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Introduction

It has become so terribly fashionable today to talk about turbulence. To intone the word while bemoaning the state of the world, with a shake of the head and a furrowing of the brow, is the fashionable thing to do.

It’s not surprising perhaps that this dark cloud loiters over all of us. Every day media commentators and influencers exacerbate this view by seeking to persuade us that humanity is, as a race, in some of sort of geopolitical, economic, sociological and scientific last-chance saloon.

Those who occupy the left and those on the right of the political spectrum don’t just gently exchange the blame for ‘society’s’ alledged woes, they hurl it at each other with a violent passion worthy of two tennis players slugging the ball at each other in a grand slam final.

Any semblance of an objective diagnosis as to what is symptom and what is cause to some of the challenges we face is so often either forgotten or filed as too hard to explore or explain.

There is, of course, no doubt that a deep gulf divides the world’s monotheistic religions. Nor is there any doubt that the so-called global elite is having its knuckles wrapped by a disenfranchised majority who feel their needs have been overlooked by those who have gained from globalization.

There is a dark restlessness in the world which I too find uncomfortable.

Yet, despite all of this, I personally remain, at one level, very positive. There are many periods of history which have been downright more turbulent than this. We don’t need to hunt too far in the past to find them.

The reality is that for all the structural challenges that our society faces, we enjoy, in general terms, a level of health and wealth that 100 years ago would have been unimaginable. Plus, life is unutterably rich. We can travel to any point of the planet, communicate with anyone, anywhere in the world in nanoseconds and have access to a limitless supply of content, be that for information or for fun.

However, at another level, I know from my work as a crisis management adviser all too well the risks that this environment brings to corporations, public sector bodies, charities and other groups of well-meaning people.

This restless macro picture brings changes in society’s expectation of these organizations at, in relative terms, lightning speed. It also brings a heightened risk of violent physical threat from a resurgent form of brutal, urban terrorism. And, the otherworldly technological and engineering advances which enable all of these organizations to function with such extraordinary efficiency can and do go wrong. If we push things to the limit, sometimes they will break.

The net result of this is that the leaders of those organizations have to be constantly vigilant. Any of the above threats may be realized at any moment. And they are. Often without warning.

Suddenly, leaders find themselves shepherding themselves and those with whom they work through a situation which has, at best, thrown what seem like insurmountable and immovable objects in the way of them achieving their goals. Or, worse, they threaten the very viability of the organization. And, all of this happens in the unrelenting, critical glare of the public spotlight.

This book has been written to help with this (hopefully) once-in-a-career challenge. It has been written to help leaders make the transition from leader to crisis leader.

How I have approached this book

I believe we live in a golden age of books for organizational leaders. From Daniel Kahneman’s Thinking, Fast and Slow, to Sam Leith’s book on rhetoric  You Talkin’ to Me?, to Matthew Syed’s wonderful Black Box Thinking, there is a wealth of material for any leader seeking to expand their field of vision and draw on disciplines from a wide range of sources to help enhance their own leadership capability.

There is though very little available which addresses the topic of crisis leadership in general terms. There are many memoirs from crisis leaders. And, many of them are as entertaining as they are informative. Yet, they are understandably specific to a crisis, an industry or an individual.

The purpose of this book is to give generic guidance relevant to leaders of any organization.

I begin by trying to tie down some theoretical discipline. Chapter 1 therefore looks at the concept of a crisis and offers a definition for what crisis leadership is. And, isn’t. Chapter 2 builds on this by exploring what steps I believe (potential) crisis leaders should undertake in their organizations to ensure that should the worst happen, the mechanisms of response, which are required to allow effective crisis leadership to be executed, are in place. (The measures proposed also have the benefit of reducing the chances an organization will suffer a crisis in the first place.)

Chapters 3–8 follow the lifecycle of the requirements that a crisis would place on a leader. Chapter 3 looks at the challenges of commencing crisis leadership. Chapter 4 looks at decision-making and is tightly linked to Chapter 5 which explores how crisis leaders can maximize team working. Chapter 6 provides guidance on leadership in public while Chapter 7 busies itself with tips on how leaders can cope with the stress of crisis leadership by examining crisis leadership in private. Chapter 8 then examines the fraught topic of ending crisis leadership.

I conclude the book in Chapter 9 by urging crisis leaders and those who influence them to do more to ensure that they are as prepared as they can be to lead during a crisis.


A brief note on the content

My intention throughout this book has to been to keep it grounded and pragmatic. The counsel I give is based on my own experience of working with and observing crisis leaders, supplemented by the advice given by those who agreed to be interviewed for this book.

I write, of course, of oil spills, terrorism, airline crashes, cyber breaches and the like. And, I do touch briefly on challenges in particular industries. But, I do it in broad terms.

There are two reasons for that. First, where I have been involved directly in the response to a specific crisis, my clients demand discretion. I provide it. But, secondly, I have been in the ‘crisis room’ all too often and been shown commentary written by a crisis management expert who doesn’t have first-hand experience of the actual situation and the efforts being made to respond to it. It’s not helpful. Therefore I avoid any danger of slipping into the trap of doing that by referencing situations I wasn’t engaged in.

It’s also worth noting that:

• I draw on academic and theoretical concepts where I think they help frame the points I make or add to the advice I provide. If I have missed out concepts that I ought to have included, then my apologies for that. In a book which covers a topic so vast as leadership (in whatever form), some omissions are inevitable.

• there is, in the book, an inevitable leaning towards what I refer to as incident-driven crises (e.g. crashes, bangs etc.) rather than issue-driven crises. That being said,

• this book is not about emergency leaders by which I mean those leaders who coordinate the immediate interventions undertaken to save lives, stem oil spills or defend against cyber breaches. It is about the overall leadership of the organization experiencing a crisis which often sits somewhat removed from the dangerous work done by brave and talented first responders.

• I refer throughout to organizations rather than companies or any specific type of organization. This is intentional. The advice I provide is relevant to all. However, I concede that there is bias towards organizations operating in Western countries which have the privilege (and pain) of free markets and media.

Finally, I would like to conclude by noting that in many of the sorts of situations I reference, I recognize that people lose family members or suffer other life-changing consequences. I do examine and indeed to an extent sympathize with the challenges of crisis leaders in these situations. That is the purpose of the book. However, it is far from my intention to cast them as victims in the same vein as those people who suffer genuine loss as a result of a crisis.

Acknowledgements

I would like to extend sincere thanks to all those leaders with whom I have worked during crises and also to those with whom I haven’t worked directly but who I interviewed as part of my research for this book. As a practitioner who continues to practise I won’t list the crisis leaders who fall into either of these camps. Discretion requires that of me. This should, however, take away none of the sincerity of the thanks I wish to convey.

I will though directly name and thank Captain Steven Hawkins, Lord (Mervyn) King, General Stanley McChrystal and Dr Keiji Fukuda for agreeing to have long-form versions of their interviews included and which help to bring to life some of the key concepts of crisis leadership from their wealth of experience.


So too Kevin Tasker who discussed with me his many years of experience helping his clients to recover from emotional and psychological trauma; so too Dr Alan Watkins who gave me the benefit of his insight into neuroscience among many other things; Nick Pope with whom I talked about teamwork, Dr. Peter Bull with whom I discussed the art of rhetoric and, last but not least, Dr Ian Mitroff who gave up well-earned vacation time in London to share his inexhaustible enthusiasm for the discipline of crisis management. No one has studied the topic in greater detail then he has.

On a personal note, I would like to thank my researcher Helen Buckman, who slaved away so tirelessly and diligently on this project; my assistant, Sarah Rankin, who has triaged my life for nearly a decade with endless good humour and my fellow directors at the wonderful firm that is Regester Larkin who gave me time and space to write this book.

Last and so far from least I would like to thank my wife Alexandra without whose patience as I stared into laptop while all those around me were having fun and without whose kindly (but constructive) criticism of my hapless early drafts, this book, would, quite simply, never have been written.


PART ONE


1

What is a crisis? And, what is effective crisis leadership?

What makes organizations work? What makes these restless tribes of people – who together form companies, political parties, public sector bodies, campaign groups or charities – function effectively? The answer is, of course, grotesquely complex. No two organizations are the same. Even organizations which purport to be united in their pursuit of the same goal have more differences than similarities.

There is though something that all organizations need irrespective of what they do, where they do it or how they do it. That is, of course, leadership. And, that is why leadership and its many facets are a matter of interest bordering on obsession.

However, while organizations unendingly need leadership in its many guises, there is a scenario in which leadership is required more than in any other, and in which those who are privileged enough to call themselves leaders are tested more than in any other. That is when the organizations they lead suffer a situation that they or others would deem to be a crisis.

Yet, for all the world’s obsession with leadership – an obsession which it reveals itself to have had throughout the history of humanity itself – little practical guidance exists to help leaders execute the very specific discipline that I refer to as crisis leadership.

This book fills that gap. The purpose of the pages which follow is to help leaders understand what is required of them if and when they find themselves facing what feels like an unfathomably complex challenge under the glaring light of unrelenting, and often woundingly critical, public scrutiny.

Before I begin, two points of clarification are necessary.

First, crisis leadership is a complex concept of many layers. It may be tempting to consider only what crisis leaders must do from the point at which the crisis begins, the part of crisis leadership that Hollywood is content to address. This book covers this period in detail.

However, to only address leadership from the moment a crisis is triggered would be negligent. It would be to exclude the depth of responsibilities that are required of leaders in advance of the moment they become aware that they are about to face the biggest test of their careers. As I will explain, the execution of effective crisis leadership requires that leaders have the appropriate resources to lean upon and skilled colleagues to help them. Without anything or anyone to lead, there is no leadership of any kind. This requires considerable work in advance of a crisis.

It would also be to miss out the breadth and depth of leadership that I know is required in a crisis. Crisis leadership is required not just of the most senior person within the organization or of the most visible. The person defending the organization’s actions on our television screens, for example. In most crises, the skills of many leaders are required in order that the range of tasks that together form ‘crisis leadership’ can be undertaken. It is frequently too much for one person. These leaders need to simultaneously act alone and in consort with each other.

Which brings me to my second point. The focus of this book is not on those leaders who are called upon to execute emergency response. Those leaders who battle the blaze, clean up the oil spill, restore the systems or clean up the floods. Much has been written to support the extraordinary work that they do. Indeed, regulation often stipulates what they have to do and how they should do it.

Rather this book is focused on those leaders who sit atop an organization. It is focused on helping those leaders who are perhaps relieved of the sometimes dangerous work undertaken by those making the emergency interventions during a crisis but who shoulder the ultimate responsibility for what happened and how the organization responded. And they must steer the organization through the long-lasting consequences a crisis can leave behind it.

So, where to start? To form a robust theoretical foundation to support the practical counsel that I give in the rest of this book, I need to answer two seemingly simple questions. What is a crisis? And what is effective crisis leadership?

What is a crisis?

The journey towards a robust definition of ‘effective crisis leadership’ begins with an assessment of what a ‘crisis’ is and, perhaps just as importantly, what it isn’t. After all, if we don’t know what a crisis is, we cannot know what is required
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