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The Crisis Leader Nobody Trained For

“The present test is leadership through subtraction and
redesign.”

Monday Morning, No Reliable Forecast

The executive committee meets at seven-thirty. Revenue is eighteen per cent below plan.
Two major customers have delayed orders. The finance director's cash forecast shows
that the organisation could breach a lending covenant within thirteen weeks if receipts
continue to slow.

The chief executive asks for a complete recovery plan by Friday.

Every leader in the room has been trained to build strategy, influence stakeholders, coach
teams and deliver growth. None has been trained to make irreversible choices while the
forecast changes twice in a week, the banking relationship is under strain and employees
learn bad news through market rumours before managers can explain it.

This is the leadership gap the current crisis has exposed. The qualities rewarded in stable
conditions—consultation, optimism, consistency and carefully sequenced change—are
not enough when leaders must cut cost, preserve cash and redesign the organisation at
the same time.

Crisis leadership is not ordinary leadership performed faster. It is leadership under a
different relationship with information, time and reversibility.

What Development Programmes Prepared For

Most executive development has been built around an assumption of managerial
discretion. Leaders choose among investments, shape a long-term direction, build
alignment and mobilise people towards a better future. Even difficult simulations tend to
resolve around a coherent case with sufficient information.

The present environment offers none of that comfort.

Markets are unsettled. Credit is constrained. Forecasts are moving too quickly for the
annual planning cycle. A decision to preserve cash can damage the capability needed for
recovery; a decision to retain capability can create an immediate funding risk. Staff need
honesty, but executives cannot pretend to know how deep or long the contraction will be.
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The development model has also separated activities that crisis leadership must hold
together:

• finance teaches cost and capital;

• strategy teaches positioning;

• operations teaches continuity;

• human resources teaches engagement and restructuring;

• programme management teaches controlled execution.

The crisis leader must integrate all five in the same decision. Cutting £20 million is not a
finance action if it removes the sales capacity, systems knowledge or operational control
on which next year's revenue depends.

The Argument That Leadership Is Leadership

There is a serious opposing view: good leadership principles do not change with the
economic cycle. Integrity, judgement, communication, accountability and concern for
people matter in every environment. Creating a special category of "crisis leader" risks
excusing command-and-control behaviour, theatrical urgency and poorly considered
decisions.

That objection is right about principles. A crisis does not suspend ethics or make
certainty virtuous. Leaders who centralise every choice can paralyse the organisation.
Leaders who use urgency to silence challenge often convert one threat into several.

But stable principles do not remove the need for different practice.

Under normal conditions, delay may improve a decision by allowing more evidence and
consultation. Under crisis conditions, delay can itself be the largest decision because
cash, customer confidence and staff retention continue moving while leaders wait.

Under normal conditions, consistency supports trust. Under crisis conditions, changing
course when evidence changes may be the most trustworthy act—provided the reason is
explained.

Under normal conditions, delegation allows the organisation to move. Under crisis
conditions, some choices must be drawn to the centre because local savings can destroy
enterprise capability.

The question is not whether leadership values change. It is whether leaders have
practised applying them when time, evidence and consequences behave differently.
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The Mechanism of Failure

The unprepared crisis leader tends to fall into one of four patterns.

• The analyst waits for certainty. More scenarios are requested while commitments
continue and the decision window narrows.

• The commander confuses speed with control. Targets are issued centrally without
understanding operational dependencies.

• The optimist protects confidence by withholding difficulty. Employees hear
reassurance that contradicts visible evidence and cease trusting later messages.

• The caretaker preserves every capability. Small reductions are spread widely, leaving
the cost base too high and the organisation too weak to execute.

These patterns are not personality defects. They are overextensions of behaviours that
worked in better conditions.

I have watched one composite sequence illustrate all four. A diversified services business
needed £28 million of annualised savings and £7 million of immediate cash protection. Its
first response asked every division for a twelve per cent reduction. Division leaders
returned with vacancy freezes, contractor cuts and postponed maintenance.

The total met the target on paper. Yet nine critical systems specialists were released,
three revenue programmes lost their implementation teams and property savings did not
produce cash for eighteen months. Six weeks later, the executive committee reopened
the plan.

The second response began with enterprise choices. Two marginal services were exited.
One acquisition plan was abandoned. Four change initiatives were stopped. A
customer-retention programme and a finance-controls remediation were protected. The
organisation funded £4 million of restructuring cost to secure £31 million of recurring
savings.

The difference was not greater toughness. It was better integration of time, cash,
capability and consequence.

Crisis decisiveness is not the ability to decide quickly. It is the ability to distinguish what
must be decided now from what must remain reversible.
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The Four Disciplines Nobody Practised

Every major issue should be given a decision date based on what changes if no action is
taken. Cash choices may require hours. Organisation design may allow days. Technology
exits may require weeks of dependency analysis.

The leader should state:

• the decision required;

• the latest safe date;

• the minimum evidence needed;

• what remains unknown;

• which consequences are reversible;

• who will challenge the recommendation.

This creates disciplined speed without pretending that all decisions are urgent.

Cost reduction removes expense. Restructuring changes how work will be performed
afterwards. Treating them separately produces savings plans without operating models.

For each reduction, ask:

• Which outcome will cease?

• Which work will move?

• Which control will be weakened?

• Which customer or supplier will experience the change?

• Which capability must be protected?

• When will cash actually be released?

A crisis leader must refuse savings that exist only because the displaced work has been
hidden elsewhere.

People can tolerate uncertainty better than contradiction. Leaders should separate:

• what has happened;

• what has been decided;

• what remains uncertain;

• what evidence will determine the next decision;
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• when the next update will occur.

This is not reassurance. It is a reliable cadence. Trust comes less from having all the
answers than from using the same standard of candour each time.

Urgency narrows conversation. The leader therefore needs explicit dissent, not general
invitations to speak.

Assign a finance challenge, an operational challenge and a people challenge to major
decisions. Ask each challenger to state the most likely failure mechanism and the
evidence that would reveal it early. Record the disagreement.

The purpose is not consensus. It is to prevent velocity from becoming blindness.

What Leadership Development Must Become

The current gap cannot be closed through another lecture on resilience. Executives need
repeated practice in conditions where:

• information is incomplete and changes during the exercise;

• every option carries loss;

• time has an explicit cost;

• local and enterprise interests conflict;

• decisions must be communicated before certainty arrives;

• new evidence requires a visible reversal;

• human consequences are part of the operating decision, not an appendix.

Assessment should examine the quality of decision thresholds, the protection of critical
capability, the use of dissent and the honesty of communication. It should not reward the
participant who merely sounds most certain.

Boards also have a responsibility. They should know before the next shock who can lead
under compressed time, who understands cash and operations together, and which
executives can make an unpopular stop decision without abandoning judgement.

The Leader the Crisis Requires

The crisis leader nobody trained for is neither hero nor forecaster. The role is more
disciplined and less glamorous.
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It requires the humility to state what is not known, the nerve to act before uncertainty
disappears, the judgement to preserve reversibility where possible and the honesty to
explain why a painful decision is being made.

We should retain the familiar virtues of leadership. But we should stop assuming that they
automatically translate into crisis practice.

Growth allowed many executives to lead through addition: more investment, more
initiatives, more capability, more ambition. The present test is leadership through
subtraction and redesign.

The gap exposed in 2008 is not that leaders lack intelligence or commitment. It is that we
prepared them to choose a destination and inspire movement, but not to keep an
organisation viable while the map was being redrawn.


