on resources available both at the Metropolis and 
the Archdiocese. This should include the Metropolis and Archdiocese Chancellors and the Archdiocesan 
Hotline Contacts.  
 
Equally important is that any contact information also contain after hours contact information, since more often 
than not, contact must be maintained outside of normal business hours. 
 
Public  Relations - Media 
 
Written Statements Only 
The media, depending on the type of crisis, can be relentless. They will use any means at their disposal to gather 
information, get on-camera interviews or live statements from parish officials and parishioners.    It is very 
important, especially very early on, to limit any and all statements to written form only, which have been 
approved by legal counsel and the Metropolis. Telephone or on camera interviews should be avoided when 
possible. 
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No Comment Is Not the Best Response 
Members of  the  media  are very  skilled  at  trying  to  solicit  comments  from  parishioners  or  church 
"officials", often trying to bait the target with side comments or questions in attempt to get a response. All of 
these attempts should be met with a very firm, but respectful statement asking the media to speak with the 
official spokesperson.  One suggested comment is, “We will provide a written statement and refer you 
to that… we have no other comment at this time.” or another is “Because this matter is under 
investigation, it would be inappropriate for me to discuss it.”  
 
Refer Clergy Questions to the Metropolis and Archdiocese 
Requests  for  information or  comments  surrounding  clergy  involvement  in  any  scandal should  be referred  
to either the Metropolis or to the office of the Archdiocesan chancellor. No one in the  parish  should  make  any  
comment   or  provide  any  information regarding  the  clergy  in  these situations. 
 
Official Parish Spokesperson 
It is imperative to engage the individual or parishioner identified with PR/Media expertise before at the first 
indication of a crisis.   This person must have professional training before the need should arise. They should know 
the ways that the media works.   
 
Selection of this individual is critical.  They must present a level of sincerity and confidence. They should be the 
only official spokesperson for the community and if  on camera interviews  or comments  are unavoidable, this 
individual should be the  only one who should grant or authorize an interview request. While written statements 
are good, a well-trained spokesperson with specific talking points can be valuable in showing transparency and 
openness rather than the “no comment” guilty look.  Ideally, since there are varying forms of crises two 
spokespeople can be identified – the priest and one other, but the priest likewise must have training. In addition, the 
Metropolis spokesperson should be brought in as necessary. 
 
Contact Information Database 
A database of media  contact  information should  be  created  and  maintained as part  of  the  crisis management 
plan. This should contain news room phone numbers, fax numbers, broadcast/publishing deadlines and most 
importantly, email addresses. It would be good to also have specific reporter names and contact information as 
well.  All written statements can be quickly sent and received through email.  
 
Like other database information in the plan, this should also be periodically reviewed and kept up to date. 
 
Though each crisis is different, it would be advisable to have prepared outlines of statements ready to go as part 
of the management plan.  These would contain  specific types of verbiage, statements  and phrases  that   have  been  
through  legal  counsel  and  appropriate  church   officials   in  the Archdiocese/ Metropolis and serve as 
"building blocks" for preparing statements.   This would make the ability to write and distribute   written press 
statements very efficient   without having to wait for approval.  The key here is to always be cognizant of the news 
broadcast times and to make sure to have the statement out in time for television broadcast deadlines.   Attempting 
to write a statement “by committee" during a crisis is very difficult, time consuming and inefficient. In 
addition, statements need to be concise and offer little details other than recognition of the problem and that 
appropriate actions are being taken. Again, review by the Metropolis is necessary. 
Use Email for Statements 
The advantage of email in the distribution of any statement cannot be overemphasized.  Given the technology 
available, it is possible to get a statement into the hands of a reporter who is doing a live broadcast across the street 
from the parish within minutes of sending it so he/she can read it while on air. At the same time, remember that 
any emails, voicemails, texts, letters, and other communications used during and about the crisis can and 
most likely will become available during discovery if legal action is undertaken. 
 
Use Parish Social Media With Thought and Care 
The media will use any means at their disposal to get information from the parish.   It is vital that any social media  
or  websites  that   a  parish  maintains  be  immediately   reviewed and if needed, edited.  
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Social Media may be used successfully for posting official information for media and also for parishioners.  Some 
media can get parishioner phone numbers from the online bulletin and call the parishioners at home to seek 
comment.   In addition, the media will use any and all photos that and include them for broadcasts and in print   
 
Monitor Media Reporting 
It is also important to be vigilant in the days and weeks following the crisis to monitor various websites, blogs, 
forums and other online sources for comments being made about the situation in the parish.  This provides the 
opportunity to stay informed about  how  the  news is spreading and to  take  whatever corrective  action needed, 
if any of the information published by these sites is inaccurate. Be the voice of truth and facts. 
 
Media Access 
The media hurricane that can affect your church is incredible. Depending on the type of crisis, news crews will 
encircled your property with live remotes and with attempts to gain access to the property for comment from 
office staff and parish council members.  The church property and parking lot are private property, so even though 
they may attempt to bring in cameras to stop parishioners with on camera statements, a simple, but firm reminder to 
them that they were not allowed  onto  the property  is the best way to respond. That may, however, not prevent   
them from setting up on the sidewalks outside of the property. 
 
Welcome All to Worship Services 
Less clear, however, is access to the church during any services that are held during the  crisis. Each  
parish will need to weigh how to handle this situation, either allowing or not allowing non-members to the 
church for worship during the service.  You may also choose to allow people, but not cameras.  Please remember 
that phones are also used for videotaping and broadcasting. Other options are to have Parish Council members 
approach those that you can identify as media as they entered  to let them know  that  though they were welcome  
to worship  with  you, they needed to respect the  sanctity of the worship service and to respect their fellow  
worshippers.  No interviews or attempts to interview would be permitted and if they violate this, you can ask 
them to leave. Further, parishes should post signs at the entrance, as some already do, along the lines of “Mobile 
phones, cameras, recording equipment, and video are not permitted to be used in the church without specific prior 
permission of the parish priest.” The text should be uniform and it is suggested it be developed by the Metropolis or 
Archdiocese.  
 
Planned Events - Meetings 
Depending on the severity of the crisis, you may also want to cancel events or meetings at the church for safety of 
parishioners if media is present, but also to allow yourselves time to review and implement your plan. However, 
parish life needs to continue. Drastically hunkering down creates a negative atmosphere for parishioners.  
Crisis Management Center 
To the extent practical, keep the parish office open. You should also make a determination on who should answer 
the telephones. You may want to establish a crisis management center in the church office staffed by Parish Council 
members where they could better direct the crisis response.   
 
In the office you must have access to the internet to monitor the story and to draft statements etc. A television and 
radio can also help with monitoring the situation.  In fact, by doing this you can correct misinformation that you 
may hear. As noted above, be the voice of truth and facts.  
 
Informing Parishioners 
Throughout the crisis, you will receive phone calls  and  emails  from  parishioners wanting to learn the truth and 
asking to help.  It is important that parishioners be given truthful information, while refraining from any  
speculation or conjecture, keeping in mind that any information shared with parishioners is likely to end up in 
the hands of the media When you don’t know or aren’t sure, be honest.  If it is confidential let them know that you 
cannot answer without violating privacy and/or legal concerns.  
 
The key in all of this is to simply offer  reassurance to the parish family that  you are handling  the crisis and that  
you are in constant  contact  with  both  the  Metropolis and Archdiocese. 
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Ministering to the Parish 
 
Recognize Emotions and Concerns in Parish 
The trauma and pain caused by any crisis in a parish is acute and can be long-lasting.  How you react to the crisis 
can make a positive difference to recovery and growth. 
 
Professional Help 
If necessary, you may want to reach out to clinical psychologists in the area, but preferably not member of  
the parish. You may want to offer a list of resources for those who need the help.   
 
Encourage Discussion 
You may want to establish group sessions with the children and adults separately.   
 
Support from Metropolis 
At some point, you may also want to schedule a visit for the Metropolitan to bring calm to the community.  
 
Make Them Feel Safe 
Depending of the severity of the crisis, extra security may need to be obtained.  This may be done not only to deal 
with  any media that  tried  to force their  way onto the  property, but  to  prevent  any further disruption of the  
worship  service  by any group.     
 
 
Law Enforcement - Public Authorities 
 
Cooperate with Professional and Government Agencies 
A crisis management plan should also have contact information for law enforcement, county and city 
prosecutors and any task force.   Reaching out to these agencies and staying in touch with them during the  crisis 
is important. Any information that  might  be learned  from  parishioners, any  evidence  that might  be found  
within the parish by parishioners  should be immediately turned over to them  without delay, but only with 
prior legal counsel review and approval.   Cooperation with authorities is vital. 
 
Protect the Evidence 
In the case where evidence may need to be gathered, make sure to take care of areas that could be tampered with 
and secure them.  
 
 
Concluding Remarks 
This document is not meant to answer all questions in the event of a crisis within your parish.  It is meant to be 
used as a guide and offer loving assistance in development of your own specific plan, to be used in time of need.  
 


