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Having a strong crisis communications plan in place at your hotel is a paramount priority, but ensuring your staff knows what to do when an incident occurs is even more critical. 

For many, the entire concept of a crisis communications plan seems esoteric; something strange and obscure. Too many times I’ve heard stories of plans created at hotels by brand or management good intentions that simply wind up gathering dust on a shelf somewhere. 

That’s not an acceptable scenario. It’s inevitable staff will need to snap into action and manage an unexpected event eventually. Recently I experienced such a situation. A fire alarm when off after 11 at night on a Sunday. And how the hotel handled this episode was shocking and disappointing. 

From the moment the alarm rang, confusion gained an immediate stranglehold on the property. Pajama clad guests poked tired heads out of their rooms, looking at each other and trying to decipher if the emergency was real or a false alarm. It became a question of who would blink first and begin the hotel exodus. 

After five or so minutes guests began filtering down the emergency stairwell, arms filled with semi-conscious kids, making molasses like progress to the outside. Once outside people began gathering in the parking lot adjacent to the hotel questioning each other as to what was happening. No one from the hotel staff directed people as to where to stand or explain what was happening. Eventually a hotel staffer did stand in front of the entrance with the seemingly sole purpose of telling people they could not reenter the building for the moment. 

Meanwhile, back inside several employees gathered in the lobby and chatted (I had snuck back in and observed them from the second floor landing). More than 10 minutes after the alarm went off an announcement was made over the loudspeakers to evacuate the hotel. Ten minutes! They had the ability to communicate with the entire property and did not utilize that tool immediately? 

This property was in the middle of a kid-centric family resort town and I was floored that they had the ability to tell all to clear out yet chose not to. How many little ones were still sleeping in there rooms oblivious to this situation? How many grandparents perhaps needing additional help were wondering what was happening? 

Sounds to me like grounds for a lawsuit if an injury occurred because they waited so long. 

Shortly thereafter the fire department arrived, investigated and let everyone back inside. It also upset and disappointed me that the next morning there was no note from the GM under my door – or a voice mail—explaining what had happened. I had to ask several employees before I was told a guest microwaved the popcorn a little too overzealously. Another lack of communication was simply unacceptable. 

“This is the perfect example of why a crisis communication plan is critical,” said Chris Daly, VP with Daly Gray Public Relations. Daly, who handles hotel crises on a regular basis and guest lectures on the subject at New York University, said GMs must make sure their staff knows how to handle an emergency. “A GM needs to prepare for any eventuality. A hotel is really a public space housing transient visitors and management needs to have the ability to deal with anything that comes up. It is not a question of maybe, it is a question of when. If you are not ready you are doing your guests a disservice.” 

Every hotel should have a crisis plan in place and it should be reviewed regularly. Plans typically feature step by step actions that must take place during an emergency. Additionally, regular drills should take place for employees so they too know the correct policies and procedures. 

Communicating with guests during an emergency is also important to quell fear and anxiety that can instantly wash over a parking lot full of customers. Knowledge instills comfort and allays concern. Arm your guests with as much as possible. 

Meanwhile, back at the hotel I was awash with frustration that the hotel failed on its mandate. I voted with my feet and checked out the next the day – two days ahead of schedule. I also asked if the GM could please call me so I could discuss the situation with him. Nearly two weeks later I still haven’t heard anything. I’m not surprised – earlier that evening it took three tries to get my room service order right and it was still terrible. 

I’m not sure why things went wrong at this hotel, but I do know seeing a parking lot full of scared and crying children is not something I need to see again. The hotel’s staff may not be to blame for the situation they were thrust into, but they were certainly culpable for the unprofessional way it was handled. 
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