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THE PHOENIX CHIEF FIELD GUIDE

When Everything Goes Wrong, Leadership Gets 
Simple
Not easy. Simple.

Pressure strips away titles, talking points, and perfect plans. What remains is judgment: what you 
see, what you decide, what you communicate, and what you are willing to own.

This field guide is built for the moment when the plan breaks. Use it to slow the noise, identify what 
matters, and make the next decision with clarity and integrity.

THE OPERATING RULE

Do not try to solve the entire crisis at once. Make the next right decision, 
communicate it clearly, and create the conditions for the decision after that.

Use this guide in three passes
 FIRST 15 MINUTES: establish facts, immediate risks, decision authority, and the next communication 

time.
 FIRST 24 HOURS: protect people and mission, assign ownership, create a decision rhythm, and correct 

bad assumptions quickly.
 AFTER THE PRESSURE DROPS: review what happened without excuses, repair what was damaged, and 

change the system so the lesson stays learned.

THE PHOENIX CHIEF MINDSET

Impact is not the end of leadership. It is the beginning of a cycle: assess, 
recalibrate, rise, lead, and transform.
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DECISION 01  |  INTEGRITY BEFORE IMAGE

01 — TELL THE TRUTH BEFORE YOU 
PROTECT THE IMAGE
In a crisis, credibility is operational capital. The fastest way to spend it is to soften facts, hide 
uncertainty, or communicate for appearance instead of clarity.

WHAT TO DO NOW

Use the actions below as a field checklist. Do not wait for perfect information 
to create structure.

 Separate confirmed facts from assumptions and rumors.
 Say what you know, what you do not know, and what you are doing to find out.
 Set the time for the next update. Silence creates its own story.
 Do not promise an outcome you do not control. Promise the standard you will follow.

FIELD QUESTION

What truth are we tempted to soften because it may make us look bad?
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DECISION 02  |  PRESENCE WHEN IT MATTERS

02 — STABILIZE YOURSELF BEFORE YOU 
STABILIZE THE ROOM
People read the leader before they read the plan. Your pace, visibility, and clarity become cues for the 
organization.

WHAT TO DO NOW

Use the actions below as a field checklist. Do not wait for perfect information 
to create structure.

 Be physically or visibly present where the difficult work is happening.
 Lower the tempo: one conversation, one decision, one owner at a time.
 Establish who is in charge of operations, communication, people, and follow-up.
 Keep your emotional reaction from becoming everyone else’s operational problem.

FIELD QUESTION

What does the team need to see from me in the next hour?
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DECISION 03  |  COURAGE UNDER PRESSURE

03 — DECIDE WHAT CANNOT WAIT
Strong leaders do not confuse urgency with speed. They identify the decisions that become more 
expensive if they are delayed.

WHAT TO DO NOW

Use the actions below as a field checklist. Do not wait for perfect information 
to create structure.

 Sort decisions into NOW, NEXT, and LATER.
 Move quickly on reversible decisions; slow down just enough on decisions with irreversible 

consequences.
 Name the risk of action and the risk of inaction.
 When the decision is yours, make it. Do not hide indecision inside another meeting.

FIELD QUESTION

If we wait six hours, what gets harder, more dangerous, or more expensive?
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DECISION 04  |  ACCOUNTABILITY WITHOUT EXCUSES

04 — PUT RESPONSIBILITY WHERE 
AUTHORITY SITS
Authority without ownership destroys trust. If you had the authority to make the call, own the result - 
including what you would change.

WHAT TO DO NOW

Use the actions below as a field checklist. Do not wait for perfect information 
to create structure.

 State who owns the decision before execution begins.
 Document the rationale, assumptions, and information available at the time.
 Correct the decision when new facts require it; do not defend yesterday’s call to protect your ego.
 Afterward, separate accountability from blame: identify the lesson, owner, and system change.

FIELD QUESTION

What part of this outcome is mine to own without qualification?
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DECISION 05  |  INTEGRITY + PRESENCE

05 — COMMUNICATE FOR CLARITY, NOT FOR 
VOLUME
During adversity, people do not need more words. They need fewer contradictions. A credible 
message creates direction.

WHAT TO DO NOW

Use the actions below as a field checklist. Do not wait for perfect information 
to create structure.

 Use four lines: What happened? What are we doing? What do you need to do? When is the next update?
 Give the same core facts to employees, partners, customers, and stakeholders unless there is a 

legitimate reason not to.
 Correct false information quickly without becoming defensive.
 Make communication a scheduled operating function, not an afterthought.

FIELD QUESTION

Could a frontline employee repeat our message accurately in 30 seconds?
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DECISION 06  |  GROWTH THROUGH ADVERSITY

06 — RECALIBRATE THE PLAN - NOT THE 
STANDARD
Adversity will make parts of the original plan obsolete. Adaptation is not weakness. Refusing to 
change a broken approach is.

WHAT TO DO NOW

Use the actions below as a field checklist. Do not wait for perfect information 
to create structure.

 Identify the assumption that failed.
 Protect the mission, values, and non-negotiable standards; change the tactics around them.
 Stop work that no longer serves the situation, even if someone invested heavily in it.
 Build a short feedback loop so the plan can change as fast as the facts do.

FIELD QUESTION

What are we continuing only because it was the original plan?
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DECISION 07  |  SERVICE BEFORE STATUS + THINK BEYOND CONVENTION

07 — LEAVE THE PEOPLE AND THE SYSTEM 
STRONGER
The real measure of crisis leadership is not whether the leader looked strong. It is whether the 
organization became more capable because of what it learned.

WHAT TO DO NOW

Use the actions below as a field checklist. Do not wait for perfect information 
to create structure.

 Debrief while facts are fresh: what worked, what failed, what surprised us, what must change.
 Repair trust directly where communication, decisions, or behavior caused damage.
 Recognize people who carried responsibility without turning the recovery into a celebration of the 

leader.
 Convert lessons into policy, training, staffing, systems, or decision rights. If nothing changes, the lesson 

was only a story.

FIELD QUESTION

What will be different in this organization 90 days from now because we lived 
through this?
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THE PHOENIX CHIEF  |  CRISIS DECISION CARD

When pressure rises, run this card before the next 
major decision.

# CHECK QUESTION

1 REALITY What is confirmed? What is assumed? What are we missing?

2 RISK Who or what can be harmed if we act - or if we wait?

3 PRIORITY What decision cannot wait? What can wait?

4 OWNERSHIP Who has authority? Who owns execution? Who communicates?

5 STANDARD What value, promise, law, policy, or mission standard cannot be compromised?

6 MESSAGE What do people need to know now, and when will they hear from us again?

7 RECALIBRATION What signal will tell us the plan needs to change?

FINAL TEST

Will this decision still make sense when the pressure is gone and the facts are 
public?
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LEADING THROUGH ADVERSITY

Prepare the Leader Before the Next Crisis
The best time to build crisis leadership capacity is before you need it. Leading Through Adversity 
develops leaders and organizations that can think clearly, make hard decisions, maintain credibility, 
and lead when the pressure is real.

DR. JESUS “EDDIE” CAMPA

Executive Leadership Strategist | Author | Former Police Chief | 
Ph.D.

Executive Coaching  •  Leadership Development  •  Organizational 
Training  •  Keynote Speaking

leadingthroughadversity.com

THE PHOENIX CHIEF SIGNATURE METHOD
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