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E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A RY  

In this paper I plan to outline an argument for utilizing deep work in the world of crisis 
communications. Crisis communications is a fast-paced industry but requires attention to 
detail and strategic creativity. As society becomes riddled with distractions from technology 
and open workspaces, it is becoming increasingly important to incorporate deep work into 
your lifestyle.  

As a public relations professional, deep work can help foster well-thought-out strategy as 
well as growing a longer attention span that will aid you in dealing with stressful situations. 
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T H E  P R O B L E M   

Crisis communications is a vital part of Public Relations. Without the team behind any crisis 
response, a company is at risk of failure. Preparation through focused research is key. 
Whether you are working for a PR firm or a singular company, extensive knowledge of the 
history of your client or company is the first step to a great crisis communication plan.  

In today’s society we face many distractions in the workplace. Instant messages, emails, 
social media, and open workspaces often hinder the productivity of today’s professionals. In 
an industry where it is crucial that you are focused at all times to able to maintain the 
reputation of the company, it is important that we break away from these distractions in 
order to create our best work.  
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D E F I N I N G  A  C R I S I S  

A crisis, defined by The Institute for Public 
Relations, is “a significant threat to operations 
that can have negative consequences if not 
handled properly” (2007). There are three 
primary characteristics that make up a crisis.  

Surprise 

A crisis is a situation that you could not have 
really predicted. These are things like mass 
shootings, hackings, or natural disasters. This element is important because crisis are things 
that could have prevented, but are not likely to occur. For example, Walmart’s current crisis 
is the multiple shootings that have occurred in multiple locations. This isn’t an unheard of 
circumstance, but the store was not expecting someone to walk in and draw their weapon. 

Threat  

A crisis poses a real threat to the future of the company. A crisis can shake even the 
strongest organizations to its core. Uber, the popular ride-sharing app, is currently going 
through multiple situations that are threatening their company. They have had many sexual 
assault reports as well as reports of sexism in the workplace. These instances have affected 
their reputation greatly and have driven users to switch to competitors such as Lyft. 

Short Response Time 

A crisis requires a short response time, even if not a lot of information is available, the 
public wants to know what information you do have and they want to be able to have their 
questions answered. The key to communication is for it to be early and often. You need to 
be the one to break any news and to bring updates regularly. 

A crisis is not equal to a risk. A risk for a company is naturally occurring and also has many 
levels. A crisis is often something that can be avoided, and it is the job often of the Public 
Relations team to be well-versed in identifying possible crisis before they happen.  

 

“ I T  TA K E S  2 0  Y E A R S  
T O  B U I L D  A  
R E P U TAT I O N  A N D  
F I V E  M I N U T E S  T O  
R U I N  I T .  I F  YO U  
T H I N K  A B O U T  T H AT ,  
YO U ’ L L  D O  T H I N G S  
D I F F E R E N T LY ”  
- WA R R E N  B U F F E T
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P R E PA R E  YO U R S E L F   

How can you be prepared as a crisis manager or member of your PR team? DEEP WORK! It 
better prepares you for managing stressful situations by training your mind to work deeper 
and for longer. 

What is deep work?  

In Cal Newport’s book entitled Deep Work, he defines deep work as “professional activities 
performed in a state of distraction-free concentration that push your cognitive capabilities to 
their limit. These efforts create new value, improve your skill, and are hard to 
replicate” (Newport, 3). 

Best Practices for Deep Work  

Commit to Deep Work – And Stick with It  

The most difficult part of anything is starting the process and sticking with it. Once you 
commit to deep work, it is important to stick with it. Like exercise or eating healthy, it takes 
practice and time to get better at deep work. If you gain trust in yourself, it will be much 
easier to succeed. You can build trust within yourself by following through with working at 
your goals.  

Get Offline  

One of the most important practices of deep work involves getting offline. This includes 
social media, emails and text messages. As a professional in the public relations industry, it 
is hard to be able to completely cut out these things because of the nature of our work. 
Instead of steering clear of it completely, you should schedule times where you can check 
your notifications for 15 minutes before going back to deep work.  

Follow a Set Schedule  

This includes distractions! By setting this schedule, you allow your mind to get in the habit 
of doing deep work. This also takes away the question of when you are going to be 
participating in deep work. Like Newport points out, many people like to begin their days 
with deep work. It can also differ depending on your skill level. If you are new to deep work, 
you can typically work for about an hour before a break, but others who are more 
experienced can go for longer.  
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Eat the Frog  

Avoid shallow work. Many of us want to 
feel productive but do not want to commit 
to deep, focused work. In order to check 
things off our list, we make phone calls, 
answer emails, and attend meetings. This 
may make you feel productive and even 
make you appear productive to your 
supervisor, but this is not productivity. In 
order to learn and grow, you must partake 
in deep work. By sitting down and 
completing the harder, more time 
consuming tasks such as creative strategy 
or research, you will be able to produce 
work at a higher value and in less time.  

Know When to Shutdown  

It is important to put a cap on your deep 
work. There should be a part of your day 
when you walk away from your work and 
“shutdown”. By creating a set time to 
begin your shutdown, it makes you 
appreciate it more and spend it wisely.  
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W H Y  D E E P  W O R K ?   

With the increasing world of distractions, mostly at the hands of technology, many people 
have lost their ability to focus. Deep work will allow you to get ahead of the competition, as 
well as increasing your client’s confidence in you and your team. In a world as fast-paced as 
PR, it is especially important to stay ahead of the curve.  

With deep work, your team can be productive and proactive. Whether it be delving deeper 
into the history of your client, staying knowledgeable about current issues, or strategizing 
new and creative possible solutions, you can better perform by doing deep work.  

How does deep work improve your ability to do your job?  

Deep Work is Valuable  

This work will be high in quality. The effort you put in will show in the finished product. It 
is also so important to train your mind be able to focus for long periods of time. You are 
always competing against every person in your field. By committing time to focused 
research, you will arm yourself with the tools to create highly valuable work within not just 
your company, but within your entire field. 

Deep Work is Rare  

As I have mentioned earlier, many people do not have the ability to complete deep work. 
This will put you ahead of your peers. In the world of crisis communications, if you are not 
working the absolute best of your ability, you will fall behind, especially during crisis time. 
Because deep work is rare, by participating in it, you are putting yourself ahead of your 
competitors, which will also help your company survive in such a competitive era. Like the 
Uber example that was mentioned earlier, Lyft took advantage of Uber’s slip ups to highlight 
their safety features and their successes, which helped contribute to the consumer’s 
decision to switch. If you are not performing as well as everyone else, you are losing. Be the 
frontrunner by delving in deep with deep work. 
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F O R  T H E  G R E AT E R  G O O D

It is so easy to get caught up in the hustle and bustle that is the PR industry. Constant calls, meetings, 
and emails can become overwhelming and distracting. The solution here may seem daunting at first, as 
having to let go of your instant gratification is proven difficult, it is worth it. 

In order to work to the best of your ability, you have to be able to carve out time to be extremely 
focused. For example, you get hired at a PR firm. One of your clients is Pepsi, a soft drink company 
that is extremely popular. This is a huge opportunity for you to show off your creative marketing skills 
but also represent a great brand. Your new office is trendy, with many amenities. There is massages at 
lunch and you work at a communal table with the entire PR team. The PR Director sits at the head of 
table and plays a new playlist every day. You have so much fun that you forget about your creative 
campaign that is due next week. You have had a month to prepare this, but have been too distracted 
checking your social media and instant messaging your co-worker about how much work you have. 
You present a possible controversial idea that involves Miley Cyrus as your spokesperson because you 
haven’t had time to research who would best fit your public. The PR director, who has also been 
distracted approves the idea because they do not have enough time to critique your idea. The campaign 
runs as is. Two weeks later, Miley Cyrus is seen cursing out paparazzi and flipping off fans with a can 
of Pepsi in her hand. Your firm erupts in chaos and your team is flustered and unprepared. 

Looking back, there were better choices and many possible ways to avoid this crisis. If you and your 
team had thoroughly examined the campaign, this would have been a different story. 
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C O N C L U S I O N  

Overall, deep work is essential in PR field and more specifically crisis communication. Crisis are 
avoidable and by being alert and focused, you can better prevent and prepare for crisis. By following 
some of the best practices I have laid out in this paper, I hope you can find a way to incorporate deep 
work into your life.

This is not only beneficial to your professional life, but the reputation of the company you represent. 
By putting into practice great commitment to your clients, you will better the chances of success for 
everyone. Not many can strive to achieve deep work merely due to the culture of today’s workplace. I 
urge you to think outside the box and see how deep thinking can change your career and your life.  
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