
Leadership in Crisis 



The context 

Technology 
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Why is the World changing? 

Changes in 

Technology 
Devices connecting citizens 
in real time 

A new vulnerability of 
corporate and political power 

Power Leadership 
How a company deals with a 
crisis is becoming 
increasingly personalized; an 
increasing emphasis on 
emotional connectivity 
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Changing views of power 

 Authority fragile; growing suspicion of institutions 
 Information delivered in real-time everywhere 
 Everyone’s “the media” 
 Everything written down lasts forever 
 Everything is international 
 “Secrecy” bad - Transparency” good 
 Emotions as valid as facts 

More noise, more passion, fewer facts, less trust, no room to 
hide 
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Leadership in the firing line 

 

 Leaders now public figures 

 A leader’s style and values are 
publicly linked with a company’s 
style and values 

 A Company judged by the 
emotional connectivity of its 
leaders 
 



  The Trinity 
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How to define Crisis  

(personal or corporate) – e.g. 
allegations of bribery / 
corruption / money laundering 
/ corporate governance issues 
/ insider trading / harassment  

Behavioural 
failings  

Triggered by: Categorised by: 

Everything that is “unexpected” is not a crisis.   But differing types of crisis pose different risks 

e.g. product recalls / product 
tampering / accidents / strikes 
/ terrorist activity 

Operational 
events  

e.g. liquidity / hostile takeovers 
/ tax avoidance / reduction in 
workforce 

Corporate issues  
e.g. data loss / systems 
breakdown 

Technological 
failure  

(one-off or unfolding chain 
of events) 

Timescale 
(single / multiple issues) 

Range 

(internal or externally 
triggered) 

Origin 
(time to prepare vs. sudden) 

Warning 
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Different crises can develop in different ways:  

Development of a Crisis  
 

A major 
accident 

Worsening 
situation  

small 
failures 

A major accident, event requiring an immediate 
response 

A gradually worsening situation in which 
business operations become increasingly difficult 
with increasing pressure 

A large number of simultaneous small failures/ 
complaints which together cause problems for 
the business 
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Key Question:  What might be the impact on our 
reputation?   

 Might it impact on our reputation for 
competence?  Is there a risk that a failure to 
handle the crisis right will threaten this?  

 Might it impact on our reputation for 
leadership?  Does it threaten their standing?  

 Might it impact on our short and long-term 
business plans and profitability?  

 Might it impact on our reputation for integrity 
and good governance?  

 Might it impact on perception of brand 
attributes?  

 Might it impact on those communities that 
are core to our business (staff, civil society, 
etc)  

Keeping the business 
running is a key interest.  
But over-reaction carries 
lower costs than under-
reaction.   



It’s not fair. 

Myth 1 



Its not true. 

Myth 2 



Its being driven by another agenda. 

Myth 3 



We don’t know enough yet - 
it’s too complicated. 

Myth 4 



Keep silent of we’ll get sued. 

Myth 5 



What happened? 
1. 

How did it happen? 
2. 

Who is to blame? 
3. 

What are the implications? 
4. 

What are you going to do about it? 
5. 
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Stages of crisis management 

 TIMELINE…. 

PHASE 1  
FIRST 24 - 72 HOURS 
 

PHASE 2  
THE FOLLOWING WEEKS 
 

PHASE 3  
LONGER TERM 

The greater the crisis, the more the communications 
required… 
 
Sir Howard Stringer, Chairman & CEO, Sony 
Corporation 

“ 
“ 



Crisis start through bad luck, bad 
morals or bad judgement  

 
Crises worsen through bad leadership  
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Leadership through Team work 

Be proactive: intervene with 
impact in the public arena:  
be seen to be in charge of 
your fate; shape your own 
story.    

Managing a senior team 
under stress is a key 
attribute of great leadership; 
its what you are paid for.  
And its why you hire.   

Prepare:  Have a Crisis Plan 
and test it.  At the least, it will 
bind your advisory team and 
tease out your weaknesses  

Use advice sensibly:  your 
key relationship is with the 
legal team; make sure the 
connectivity between legal 
and comms works 
 

Know your issues:  the 
crisis may be unexpected, 
but it should not be unknown.  
Know your vulnerabilities.    

Staff:  think of your staff, 
and manage the impact 
on business.   
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The right mind-set 

Leaders need to be: 
 Fluent, prepared, flexible and engaged  Are you 

confident with the media?  Are you confident with 
your message?  Do you project the ethics and 
character of your firm? .   

 Confident in their machine and in who makes 
decisions:  Do you trust your team?  Do they know 
their roles?   

 Clear about the decisions you need to take to 
shift opinion:  and with the courage to take them  

 Able to see the opportunities that crises present 
to drive through change :  How can you use crisis 
to advance your ambitions for the company?   
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