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“Maybe it is time to stop trying 
to plan our way out of problems 

and consider an alternative—
managing them.”

Gerald Meyers

In Our VUCA
world, things can

go sideways in
an instant.

Or over time.

When they do,
the importance
of Leadership

becomes very clear

Leaders must be
willing and able
to step up and

lead when stakes
are high, leadership
is needed most, and
there’s no playbook!



Consider Your Experience with the Crisis We Face Today
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Setting the Stage
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crisis noun cri·sis \ ˈkrī-səs \: an unstable or crucial time or
state of affairs in which a decisive change is impending; especially:
one with the distinct possibility of a highly undesirable outcome

1. In a crisis, People will look to leaders for tangible leadership

2. When they look, they want and need leaders to believe in

3. People don’t expect their leaders to be perfect or omniscient,
but they do expect them to be visible, courageous, and 
committed to the best possible path forward.

People? Stakeholders with vastly different perspectives.
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Executive 

Team

Perspective Matters!

Employees?

Employees’ Families?

Community 

Members?
Investors?

Channel 
Partners?

Customers?

Regulators?
Advocates?

Media?

!?

In EVERY Crisis: 
Each Group of
“Stakeholders” 

Has Unique 
Concerns

When Leading 
Through a Crisis, 

Each Group
Will Require 

Unique Care and 
Support
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Don’t Let It Happen!
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WTTMSW!

WSTMSUW!
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Bottom Line: Crisis Happens!
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No longer “If”, but “When”

crisis noun cri·sis \ ˈkrī-səs \: an unstable or crucial time or
state of affairs in which a decisive change is impending; especially:
one with the distinct possibility of a highly undesirable outcome
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Crisis Leadership Foundational Concepts

Stakeholders Resilience
Stakeholder

Reactions
to Crises

Crisis
Varieties &
Responses

The Nature
of the Crisis

Environment

Crisis
Leadership

Crisis
Preparation
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Stakeholders

1. Who are they?

2. Value Propositions?*

3. How would “a or this
crisis” threaten this VP?

4. In a crisis, how should 
each group be engaged?

5. Message?
Mode? Media?
Frequency?
Sequence?

Stakeholder Engagement Goals:

1. Demonstrate ownership

2. Preserve & rebuild trust

3. Become THE source of
“the facts”*

*Key Lesson

“No News
is News”
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“When the next major pandemic strikes, it will be accompanied by 
something never before seen in human history: an explosion of billions of 

texts, tweets, e-mails, blogs, photos, and videos rocketing across the 
planet’s computers and mobile devices. Some of these billions of words 

and pictures will have useful information, but many will be filled with 
rumours, innuendo, misinformation, and hyper-sensational claims. 

Repeated tidal waves of messages and images will quickly overwhelm 
traditional information sources, including national governments, global 

news media outlets, and even on-the-ground first responders. As a result, 
hundreds of millions of people will receive unvetted and incorrect 

assertions, uncensored images, and unqualified guidance, all of which, if 
acted on, could endanger their own health, seriously damage their 

economies, and undermine the stability of their societies. . . “

Walker, J. (2016). Civil society’s role in a public health crisis. Issues in Science and Technology, I, I(4),
pp.43–48. Retrieved from http://issues.org/32-4/civil-society’s-role-in-a-public-health-crisis/
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Crisis!

What does this tell us about our communication responsibilities? 



“Maybe it is time to stop trying 
to plan our way out of problems 

and consider an alternative—
managing them.”

Gerald Meyers

17

Crisis!



“Maybe it is time to stop trying 
to plan our way out of problems 

and consider an alternative—
managing them.”

Gerald Meyers

18

Crisis Leadership Foundational Concepts

Stakeholders Resilience
Stakeholder

Reactions
to Crises

Crisis
Varieties &
Responses

The Nature
of the Crisis

Environment

Crisis
Leadership

Crisis
Preparation



“Maybe it is time to stop trying 
to plan our way out of problems 

and consider an alternative—
managing them.”

Gerald Meyers

19

Resilience

1. Not simply “bouncing back”

2. Anticipating

3. Coping

4. Adapting

5. Stakeholder relationships
may be your most valuable
resources

-- Duchek, Organizational Resilience: A Capability-Based Conceptualization, 2017

Resilience Goals:

1. Engage your network

2. Involve your network

3. Demonstrate commitment
to all key stakeholders
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Stakeholder Reactions

1. A model is useful here:

2. Trigger Event

3. Evaluation Process

4. Affective Response(s)

5. Outcomes

Given this model, how can we 
proactively frame stakeholder 
engagement & communication?

-- Feduik, Coombs, & Botero, Exploring Crisis from a Receiver Perspective:
Understanding Stakeholder Reactions During Crisis Events , 2010

Key Takeaways:

1. Appreciate SH reactions

2. Frame communications to 
address these reactions

3. If responsible: Own It!*
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Crisis Typologies

1. Why craft a Typology?

2. Categorical Lists

Different crisis types will impact a unique 
subset of Stakeholders in a unique way 

A list of types (i.e., a typology) will facilitate
the creation of crisis response plans

While each crisis is a snowflake, crises do
tend to fall into a handful of categories.
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Crisis Typologies

1. Why craft a Typology?

2. Categorical Lists

3. Two-Dimensional Typologies

Characteristic #1

Characteristic #2
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Crisis Typologies

1. Why craft a Typology?

2. Categorical Lists

3. Two-Dimensional Typologies

Predictability

Influenceability

Hard

Easy

HardEasy

Unexpected
Crises: ER

Conventional
Crises: QC

Fundamental
Crises: ??

Intractable
Crises: Simplify
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Crisis Typologies

1. Why craft a Typology?

2. Categorical Lists

3. Two-Dimensional Typologies

Locus of Cause

Controllability of Cause

Inside

Outside

ControllableNot at All

Employee
Sabotage

Terrorist
Sabotage

Negligence

Failure due to
External threat
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Crisis Typologies

1. Why craft a Typology?

2. Categorical Lists

3. Two-Dimensional Typologies

Locus of Cause

Intent

Inside

Outside

IntentionalAccidental

Honest
Mistake

Natural
Disaster

Purposeful
Wrongdoing

Terrorism

In lieu of a list, perhaps a
combination of characteristics
helps differentiate crisis types 
and helps prepare responses
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Crisis Typologies

1. Why craft a Typology?

2. Categorical Lists

3. Two-Dimensional Typologies

Locus of Cause

Intent

Inside

Outside

IntentionalAccidental

Confess

Confess

Justify

Silence

In lieu of a list, perhaps a
combination of characteristics
helps differentiate crisis types 
and helps prepare responses



“Maybe it is time to stop trying 
to plan our way out of problems 

and consider an alternative—
managing them.”

Gerald Meyers

33

Crisis Typologies

1. Why craft a Typology?
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3. Two-Dimensional
Typologies
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Crisis Typologies

1. Why craft a Typology?

2. Categorical Lists

3. Two-Dimensional
Typologies

4. Combinations

1. Responding to crises on the fly, 
without any sort of planning, is 
going to be very challenging.

2. Thinking through likely areas of 
exposure and how the firm should 
respond can be immensely helpful.

3. Recommended Action:
Create a typology of your own

What’s the Point?
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The Nature of the Crisis Environment

1. Threat, Urgency, Uncertainty

2. The result of multiple contributing factors

3. Complex systems make threat identification difficult

4. The very nature of the Crisis Environment creates
a seemingly impossible situation for high stakes leaders

Being a high stakes leader will require you
to face these realities; to embrace 

vulnerability; and to lead without a playbook.
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Crisis Leadership

Given the Nature of Crisis, a Decision-Making Framework:

Borrowing from the US Army:  Be, Know, Do

1. Be: Visible, Caring, Empathetic, Calm, and Assertive

2. Know: Vision, Values, Guiding Principles

3. Do: Communicate, Make Decisions with Limited Info,
Take Responsibility, and Engage Your Stakeholders

Being a high stakes leader will require you to 
face these realities; to embrace vulnerability; 

and to lead without a playbook.
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Crisis Leadership

1. Be: 
Visible, Caring, 
Empathetic,
Calm, and Assertive

2. Know:
Vision, Values, and
Guiding Principles

3. Do: 
Communicate, Make
Decisions, Take 
Responsibility, and
Engage Stakeholders
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Being Prepared for a Crisis…

1. Take charge

2. Understand the
circumstances

3. Define the problem

4. Rank the options

5. Move decisively

6. Eliminate the cause

7. Prevent recurrence
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Pro-Actively Develop Crisis Response Strategies

Categories of Potential Crisis
1. Public Perception Issue
2. Product Failure

3. Execution Failure

4. Data Security Breach
5. Safety/Compliance Failure

6. Market Shift
7. Human Capital Crisis

8. Change of Control
9. International Events

Controllable
Yes No

Lo
cu

s
In

t.
Ex

t.
In a crisis, what will               do?

Who does what? Roles, Responsibilities, Tools?

Stakeholder Engagement/Communication Plan?

Preparation => Resilience

Confess

Confess Justify

Silence



Business can be incredibly unpredictable.
You can’t be over-prepared for a crisis.

1. In a crisis, people will look to leaders for tangible leadership

2. When they look, they want and need leaders to believe in

3. People don’t expect their leaders to be perfect or omniscient,
but they do expect them to be visible, courageous, and 
committed to the best possible path forward.

will

>
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Effective High 
Stakes Leaders 

understand how 
to address the 
unique needs
and concerns

of ALL 
Stakeholders

They are willing
and able to step 

up and lead when 
leadership is 

needed most,
and when there
is no playbook!



Mike Barger
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Questions?
mgbarger@umich.edu


