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Many not-for-profit organisations do not have a tested crisis communications plan, leaving them to make

reactive, high-stakes communication decisions in the exact moment they are least equipped to make

them well. Given how directly reputation drives member trust, donor confidence, and an association's

capacity to fulfil its mission, this gap deserves board-level attention well before any actual crisis makes it

urgent.

Which rules apply to your association?

The law depends on how your association is set up. A company limited by guarantee follows the

Corporations Act 2001 (Cth) and its constitution. An incorporated association follows its state or

territory associations Act and its rules. A registered charity also follows the ACNC Act and the ACNC

Governance Standards, and some Corporations Act rules are replaced for charities that are companies.

Check your own governing documents, and get advice before decisions with legal consequences.

In this resource

1. What Is Actually At Stake

2. The Golden Hour, And Why It Matters This Much

3. The Case For Actually Practising The Plan

What Is Actually At Stake

Overseas and Australian cases show that publicised spending controversies, such as significant

expenditure on staff travel and conferences exposed through investigative media reporting, can quickly

reduce donations, cost senior leaders their roles, and leave an organisation spending years rebuilding

trust under new leadership. This connects directly to the executive remuneration and spending

transparency discipline discussed earlier in this series: the underlying governance failure and the

reputational crisis it eventually produces are not separate problems, they are the same problem surfacing

at different points in time.

The Golden Hour, And Why It Matters This Much

Crisis communication practitioners often describe the first hour after an issue becomes public as the

"golden hour", because early responses strongly shape whether an organisation maintains stakeholder

trust or suffers lasting damage. A response within this window should be timely, meaningful without

oversharing unverified detail, appropriate in taking real responsibility rather than shifting blame, and

reasoned, showing empathy rather than defensiveness. The longer an organisation stays silent, the

harder reversing reputational damage becomes, since external voices and narratives quickly begin

shaping public perception. A crisis response plan drafted for the first time during an actual crisis is not

really a plan at all. It is an attempt to design careful, considered communication under precisely the

conditions, time pressure, incomplete information, fear, that make careful, considered communication

hardest to produce.
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The Case For Actually Practising The Plan

Having a written plan is necessary but insufficient. Organisations that test their plan through regular risk

reviews and mock crisis simulations are better placed to respond quickly and consistently than those with

a plan sitting unused in a folder. This mirrors a pattern this series has returned to repeatedly: a policy

document alone rarely produces the protection it promises. The protection comes from the practised,

tested capability behind it.

Build a crisis communications plan before it is needed, identifying likely crisis scenarios specific to

your association and pre-approving key messaging frameworks for each.

Map which crisis scenarios also trigger legal or contractual notifications, such as notifiable data

breaches, WHS notifiable incidents, insurer notification and regulator reporting, and build those

steps and their deadlines into the plan.

Designate a single, trained spokesperson and clear internal approval protocols in advance, rather

than deciding who speaks and what gets approved for the first time during an actual crisis.

Commit to responding within the golden hour with a response that is timely, appropriately

responsible, and empathetic, even where full facts remain unclear.

Run mock crisis simulations periodically, so the plan, the spokesperson and the approval process

have been tested before a real event.

Recognise that transparency around spending, remuneration, and governance decisions, discussed

throughout this series, is itself a form of crisis prevention, since many reputational crises originate in

exactly the governance gaps this series has addressed.

An association's reputation is not a communications department's responsibility to manage after

something goes wrong. It is a strategic asset the board has a direct stake in protecting, and the

preparation that determines whether a crisis becomes a manageable event or an existential threat

happens entirely before the crisis itself ever arrives.

This is one of the practical governance topics built into our Association CEO course, alongside the

papers, tools and frameworks that turn the principle into your board's actual practice. Explore the course

Annie Gibbins

Founder and CEO, Nexus Leadership

Copyright Nexus Leadership 2026  |  nexusleadership.com.au 3

https://nexusleadership.com.au/association-ceo?utm_source=governance-library&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=lead-magnet


BOARDROOM  ACT ION  WORKSHEET

Reputation Management: The Golden Hour Most Associations
Aren't Ready For

Turn the resource into evidence, a decision and an accountable next step. Keep the completed record

in your association's approved board records system.

1 What is the issue or decision?

State the governance question in one clear sentence.

2 What evidence do we already have?

Record the facts, source documents and stakeholder evidence available now.

3 What evidence is still needed?

Identify the legal, regulatory, financial, member or operational information still required.

4 What is the agreed next action?

Capture the owner, timeframe and how the matter will return to the board.

Action owner Review date Board decision or resolution

General education, not legal, financial, tax, clinical or governance advice. Confirm specifics at the relevant primary source or with

your own qualified adviser. Nexus Leadership is operated by Lipstick Consulting Pty Ltd · ABN 15 619 120 482.

CONT INUE  YOUR  LEARN ING

Turn governance principles into practical board action.

Self-paced courses, editable resources and practical support for association boards and CEOs at

nexusleadership.com.au.
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