


Inside:

You'll find everything you need to navigate a complex crisis in higher education.
It includes actionable tools and steps that will allow you to stay serene and come
out the other side, unscathed.

The guide includes everything from essential planning materials to real-life university
crisis examples.

@ Be prepared for a future crisis.
@ Protect the organisation and its employees, students/customers.

@ Get back to business as usual, with minimal lasting consequences.

-




Creative Commons Licence

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NoDerivatives 4.0 International Licence. You are free to:

« Share - copy and redistribute the material in any medium or format.
«  Store - save the material for personal or institutional use.

Under the following terms:

« Attribution - You must give appropriate credit, provide a link to the licence, and indicate if changes were made.

« NoDerivatives - If you remix, transform, or build upon the material, you may not distribute the modified material.

« No additional restrictions - You may not apply legal terms or technological measures that legally restrict others
from doing anything the licence permits.

© 2025 Hubbub Labs, S.L.
Carrer de Rocafort 122, E4, 08015, Barcelona, Spain

Disclaimer

This ebook is provided for informational and educational purposes only. The author and publisher make no representations or warranties with
respect to the accuracy, applicability, fitness, or completeness of the contents. They disclaim any liability for errors, omissions, or outcomes
resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

Readers should not rely solely on this ebook for decisions of a legal, financial, or professional nature and are encouraged to seek advice from
qualified professionals where appropriate.

The views and opinions expressed are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the official policy or position of Hubbub Labs, S.L.




What is a crisis?

A crisis impacts your: operations,

A time when a difficult or important "eputation, finances and people.

decision must be made.”

A crisis in numbers

Businesses with 5000+ employees are likely to experience one crisis a year.

What about higher education crises?

In the US, colleges are closing at the rate of approximately one per week, most often
due to financial collapse.

How does this ebook help?

With this ebook, you can:

1. Embed the practices and tools in your overarching crisis strategy.
2. Refer back to it whenever you need.

Research highlights that universities have low preparedness in terms of risk and crisis
management. At the same time, nearly 70% of global higher education institutions say

that reputation management is one of their top challenges during crisis situations.

This ebook helps in both scenarios.


https://www.weforum.org/stories/2019/08/business-leader-corporate-crisis/
https://hechingerreport.org/colleges-are-now-closing-at-a-pace-of-one-a-week-what-happens-to-the-students/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/379804071_Higher_Education_Students%27_Perceptions_of_Risk_and_Crisis_Management_in_Universities
http://linkedin.com/pulse/your-university-prepared-next-crisis-heres-what-youre-firdosh-khan-eybkc
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Who is this guide for?

The ebook is for university administrators and communications and marketing leaders,
who aim to build a solid crisis management team and develop a plan to keep your
university's staff, students and reputation safe.

The moments when you can turn to this ebook are (but are not limited to):

- Academic and administrative crises

« Health emergencies

- Technology and data breaches

« Environmental disasters

- Student protests/unrest

- Safety and security crises

- Immigration policy changes (affecting international students)

What's your objective?

@ To be prepared for a future crisis

To protect your organisation and its employees, students/customers,
and any other stakeholders

@ To get back to business as usual, with minimal lasting consequences

9 Your guide to crisis communication in higher education




" R .

1f you have an
organisation of 5,000
or more people you're
likely to experience

a public relations | |E
crisis every 12 | oy

George Chilton

months.”

Director at
Hubbub Labs
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What are the

levels of crisis?

Real-world
example

A serious, but short-term problem
that affects operations, reputation,
finances and people, but does not
become news.

In 2024, the University of Arizona
implemented a hiring and
compensation freeze, and delayed a
salary increase for staff. This problem
hit Reddit, but the crisis didn't
become news.

A serious problem that affects
operations, reputation, finances and
people. The impact is short to medium
term and becomes local news.

In 2024, University College Cork
recorded a €11.2 million deficit and
was forced to review its capital
projects. It was covered by local news

but was not deemed critical.

A serious problem that affects
operations, reputation, finances and
people, and becomes both local and
national news. The impact is medium to
long term.

In 2024, Grand Canyon University was

accused of misrepresenting the cost

of its doctoral programmes. The crisis

attracted national media and led to
regulatory action.

A serious problem that affects
operations, reputation, finances and
people, and becomes international
news. The impact is severe and has
long-term damage.

In 2019, several universities including
Yale allegedly accepted bribes from

parents to guarantee their children's

admission. The story was reported
in international media, and has had
a lasting impact on the school'’s
reputation.

9 Your guide to crisis communication in higher education



https://www.reddit.com/r/UofArizona/comments/1ap4ceg/when_does_the_hiring_freeze_end/
https://www.corkbeo.ie/news/ucc-records-112m-deficit-forcing-28538669
https://www.corkbeo.ie/news/ucc-records-112m-deficit-forcing-28538669
https://www.highereddive.com/news/grand-canyon-university-fined-37/698393/
https://www.highereddive.com/news/grand-canyon-university-fined-37/698393/
https://www.highereddive.com/news/grand-canyon-university-fined-37/698393/
https://abcnews.go.com/US/defendants-charged-25-million-college-entrance-scam-set/story?id=61910331
https://abcnews.go.com/US/defendants-charged-25-million-college-entrance-scam-set/story?id=61910331
https://abcnews.go.com/US/defendants-charged-25-million-college-entrance-scam-set/story?id=61910331

The cost of not being
crisis-ready

First, let’s deal with the elephant in the room:

what's the risk of not having a well-briefed crisis communications team and action plan?

$240
million

University of Arizona lost
track of more than $240
million through accounting
errors and flawed financial
projections in 2023.

$10.7
million

University of Michigan spent
$10.7 million investigating
allegations into a sports
doctor, providing
counselling to students,
and defending 235 lawsuits.

S1
billion

A sexual abuse scandal
cost the University of
Southern California over
$1billion in settlements
and legal costs.

£790
million

UK universities lost
£790 million in 201920
due to the onset of the
COVIDA9 pandemic.

0 In the United States, 35% of institutions say international applications have
- 35 /() decreased for the 2025/2026 academic year in light of new visa policies under
the Trump administration.

A study of private colleges and universities' responses to the 20072009
financial crisis found that recovery could take two to three years.

9 Your guide to crisis communication in higher education



https://www.insidehighered.com/news/governance/executive-leadership/2023/12/14/big-changes-university-arizonas-financial-oversight
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/governance/executive-leadership/2023/12/14/big-changes-university-arizonas-financial-oversight
https://triblive.com/news/pennsylvania/ten-years-later-sandusky-scandal-at-penn-state-has-opened-the-door-to-others-coming-to-light-experts-say/
https://triblive.com/news/pennsylvania/ten-years-later-sandusky-scandal-at-penn-state-has-opened-the-door-to-others-coming-to-light-experts-say/
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2021-03-25/uscs-1-1-billion-settlements-here-is-who-gets-the-payouts-and-other-details
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2021-03-25/uscs-1-1-billion-settlements-here-is-who-gets-the-payouts-and-other-details
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/sites/default/files/field/downloads/2021-08/uuk_achieving-stability-higher-education-april-2020.pdf
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/sites/default/files/field/downloads/2021-08/uuk_achieving-stability-higher-education-april-2020.pdf
https://iie.widen.net/s/fmbkljktjv/spring2025snapshot_report_2025-07-01
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/316635794_Financial_crisis_management_in_higher_education_Responses_by_20_private_colleges_and_universities_to_the_2007-2009_financial_crisis

‘Ez/ery lz'tzle
thing counts
in acrisis’

Jawaharlal Nehru

First Prime
Minister of India
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@ The case of Columbia University

In 2024, one of the most prestigious universities in the US had a crisis. Initiated by political events,
the crisis culminated in the school President, Minouche Shafik, facing a vote of no confidence.
This is what happened.

RN
'y
o

17 April 2024

Pro-Palestine student protests take place on campus. Tensions rise between
protesters and university security.

18 April 2024

University President, Minouche Shafik, authorises New York Police Department
intervention. More than 100 students are arrested by police in riot gear.

22 April 2024

Shafik publishes a statement about the events on the Columbia website. She
encourages students to ‘take a deep breath, show compassion, and work together'.

29 April 2024

Shafik writes a post underpinning Columbia’s four core values and how
they relate to the ongoing issues on campus.

30 April 2024

Students occupy Hamilton Hall on campus, Shafik authorises
a second NYPD intervention. Around 300 protesters are arrested.

| May 2024

Shafik shares another statement noting that the crisis has ‘pushed the
university to the brink’. She also thanks the NYPD for their support.

2 May 2024
There are calls for a no-confidence vote against President Shafik.

The American Association of University Professors releases a statement
condemning the police intervention decision.

11 May 2024

A formal no-confidence vote process begins against Shafik.

16 May 2024
65% of faculty voted no confidence in President Shafik.

BREAKING NEWS

Columbia University’s

president has r ed

ter months of criticism 14 AllgllSt 2024

JRA Protesy Minouche Shafik shares an announcement that she is stepping down

as President of Columbia University.
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https://president.columbia.edu/news/statement-columbia-university-president-minouche-shafik-4-22
https://president.columbia.edu/news/statement-columbia-university-president-minouche-shafik-4-29
https://president.columbia.edu/news/message-president-minouche-shafik-5-1-24
https://www.aaup.org/news/aaup-president-condemns-student-arrests
https://president.columbia.edu/news/announcement-president-minouche-shafik

From the outside, it appears that:

@ There was no clear, consistent

®

communication strategy during
the unfolding crisis.

There was no meaningful engagement
with protesters before the situation
escalated.

There was seemingly no clear protocol
for handling campus protests.

Decision-making rationale was
not communicated to the student
population.

Shafik's statements were often tone-
deaf, not acknowledging the student
perspective and the gravity of involving
the state police department in
university matters.

®

©

®
®
®

Why was the Columbia
c7isis not handled well?

Columbia failed to get control over the
situation before it garnered international
media attention.

Crisis communications did not
acknowledge Columbia's long history
of student activism.

Top-down comms did not take the
student voice into account, and so felt
out of touch as a result.

Trust was lost early on between
the institution and students.

Trust was later lost between
the institution and faculty.

ﬂ Your guide to crisis communication in‘higher education
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"/_ What were (some of)

N the repercussions?

Eighty students were expelled and some students had their degrees revoked.

Four Columbia staff members were fired.

% uY

In March 2025, the Department of Justice announced the immediate cancellation of
approximately $400 million in federal grants and contracts to Columbia University,
claiming it was ‘due to the school’s continued inaction in the face of persistent
harassment of Jewish students. However, there may be an ulterior political agenda
behind the fine.

a Columbia University was criticised by media, education experts and students
(domestic and international) around the world.

a The protests cost $150 million in NYPD overtime.

The long-term impact?

For any institution, the long-term impacts of a poorly managed crisis can be:

Reduced Lost/lower Fewer applications Damaged branding/
student interest from to work at association with
intake donors the university negative events

00 Read more in our article ‘Three higher education crisis communication examples and
what universities can learn from them'.
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https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2025/7/23/columbia-university-suspends-expels-nearly-80-students-over-gaza-protests
https://www.columbiaspectator.com/news/2025/08/08/fear-and-silence-amid-campus-protests-sympathetic-staff-report-stifled-dissent-university-retaliation-and-painful-exits/#:~:text=In%20total%2C%20at%20least%20four,called%20for%20the%20reinstatement%20of
https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/doj-hhs-ed-and-gsa-announce-initial-cancelation-grants-and-contracts-columbia-university#:~:text=Today%2C%20the%20Department%20of%20Justice,due%20to%20the%20school%27s%20continued
https://www.reuters.com/world/us/white-house-seeks-fines-other-universities-after-columbia-deal-2025-07-25/
https://theintercept.com/2024/05/07/columbia-protest-gaza-nypd-overtime-cost/
https://hubbublabs.com/strategy/3-higher-education-crisis-communication-examples/
https://hubbublabs.com/strategy/3-higher-education-crisis-communication-examples/

‘When your
institution is under
attack, it can be
tempting 1o go into
defensive mode.
Instead, stay open
to criticism and see
if there is anything
that can be
l eqaIne d 2 Maria Di Mario

Head of Editorial
at Hubbub Lalbs
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s 2  Signs things are about

@

to go wrong

Although crises seem to arise from nowhere, there are usually indications that things
are taking a turn. Tune your crisis radar into:

G Increases in online negative mentions or hashtags for your university.

Repeated student complaints about recurring issues
(especially for specific staff members or activities).

High-profile complaints, i.e. complaints that reach
high-level staff or are picked up by media outlets.

Increasing faculty turnover rates.

Jumps in the number of visits to the ‘About us' or ‘Contact
us' pages on your website outside of admissions season.

Reporter(s) showing unusual or sudden interest in your institution.

I: Your guide to crisis communication in higher education




o,

the signs

Tools to monitor

You don't need to rely on manual checks to tell you when a crisis is approaching.
Data and analysis tools can let you know when there's a shift in business-as-usual.

We recommend looking into:

Social listening tools

Brandwatch, Meltwater, Sproutsocial,
Dataminr, YouScan, Talkwater,
Hootsuite Insights, Mention

~

Web monitoring tools

Google Alerts, Visualping,
Onclusive, Remembrapp

Community manager training

Empower community managers
to track complaints and queries
carefully; they should make note of,
and categorise, recurring issues.

Student complaint response

Set up a process for student
complaints. E.g. receive a complaint,
take action, give a response, measure
student satisfaction to the response.

Student comms monitoring

Assign a person in the crisis
response team to keep atop of
student groups, newspapers
and events.

9 Your guide to crisis communication in higher education



1t’s essential your crisis
management team works
as a unified entity.

Any contradictions in
statements, actions or
messaging will be amplified
under the magnifying
glass of media
attention.” Head of Editori

at Hubbub Lalbs
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Effective c7isis

handling in action

What do you do to prepare for, respond to, and review a crisis in higher education?
Take a look at the breakdown below.

Before the crisis

~

N/

Action: Decide what defines the levels of crisis for your institution,
i.e. what would be aninternal, local or international crisis, and what
would be short-term, mid-term or long-term.

Step: Classify levels

Step: Reaffirm your . . L .
university's vision Action: Conduct a.n audit acro§s your Unlve.rsflty platforms, ensuring
and values that your messaging communicates your vision and values.

of the crisis '

-

Step: Appoint a crisis Action: Put together a group of dedicated people who take
communication team responsibility for managing communication around crises.

999

N A N

During a crisis

~

Action: Issue a holding statement - a public-facing document to
\brieﬂy address what's happening while you collect more informationj

Step: Fact check }/Action: Collect information to understand the scope, nature, and \

and forecast \potential impact of the crisis. Use internal and external sources. /

~

Step: Respond
immediately

internally and externally any university initiatives to support the wider community if necessary.

] /Action: Publish consistent and coherent messages across all \

Step: Communicate } /Action: Inform staff and other stakeholders about the crisis. Highlight\

Step: Manage the

narrative platforms. Prioritise talking about the root issue of the crisis

\and the action you're taking. /
After the crisis
Step: Evaluate and Action: Hold a debrief session soon after the crisis to discuss lessons
update learned and what needs to be reviewed.

00 Read more in our article ‘How to build and lead a crisis management team in higher education’.
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https://hubbublabs.com/strategy/how-to-build-and-lead-a-crisis-management-team-in-higher-education/
https://hubbublabs.com/strategy/how-to-build-and-lead-a-crisis-management-team-in-higher-education/

In crisis management,
be quiick with the facts landf
slow with the blame.”
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== Hubbub Labs
=3 ro0lkit

Access your toolkit for use before, during and after a crisis. It comprises two key resources:

G0 Press Release template: an outline to write and publish formal
media communications in a crisis.

GO Crisis Communications framework: a step-by-step process around prepating,
writing, actioning and reviewing internal and external communications in a crisis.

These can help you devise your crisis strategy from day one. Or they can help you develop
and improve an existing strategy.

How to use the
Press Release template

The Press Release template is a clear guide designed to help you communicate your message and
get ahead of any speculation in the press.

Press releases share the bottom line upfront - and are generally informative and formal. They
share information about the crisis situation, what the next steps are, and include quotes from
stakeholders.

Well-written press releases are more likely to be accepted by publications and be shared more
widely for people to read. In a crisis scenario, that means your curated narrative reaches a larger
audience faster.

Your Head of Communications or Public Relations Lead can fill in the relevant information for your
institution and crisis, and then share the document with media, journalists and campus publications.
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https://docs.google.com/document/u/1/d/1GPT3cxM8AfWVlyLS0YelOfPmMx11wxEmgaRYNb-O-xw/copy
https://docs.google.com/document/u/1/d/1GPT3cxM8AfWVlyLS0YelOfPmMx11wxEmgaRYNb-O-xw/copy
https://docs.google.com/document/u/1/d/1RsvVGNpxvWTeAC85LLlCytVJiWz8Qt-MB37h_6cjK7o/copy
https://docs.google.com/document/u/1/d/1RsvVGNpxvWTeAC85LLlCytVJiWz8Qt-MB37h_6cjK7o/copy
https://docs.google.com/document/u/1/d/1GPT3cxM8AfWVlyLS0YelOfPmMx11wxEmgaRYNb-O-xw/copy

Quick press release

wring tips:

For higher education institutions experiencing a crisis, your press release should be written with

the following in mind:

Transparency: Measured: Empathetic: Proactive: Inclusive:

Acknowledge Convey Show Demonstrate Use language

what has
happened

stability
and control

for all types
of readers

genuine
concern

competence
and a plan

Avoid using vague language like ‘'moving forward’ or ‘at this time'. Be specific and rooted in timely
solutions. Also take care not to use minimising language like ‘small matter’ or rare occurrence’ -
people want to know that you take a crisis seriously.

Before, during and after sending your press release

A press release can be a good litmus test for how people are responding to the crisis and what they
want from your university in response. After you distribute the press release, do the following:

Prepare your response to follow-up questions from reporters, staff, students and readers.

Implement metrics to measure sentiment around the press release (online engagement,
in-person surveys).

Keep open channels with stakeholders (donors, board members, community leaders).

Create a review process to note learnings from the press release (e.g. if certain
terminology was not received well).

Remember that the press release(s) you share - especially early on in the crisis - will be the basis for
your communication. Refer back to them for consistency in your messaging and plan of action.
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J How to use the C7isis

— - -
= Communications framework

The @@ Crisis Communications framework breaks down the different stages of managing a
crisis. It's a comprehensive guide to all the considerations and steps you should take before,
during and after a crisis.

The framework should be a living document that crisis management teams and institution
leaders constantly add to, and optimise, based on what's been learned in a crisis.

Each stage of the framework has space for you to add information about your university.

For example, in the ‘planning’ stage, you can specify your purpose and goals. You can also use
the definitions of crisis levels in this section to categorise what types of crises you have dealt
with in the past, as well as define the scale of a crisis that's unfolding in real time.

Other key aspects of the framework allow you to:

a Organise stakeholders according to priority
to know who should be informed first about what.

Assign crisis management team roles and responsibilities
to ensure accountability and workflow in a crisis setting.

to launch your crisis strategy faster and minimise possible damage.

a Define red flags and triggers that signal an impending crisis

Put together a debrief to assess each stage and its outcomes
to update the framework with reliable data and future-proof against other crises.

With the framework, you have a dynamic, chronological timeline that everyone on your crisis
management team can access.
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https://docs.google.com/document/u/1/d/1RsvVGNpxvWTeAC85LLlCytVJiWz8Qt-MB37h_6cjK7o/copy
https://docs.google.com/document/u/1/d/1RsvVGNpxvWTeAC85LLlCytVJiWz8Qt-MB37h_6cjK7o/copy

The most dangerous thing
about a crisis is the silence —
because that'’s where

people fill in the gaps George chiton

Creative Managing

with guesswork.” e

Hubbub Labs
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Hubbub services are
elhino nana .'crises
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Crisis communication services for teams

el |~

Speak clearly. Be heard correctly.

Our comms experts walk your teams through crisis preparation
and activation, tailored specifically to your university's needs.

Strategic messaging

i R1°] say the right thing, every time.

We work with you to keep all your comms consistent and
on-brand with your usual tone and sentiment.

Write words that matter.

We draft, edit and update blogs, social media posts, press releases,
and any internal or external-facing material in a crisis scenario.

Get great guidance.

Our education thought leaders conduct audits of your comms
strategy. We also assist in scaling strategies and run workshops

Services that fit like a glove.

Personalised comms training and content creation services
according to your preferences and objectives.
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https://hubbublabs.com/#contact

