
CIO CRISIS 
COMMUNICATIONS
How to solve your 5 most critical 
challenges during COVID-19



Ensure business

continuity even in 

times of global crisis

What’s going on around the world right now may seem unprecedented, but 

managing crisis is just a fact of doing business, and companies that manage it well 

are able to thrive through the chaos. As technology leaders, CIOs are better equipped 

to plan for business continuity than any other executive role. But, for your plans to 

succeed, they must be clearly understood by every member of your workforce. As 

you implement your crisis communications strategy, ask yourself the following: 

These are questions that keep 

executives up at night during any 

urgent situation; but, when the 

challenge is global, they become 

much more critical. 

We’ve compiled a guide to solving 

them based on answers and 

product usage data sourced from 

our customer community, as well 

as other CIOs and consultancies 

leading crisis response. 
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Can you reach every employee 

on every digital channel—even 

deskless workers on your

front line?

Can you target them with 

the exact, up-to-the-minute 

information they need, and 

make sure they’ve received it?

Can you measure the impact 

your message is having, and 

track the overall effectiveness 

of your crisis initiatives?
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CIOs lead the preparedness measures of 

their companies by adopting technologies 

that make business continuity possible 

during a disaster. They also help integrate 

IT’s crisis management plan with the 

company’s plan and are key members 

of the crisis management team. Most 

importantly, their role is critical to

building employee trust in the

company’s crisis response. 

Inspire confi dence with a
single source of truth

During any crisis, employees need a 

credible source of truth to separate 

facts from rumor, identify priorities, and 

understand what requires their immediate 

action. Companies can create crisis 

committees to deliver this, but those 

committees can’t speak with one voice 

without the right technology. The decisions 

made by the CIO will determine whether 

the organization’s crisis communications 

plan is a success or

a failure. 

Your communications technology should 

allow your company to speak with 

CIOs and IT play a central role in 

any crisis. They’ll be even more 

pivotal in this one. 
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consistency and broadcast the company’s 

message to every digital channel 

employees use, such as SharePoint, Slack, 

Teams, mobile apps, and many others. 

This saves time for both content creators 

and employees while fostering immediate 

alignment company-wide.   

Share how you’ve prepared 

Most companies have crisis management 

and contingency plans in place, but 

time has likely passed since your last 

practice run. Remind employees that your 

organization has prepared for situations like 

this, and share the details of how you’ll use 

technology to maintain business continuity. 

If the current pandemic goes beyond the 

scope of your current crisis management 

plan, there are still things you can do to

increase your preparation right now. 

Inventory your work use cases to determine 

which employee populations need access 

to which systems, identify new security 

needs as employees shift to working from 

home, update access policies, look into 

new technologies, and provide employee 

training as needed. 
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“Our role is to ensure that the 

company has the technology 

for what is really a business 

continuity situation. And we have 

the technology to work, from 

wherever, whenever, however, for 

as short or as long a period of time 

as we need to. And we need to be 

able to do that securely and easily.”

CIO OF $3.5B COMMERCIAL REAL ESTATE FIRM



CHALLENGE 01

Establish a source 
of truth for your 
company
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Employees are overwhelmed with 

communications. The average professional 

receives 120 messages per day via email 

alone, and that’s not counting the ones they 

receive on Slack, Teams, and IM. How do they 

know which messages are the most urgent, 

and which they should focus on first? How do 
you make sure people believe that what you’re 

telling them is true and accurate? 

The 
Problem
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https://hbr.org/2019/01/how-to-spend-way-less-time-on-email-every-day


Set up a workforce communications platform
 

 •  Choose one that gives you a way to integrate all your systems and manage 

all your communications from one place. To create the most effective crisis 

communications, make sure your platform can distribute messaging to all 

your digital channels, and give recipients push notification alerts about urgent 
communications. For example, during COVID-19, things are changing daily if 

not hourly, so you need a way to quickly send out urgent updates and prompt 

your people to review them.

 
Ensure you have centralized publishing
 

 •  This capability helps you keep messaging consistent across all channels, 

to all employees, and among all content creators—and consistency is what 

will foster trust in your company’s message. Your communication platform 

should also have the ability to adjust publishing and editorial permissions for 

different creator groups, e.g., allowing HR to publish their own crisis-related 

announcement if the need arises.   

Create a dedicated crisis communication channel
 

	 •	 	Develop	a	specific	content	stream	for	your	organization’s	crisis	response	
where any employee can get up-to-the-minute information. Your workforce 

communications platform should be able to seamlessly and immediately 

syndicate that information to all your digital channels. 
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CHALLENGE 01

Use expertise you have, but don’t claim expertise 

you don’t have. As the CIO, share your direct 

expertise on technology strategy for handling the 

crisis, but avoid giving firsthand information on 
topics outside your field, e.g. healthcare.

Do’s &
Don’ts
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CHALLENGE 02

Reach every worker, 
everywhere across 
your stack
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Not every employee at your company uses the 

same systems, has the same access privileges, 

or consumes communications in the same 

way. 80% of the global workforce is deskless, 

and many of those workers don’t have email 

addresses, intranet access, or even computer 

access. If these workers aren’t on board with 

your crisis response, it will amplify the business 

and supply chain disruption already being 

caused by COVID-19. 

The 
Problem

https://venturebeat.com/2018/09/08/the-deskless-workforce-a-massive-opportunity-for-entrepreneurs/
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CHALLENGE 02
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Publish once, reach everyone

	 •	 	There’s	no	one	channel	utilized	by	all	users—particularly not the intranet, 

since many employees can’t even access it.  So try to avoid relying on a single 

channel for company communications. 

Instead, make the best use of your existing stack in a crisis by publishing with 

a communications platform that reaches every part of it. The technology 

you choose should be able to reach device-specifi c channels like a mobile 
app and digital signage, but also broadcast information across applications 

such as email, SharePoint, Slack, and Teams. Additional capabilities for global 

companies should include built-in automatic translations.

Create a static knowledge base

 •  Not all of your employees will be able to access your intranet, so it’s not the 

best source for information that’s constantly changing. But it’s a great place 

to create	an	information	hub	for	the	things	that	won’t	change, like how-

to guidance and established safety protocols. Then link back to it with your 

communications platform so as many employees as possible can fi nd it.   



“We originally got a request from American 

Cancer Society leaders to create a space 

on our intranet and on our employee app 

to share coronavirus updates with staff. 

We anticipate having frequent updates 

so maintaining content in two locations 

and keeping it consistent just didn’t make 

sense. That’s where SocialChorus comes in! 

We are now pulling in a news feed on 

our intranet homepage featuring the 

coronavirus channel posts.”

AMY SANDS HADSOCK 

SR DIRECTOR OF NEWS CHANNELS  |  AMERICAN CANCER SOCIETY



CHALLENGE 03

Target the right 
information to the right 
people at the right time
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While some crisis communications are relevant 

to all employees, different populations of 

workers need different informational support—

and they all need it fast. How will you get it 

to them quickly, without alarming those who 

aren’t affected, and without overwhelming 

teams focused on other key IT priorities?
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The 
Problem
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CHALLENGE 03

Partner with communications
 

 •  If your company has a dedicated communications team, they likely have pre-

built lists and the capabilities to quickly build new ones customized to different 

employee groups. Let	communications	personalize	your	content	for	you,	
while you focus your resources on critical priorities like providing greater access 

to work-from-home and self-service technologies. 

Get specific with groups
 

 •  Use group attributes like department, team, and location to target the 

right information to the right people. For example, deskless employees may 

not need information on working from home, but do need to know how to stay 

safe at work. From public health tips to step-by-step protocols, you can give 

them the right knowledge to manage safety during this challenging time. 

 
Improve customer experience
 

 •  Employees who serve your customers need to know exactly what to tell them. 

Have your communications and marketing teams create pre-approved 

scripts	that	are	in	line	with	your	company’s	crisis	messaging. Then use your 

targeting capabilities to get those messages to the workers who need them, 

and set expectations for their performance. The companies that are able to do 

this will deliver the best customer experience in a crisis. 
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After a nearby coronavirus outbreak, 

Herman Miller had to close their New 

York office right away. They needed to 
notify the affected workers immediately 

without alarming the entire company. 

Had IT needed to build the targeted 

list of New York employees, it would 

have been time consuming and taken 

resources away from other key elements 

of their crisis response. Instead, the com-

pany used SocialChorus to instantly build 

a list of every employee with a New York 

mailstop, allowing them to quickly notify 

and support the teams at that location, 

while developing a considered closure 

notice for company-wide distribution.  

Customer
Story



CHALLENGE 04

Ensure understanding, 
alignment, and action
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During a crisis, it’s not enough for your 

message to be received. You need to make sure 

it’s understood and acted on. But, even when 

you reach every channel, some workers will 

remain disengaged—statistics show more than 

60% of employees ignore emails at work. 

How can you ensure full understanding of, and 

alignment around, your critical content?
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The 
Problem

https://www.slicktext.com/blog/2019/06/survey-workplace-communication-statistics/


Mandate acknowledgement of critical messages
 

 •  For your most important messages, delivery is not enough—you need to 

track	confirmation	of	receipt. Creating acknowledegments with incident-

specific language can help ensure content is not just read but understood. For 
example, in the event of an office closure, have recipients acknowledge that 
they’re aware and will remain at home.  

 
Retarget the disengaged
 

	 •	 	Ensure	you’re	able	to	track	acknowledgements	at	the	individual	level. Use 

intelligent automation to send repeat reminders via push and/or email to each 

user who hasn’t responded, and continue sending them until they take action. 

For the most unresponsive, create a separate acknowledgement campaign that 

uses personalization to prompt response. For example, if there is a COVID-19 

outbreak in your area, send a campaign asking users to mark themselves safe 

and well or sick and self-quarantined.
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CHALLENGE 04

Avoid being overly obtrusive or pushy with 

your retargeting. Employees are likely to be 

dealing with crisis-related fallout ranging from 

school closures to learning curve issues, so be 

considerate of that—don’t send hourly reminders 

if daily ones will suffice.  

Do’s &
Don’ts
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CHALLENGE 05

Measure the 
effectiveness of your 
crisis communications
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Tracking the impact of your communications 

across multiple channels and user populations 

can be difficult. According to a survey by 
Hollinger Scott, 41% of companies have no way 

of tracking user activity or how much content 

is viewed on their internal communications 

platforms. So how can you guarantee that your 

crisis communications are consistently effective 

and reaching the right groups? 
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The 
Problem

http://hollingerscott.com/2017/06/06/infographic-survey-internal-communications-remote-workers-2017/


Use technology with robust analytics

 •  A strong communications analytics suite should allow you to measure 

response	to	specifi	c	messages	and	initiatives. You should also be able to sort 

that data by various employee groups, such as offi ce locations, business units, 
and specifi c teams or titles, in order to identify unresponsive populations. 

Optimize based on data insights

	 •	 	Once	you’ve	identifi	ed	disengaged	cohorts,	optimize	your	messaging	style	
to engage them. Personalized retargeting campaigns like the ones mentioned 

on a previous page are a great option, but so are many other avenues of 

engagement—enable comments on your posts, provide a dedicated email for 

questions, and host Q&A sessions to give your people multiple ways to address 

their concerns.
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CHALLENGE 05

In light of the current emergency 

situation, SocialChorus is 

providing customers a dedicated 

COVID-19 dashboard to monitor 

and analyze all of their related 

communications.
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Successful crisis

communications

start with the right 

technology

Whether your company needs to change the way 

it does business, the roles of its workers, or the 

products and services it supplies, you can expect 

change to be constant during the COVID-19 

outbreak or any emergency situation. 

A reliable source of truth will allow your company 

to speak with one voice, quell the concerns of 

employees and customers, and provide the sense 

of stability your organization needs to work through 

this crisis. 

But, to create this source of truth, you need an 

effective communications platform: one that has 

omni-channel reach, saves time with intelligent 

automation, and has real-time analytics to help you 

optimize rapidly. The right technology will not only 

help your company weather the crisis, but build 

employee trust in the organization long-term. 
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SocialChorus is a workforce communications platform 

that enables you to accelerate and accomplish your 

business initiatives by reaching, aligning, and mobilizing 

every worker. 

New Customer? SCHEDULE A DEMO

Talk to your SocialChorus engagement manager today to

learn how we can help you implement a rapid crisis response.

https://www.socialchorus.com/request-a-demo/

