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Managing External 

Communication 
Media, Social Media, and More



You’ll be judged 

by your worst 

moment.









Communication is a 

learned skill, and

everyone can 

get better 

over time. 



• Change

• Controversy

• Human 

Interest

What do 

people talk 

about?

(Drama / Emotion / Celebrity)



If you don’t put 

time and energy 

into getting it  

right, you’ll put 

time and energy 

into managing 

issues.



Use AI to improve 

what you already 

know and do well.



Council Role



• Mayor serves as the voice of Council, 

communicating decisions.

• Disagreement = democracy.

• Dysfunction erodes public trust.

• Strong Councils disagree well.

• Strong governments work 

cooperatively to avoid surprises. 

Roles and Goals



• Responsive and caring leadership

• Can reach key audiences

• Can demonstrate listening

• Can act on concerns

• Greater freedom to communicate

• Greater freedom to generate interest

• Can help connect audiences to 

quality information and sources

Council Strengths



 Professional support and advice

 Planning, management and focus

 Provides detailed information

 Maintains formal communications 

tools and information sources

 Can deliver quality information in a 

neutral manner 

Staff Strengths



Staff can be 

boring.



Staff can be 

boring.

Keep it 

that way.



Prioritize to Increase Speed

Elected officials tend to lead with 

(and/or amplify) high-level, high-

priority information – and they help to 

manage expectations.

Staff tend to provide detail, 

implement longer term 

processes – and they must 

deliver on expectations.



 Requires care and commitment to the 

organization’s best interests

 Prevent surprises

 Clear protocols, roles and responsibilities

 Council and staff focus on their respective 

strengths

 Long range communications planning

Communicating Quickly



Inspiring 

Civility







Emotion 

is your 

enemy.



If it feels good,

it probably isn’t.



Fear inspires 

bad behaviour.



Critics aren’t your 
enemy. They are 

constituents.



Everyone 

believes

they’re the 

good person.



Most people 

like to feel 

helpful.



You can’t order 

people to be 

kind and decent. 



You can

inspire them.



Nudge people 

in natural 

directions.







People who 
have all the 

answers only 
look at part of 
the problem.



Tough issues 
force us to 

balance 
conflicting 
concerns.



Anything said 

negatively can 

be said 

positively.



Use

non-debatable

messages.



Your audience 
includes people 
you hope to hire 

someday.



Plan Ahead (15 Months)

Date Tweet / Post Category Approval Status

March 26, 

2027

Still time to register for our 

summer gymnastics camp: 

www.town/newform

Gymnastics Approved Sent

April 1, 2027 Don’t be an April fool. 

Jump in our pool!

www.town/cannonballpic

Aquatics Approved

April 5, 2027 Yes, you can finish the 

2027 May Fun Run with 

just four weeks of training. 

Here’s how: 

www.town/Cram

Running Pending 

Approval

http://www.bit.ly/newform
http://www.bit.ly/cannonballpic
http://www.town/Cram


• Website

• Social media posts and ads

• Subscription based newsletter

• Printed flyers and publications

• Direct mail, email, text

• Signs and notice boards

Fill the Vacuum

Deliver Your News Directly



Success requires 

investment, 

commitment,       

and discipline. 



If you don’t put 

time and energy 

into getting it  

right, you’ll put 

time and energy 

into managing 

issues.



Look After Your Team

• Attention is often unkind.

• Staff can feel powerless and 

abused.

• Staff are often prevented from 

defending themselves. 

• They deserve to know there’s a 

plan -- and that they’re valued.



Communicating  

Under  

Pressure



There aren’t

‘a million things that 

can go wrong.’ 

There’s about 25. 



• Economic loss

• Sink hole

• Attack

• Fires

• Explosions

• Spills

• Pollution

• Crime

• Accidents

• Repugnant actions

• Poor management

• Human error

• Infestations

• Protests

• Cyber attack

• Service disruption

• Labour relations

• Disease

• Substance abuse

• Housing shortage

• Rain

• Floods

• Wind

• Snow / ice storms

• Forest fires



• Economic loss

• Sink hole

• Attack

• Fires

• Explosions

• Spills

• Pollution

• Crime

• Accidents

• Repugnant actions

• Poor management

• Human error

• Infestations

• Protests

• Cyber attack

• Service disruption

• Labour relations

• Disease

• Substance abuse

• Housing shortage

• Rain

• Floods

• Wind

• Snow / ice storms

• Forest fires



There aren’t

‘a million questions.’

There’s about 15. 



• Trust / credibility

• Financial impact

• Health / safety

• Economy

• Environment

• Due diligence

• Transparency

• Fairness / justice

• Plan / next steps

Core Questions



Core Questions

• Trust / credibility

• What happened

• Financial impact

• Economy

• Health / Safety

• Environment

• Due diligence

• Commitment

• Transparency

• Fairness / justice

• Capacity / Ability

• Consequences

• Accountability

• Plan / next steps



How do you want to 

be remembered
years from 

now?



Positioning Statement

• Your story in a sentence

• Think ‘best possible, 
long-term perception’

• Simple

• Credible

• Plain language

• Easy to remember

• Words / actions support it



Message Map

Lead With Positioning

Repeat Positioning

Key Message

Key Message

Key Message

3 Examples

3 Examples

3 Examples

3 Numbers

3 Numbers

3 Numbers

Key Message 3 Examples 3 Numbers



Formats



A chronological or 

academic approach     

to story telling.

Background up top, 

conclusions at the end.

Background, 

objectives

Conclusion

Methods, 

findings

Thesis Model
Your Council Reports? 



Additional 

detail, quotes

Background 

Information, 

if time 

permits.

Starts with the Point:

Priority information     

up front (the 5 W’s).

Details & background  

near the end.

Allows audience

to skim.

The most interesting 

and important 

aspects of the story 

Headline  

The Media Model



The Social 

Media Model

Snapchat / TikTok

X (Twitter)

Instagram

Facebook

Supporting Content 

(Website, Youtube)



Media 

Relations



Respond with 
Service?

Deliver 

Leadership?

OR



Most people think 

for 5 minutes and 

speak for 30.

It’s best to think 

for 30 minutes 

and speak for 5.



Great media 

relations = 

90% planning 

10% delivery 



When Media Call

React quickly, but do not agree to an 

interview immediately.

• Create a break: “What’s your deadline?”

• The City gathers information and prepares 

a well-informed response that meets goals.

• The right spokesperson responds at a 

mutually acceptable time.



After Hours?

Stock phrases cover most of them.

• This event gives people a chance to share their 

thoughts and ideas. I’m here to listen.

• (Police / fire / school board) will provide an 

update when they have it. They are the best 

source of information right now.  

• We have a decision to make. It is going to be a 

balance. Some want this; others want that. 

• Time will tell.   



Simplicity 

Wins



Simple messages travel 

further, faster, and more 

accurately. They also 

inspire trust.



Plain Language

• Stick to simple, everyday words.

• Use examples, analogies, or common 

sayings to bridge learning curves.

• Avoid jargon (like “resilient”) and acronyms.

• Ask AI for versions at different grade levels 

and keep what you like. 



Grade Reading Levels

Ontario Government target for public 

communication.

Grade 3 to 6

Target for government websites Grade 4 to 7

Normal conversation / Facebook groups Grade 5 to 8

Journalists, news articles Grade 6 to 10

Most public servants Grade 12 to 16

Most Council reports Grade 12 to 20+

Departments should be able to communicate at 

a grade 10 reading level, or less, when needed. 



Check how easy or difficult this 

document is to read. Use the 

Flesch–Kincaid Grade Level and 

at least two other common 

reading-level measures. Show 

each score separately, then give 

an overall grade-level range 

based on the scores, vocabulary, 

and sentence complexity.

AI Prompt





Reporters share and quote 

plain language messages.
(Grade 5 to 10 reading level) 

They ignore, rewrite,          

or misquote        

complicated thoughts.



Strong 

Messages



• Simple

• Unexpected

• Concrete

• Credible

• Emotion

• Story

Memorable

Messages

* Made to Stick: Why Some Ideas Survive and Others Die, 

Chip Heath and Dan Heath, 2008



• What & why

• Colourful language

• A few good numbers 
& remarkable facts

• Examples, anecdotes 
& analogies

• Common sayings

Memorable 

Messages



Social Media



Someone will complain 

about anything and 

everything.

Courage



Dance like no 

one’s watching. 

Caution

Text, post, and email 

like it will be read in 

court one day. 



• Objectives (Why are you on it?)
• How much time and energy?
• How transparent? Real Name?
• Target audience: Quality of quantity?
• Character and tone?
• Subject matter?
• Tools to manage accounts? 
• Strategy. Your approach in a few sentences.
• Tactics and guidance on each account.
• Boundaries.

Personal Plan





Typical Approach

 Helpful

 Humble

 Not overly 

promotional 

 Positive

 Productive

 Interesting 



For all employees

For designated communicators

Council Code of Conduct

Clear Policies



Clear Boundaries

Good discussion. Your interest is 

appreciated. This tweet shares information 

from our website. www.HereYouGo

Staff are working on a report. It should be 

done in about a week. https://AreYouSure

This is a good question for the manager 

responsible. Hey @Staff_Personal_Account, 

can you weigh in on this discussion for us?

http://www.hereyougo/
https://areyousure/


• Confidential / closed meetings

• Council role vs. staff roles

• Legal agreements

• Personal / employee privacy

Boundaries



81



Social Media 

Moderation



1. Pick your

battles
• Most can be ignored.

• Stay out of debates.

• Consider target 

audiences (& staff).



2. Address Actual 

Problems
• Listen carefully to the actual 

complaint (or concern).

• Fix real problems.

• Good government should take 

priority over (good?) debate.



An ounce of prevention

is worth a pound of cure.

3. Plan ahead



4. BIG dreams call 

for BIG processes.

• Long range planning.

• Traditional stakeholder processes.

• Communicate process repeatedly.

• Show you are listening.

• Make it easy to engage.



5. Inform opinion 

leaders.
• Social media savvy ‘champions’ who are 

known on community networks.

• They can do more on Facebook than you 

can (e.g. closed groups). 

• Make sure they are informed and ready.



6. Direct people to 

practical and 

helpful tools.









7. Maintain 

reasonable

rules and 

standards.







8. Live Your Values

You create your 

brand and culture, 

bit by bit, every day.



9. Direct Messages
• Your messages will be shared.

• Focus on the core concern,      

not the specific text, or    

assumed ‘tone’.

• Conversations often ease tension 

better than correspondence can. 



10. Find ways to 

be inspirational.

Avoid being 

critical.



A picture is 

worth 1,000 

words.































When a camera 

faces a window, 

the subject is 

dark and grainy.



Face a window 

to get better 

results  from the 

same camera.



Close drapes 

and face bright 

lighting for best 

results.



Place your camera at eye level.









Maintain eye contact.



Put notes near your camera, 

to improve eye contact.





Delivery



Proven Interview Techniques

• Flagging – “This is a really important point”

• Blocking and Bridging – Tell YOUR story

• Headlining – State your conclusion, your 

key message first

• Directing – Lead reporter to topics that you 

want to discuss

• The Wrap Up – Seize or create 

opportunities to re-emphasize key 

messages



Avoid Proven Pitfalls

• Bridge away from “what if” questions

• Correct misinformation immediately

• Don’t be intimidated by “machine gun” 

questioning

• Repeat answers for repeat questions

• Don’t rush to fill silence 

• Don’t repeat negative language 



 Finish your answer

 Avoid saying “no comment”

 Don’t argue with reporters

 Don’t make up what you don’t know

 Never, EVER lie to a reporter

 Don’t go “off the record”

Avoid Proven Pitfalls
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