
crisis communication plan for
cooperative organizations
A comprehensive crisis communication plan is paramount for the survival and
continued success of any organization, but it takes on a unique significance
within cooperative structures. A robust crisis communication plan for
cooperative organizations ensures that when unexpected challenges arise, the
unique values, member-centric approach, and democratic principles of
cooperatives are protected and effectively communicated. This article will
delve into the essential components of developing and implementing such a
plan, covering everything from proactive risk assessment and the
establishment of a crisis team to crafting clear messaging and post-crisis
evaluation. We will explore how a well-defined strategy can mitigate
reputational damage, maintain member trust, and guide cooperative
organizations through tumultuous periods with resilience and integrity.
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Understanding Cooperative Communication Needs

Cooperative organizations operate on a foundation of shared ownership,
democratic control, and member benefit. This inherent structure means that
communication during a crisis must be particularly nuanced. Unlike
traditional corporations, cooperatives have a deeply engaged stakeholder
base—their members—who are not just customers but also owners and active
participants. Therefore, a crisis communication plan for cooperative
organizations must prioritize transparency, inclusivity, and responsiveness
to member concerns. Failing to do so can erode the trust that is the very
bedrock of a cooperative.

The essence of cooperative communication lies in its commitment to openness
and mutual respect. When a crisis strikes, whether it's a financial downturn,
a product recall, a governance issue, or a natural disaster impacting
operations, the cooperative’s communication strategy must reflect these core
values. It’s not just about damage control; it’s about reinforcing the
cooperative identity and demonstrating leadership that aligns with member
expectations. This means addressing potential issues not just from a business
perspective, but also from a community and ethical standpoint.

The unique governance structure of cooperatives, often involving boards of



directors elected by members and various member committees, adds another
layer of complexity. Communication channels need to be well-defined to ensure
information flows effectively to and from these different groups. A crisis
can quickly escalate if members feel uninformed, unheard, or misled. A
proactive approach, baked into a comprehensive plan, can transform a
potential disaster into an opportunity to demonstrate the strength and
resilience of the cooperative model.

Key Elements of a Cooperative Crisis
Communication Plan

A robust crisis communication plan for cooperative organizations is not a
one-size-fits-all document. It needs to be tailored to the specific nature,
size, and scope of the cooperative. However, certain core elements are
indispensable for any effective plan. These elements act as the pillars
supporting your communication strategy when the unexpected happens, ensuring
that you’re prepared rather than reactive.

Crisis Team Formation and Responsibilities
At the heart of any effective crisis communication plan is a dedicated crisis
management team. For a cooperative, this team should ideally include
representatives from leadership, operations, member relations,
marketing/communications, and potentially legal counsel. The team's primary
responsibility is to act as the central hub for all crisis-related
information and decision-making. They must be clearly defined roles,
responsibilities, and lines of authority. Who speaks for the cooperative? Who
approves messages? Who monitors media? These questions need clear answers
before a crisis hits.

Risk Assessment and Scenario Planning
Proactive identification of potential crises is a cornerstone of
preparedness. For cooperative organizations, this involves brainstorming a
wide range of scenarios that could impact their operations and reputation.
Think about what could go wrong, from internal issues like a major
operational failure or a significant member dispute, to external threats such
as economic instability, regulatory changes, or even a widespread public
health emergency. Developing specific communication strategies for each
plausible scenario allows the cooperative to have a ready-made framework to
deploy, rather than scrambling to create one under extreme pressure.



Communication Channels and Protocols
Establishing clear communication channels is vital for ensuring messages
reach the right people at the right time. A crisis communication plan for
cooperative organizations must outline how information will be disseminated
to members, employees, the board, the media, and other stakeholders. This
includes identifying primary and backup communication methods, such as email,
website updates, social media, direct mail, and member meetings. Protocols
should detail who is authorized to use each channel and under what
circumstances, ensuring consistency and accuracy in messaging.

Message Development and Approval Process
Crafting clear, concise, and accurate messages is paramount during a crisis.
The plan must include guidelines for developing holding statements, which are
initial responses issued immediately after a crisis breaks. It should also
outline a process for developing more detailed messages that address the
specifics of the situation. Crucially, there needs to be a defined approval
process for all public-facing communications to ensure consistency, accuracy,
and alignment with the cooperative's values. This prevents miscommunication
and ensures that what is released is a unified organizational voice.

Spokesperson Identification and Training
Designating specific individuals as spokespersons is critical for maintaining
control over the narrative. A crisis communication plan for cooperative
organizations should identify primary and backup spokespersons who are
knowledgeable, credible, and trained in media relations and crisis
communication. These individuals should understand the cooperative’s mission
and values and be equipped to communicate with empathy and clarity. Training
should cover how to handle difficult questions, stay on message, and
represent the organization professionally during challenging times.

Monitoring and Evaluation Mechanisms
Once a crisis begins, continuous monitoring of media coverage, social media
conversations, and member feedback is essential. The plan should outline how
this monitoring will be conducted, who is responsible for it, and how the
gathered information will be used to adjust communication strategies.
Furthermore, a post-crisis evaluation phase is critical. This involves
reviewing the effectiveness of the communication plan, identifying lessons
learned, and updating the plan accordingly to improve future preparedness.
This iterative process ensures the plan remains a living document.



Developing Your Cooperative Crisis
Communication Plan

Building an effective crisis communication plan for cooperative organizations
is a strategic process that requires thoughtful planning and stakeholder
engagement. It’s not simply about writing down procedures; it’s about
fostering a culture of preparedness that permeates the entire cooperative.
This development phase is where the blueprint for resilience is drawn.

Step 1: Conduct a Thorough Risk Assessment
Begin by identifying potential threats specific to your cooperative. This
involves looking inward at your operations, governance, and member relations,
as well as outward at market conditions, regulatory environments, and public
perception. Consider a wide spectrum of possibilities, from minor disruptions
to catastrophic events. For a food cooperative, a supply chain failure or a
major foodborne illness outbreak might be high on the list. For a housing
cooperative, a significant infrastructure failure or a contentious governance
dispute could be more pressing. Document these risks and assess their
likelihood and potential impact.

Step 2: Assemble and Empower the Crisis Team
Form a cross-functional crisis communication team. Ideally, this team should
include representation from key departments such as management, member
services, communications, operations, and finance. Assign clear roles and
responsibilities, including a designated spokesperson. Ensure that team
members have the authority to make decisions and that they understand their
duties during an active crisis. Regular team meetings and training sessions
are crucial to keep everyone aligned and prepared.

Step 3: Define Objectives and Target Audiences
What do you aim to achieve with your crisis communication efforts? Objectives
might include maintaining member trust, protecting the cooperative’s
reputation, ensuring operational continuity, or complying with legal and
regulatory requirements. Equally important is identifying all relevant
audiences. This will certainly include your members, but also employees,
board members, suppliers, community partners, and potentially regulatory
bodies and the media. Each audience may require a slightly different approach
and messaging.



Step 4: Develop Pre-Approved Message Templates
Prepare holding statements and message templates for common crisis scenarios
identified during your risk assessment. These templates should be adaptable
but provide a solid foundation for your initial communications. They should
focus on acknowledging the situation, expressing concern, and outlining the
steps being taken to address it. Having these ready can save critical time
when a crisis strikes. Remember to embed the cooperative's core values into
these messages to reinforce your identity.

Step 5: Establish Communication Protocols and Tools
Outline precisely how you will communicate with each target audience during a
crisis. Will you use email blasts to members, dedicated sections on your
website, social media updates, or even emergency hotlines? Identify the
technology and platforms you will rely on and ensure they are robust and
accessible. Define the process for authorizing and disseminating messages,
including who has the final sign-off. This prevents missteps and ensures a
consistent, unified voice.

Step 6: Plan for Post-Crisis Review and Updates
A crisis communication plan is a living document. Include a clear process for
conducting a post-crisis review. This review should analyze what worked well,
what didn't, and what lessons can be learned. Based on this evaluation,
update the plan to incorporate improvements and address any shortcomings.
This commitment to learning and adaptation is essential for maintaining a
truly effective crisis communication strategy.

Implementing and Maintaining Your Plan

Developing a crisis communication plan for cooperative organizations is only
the first step. Effective implementation and ongoing maintenance are crucial
to ensure its relevance and efficacy when the unforeseen occurs. A plan
sitting on a shelf gathering dust is of little value. It needs to be an
active, integrated part of your cooperative's operational framework.

Regular Training and Drills
A well-defined plan is useless if the crisis team and key personnel are not
familiar with it. Conduct regular training sessions to ensure everyone
understands their roles, responsibilities, and the protocols outlined in the
plan. Implement mock crisis drills or tabletop exercises to simulate various
scenarios. These exercises are invaluable for testing the plan's
effectiveness, identifying potential gaps, and building team confidence and



coordination. Practice makes perfect, especially when facing high-stakes
situations.

Testing and Updating Communication Tools
The communication tools and channels you've identified must be tested
regularly. Ensure that your email lists are up-to-date, your website's
emergency notification system functions correctly, and your social media
accounts are managed by trained personnel. Technology evolves, and so should
your communication infrastructure. Schedule periodic reviews to ensure all
systems are operational, secure, and capable of handling the demands of a
crisis. This proactive maintenance prevents technical failures from
exacerbating a crisis.

Building Relationships with Media and Stakeholders
Proactive relationship building can significantly smooth crisis communication
efforts. Develop a strong working relationship with local media outlets and
key community influencers before a crisis strikes. This can foster trust and
a willingness to report accurately and responsibly. Similarly, maintain open
lines of communication with your members and other stakeholders through
regular newsletters, meetings, and feedback mechanisms. A strong pre-existing
relationship makes communication during a crisis more effective and less
confrontational.

Post-Crisis Debriefing and Plan Revision
After any crisis, or even after a significant drill, conduct a thorough
debriefing session with the crisis communication team and relevant
stakeholders. This debrief is your opportunity to analyze what happened, how
the plan was executed, and what could have been done better. Gather feedback
from various perspectives. Based on these insights, make necessary revisions
to the crisis communication plan. This iterative process of evaluation and
refinement is what keeps your plan relevant, practical, and effective for
future challenges.

Integrating with Overall Risk Management
Your crisis communication plan should not exist in a vacuum. It must be
integrated into your cooperative's broader risk management framework. This
means ensuring that communication considerations are part of the initial risk
assessment process for new initiatives and ongoing operations. By embedding
communication preparedness into the fabric of your cooperative’s risk
management, you create a more holistic and resilient organization.



Frequently Asked Questions

Q: What is the primary goal of a crisis
communication plan for cooperative organizations?
A: The primary goal of a crisis communication plan for cooperative
organizations is to protect the cooperative's reputation, maintain member
trust, ensure transparency, and guide effective communication during
emergencies or challenging events, all while upholding the cooperative's core
values and principles.

Q: How does a cooperative crisis communication plan
differ from a for-profit business plan?
A: A cooperative crisis communication plan places a greater emphasis on
member engagement, transparency, and democratic principles. It must account
for the unique stakeholder relationships where members are also owners and
actively involved in governance, necessitating more inclusive and responsive
communication strategies.

Q: Who should be on the crisis communication team
for a cooperative?
A: The crisis communication team for a cooperative should ideally include
representatives from leadership, member relations, communications/marketing,
operations, and legal counsel, with potential inclusion of board members or
their representatives to ensure diverse perspectives and governance
alignment.

Q: How often should a cooperative review and update
its crisis communication plan?
A: A cooperative should review and update its crisis communication plan at
least annually, and also after any significant organizational changes, major
incidents, or post-crisis evaluations to ensure its continued relevance and
effectiveness.

Q: What are the essential components of a crisis
communication plan for a cooperative?
A: The essential components include a formed crisis team with clear
responsibilities, a thorough risk assessment and scenario planning, defined
communication channels and protocols, a message development and approval



process, designated and trained spokespersons, and robust monitoring and
evaluation mechanisms.

Q: How can a cooperative effectively communicate
with its members during a crisis?
A: Cooperatives can effectively communicate with members by utilizing
multiple channels (email, website, social media, direct mail), providing
timely and transparent updates, acknowledging concerns, demonstrating
empathy, and being accessible for questions and feedback, reinforcing the
cooperative's commitment to its membership.

Q: What is a "holding statement" in crisis
communication, and why is it important for
cooperatives?
A: A holding statement is a brief, initial message released shortly after a
crisis breaks. It's important for cooperatives because it acknowledges the
situation, reassures stakeholders that the cooperative is aware and acting,
and buys time to gather more information, preventing speculation and
demonstrating proactive engagement while upholding transparency.
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