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When we think of crisis management, we tend to think “what should we be doing?”  But it 

starts with something different, “how should we be thinking?”  To answer this question, we 

need to understand what a crisis is and what it is not.   

Crises come in different forms.  What they all have in common is uncertainty.  This points to 

the key difference between a crisis and an emergency.  In the latter, the outcome is clear and 

the path to it is a case of following preordained well thought through procedures.  In a crisis, 

the outcome is not clear, it has to be discerned and the route to it has to be created, iteratively 

responding to events as they unfold.  This fundamental difference requires flexible leadership 

and dictates the nature of our response, shaping our thoughts and actions; it necessitates a 

different mindset and approach. 

So, how to respond?  The way out of a crisis emerges over time, so leaders must create the 

conditions for emergence.  Leadership is key, but a style of leadership which is the antithesis 

of hierarchy.  Innovation is the exit route and this necessitates relinquishing control, 

empowering others and experimentation.  It represents a profound culture change for many 

institutions and therein lies the challenge. 
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