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Preface

This paper is about the “why” of crisis.  I wrote this paper as a subset of a larger paper focused on understanding effective leadership strategies during crisis.  However, after researching it, I believed that a stand alone paper, focused specifically about crisis, might be useful for leaders.  As discussed in the paper, a checklist of strategies is a technical solution that often inadequately addresses the underlying issue.  It is my hope that explaining the “why” of crisis, leaders can attack problems before they blow out.  
As I researched this subject, my eyes opened to the fact crisis is part of our everyday lives, both organizationally and personally.  And now, looking through my crisis lens, I see the presented framework everywhere.  Studying crisis has changed every aspect of my life.  I now understand that chaos or disequilibrium is necessary for change, and when we are stagnant, we are ripe for crisis.  I also know that signals and tremors usually precede a crisis, and by listening to them we have an opportunity to mitigate or avert it.  Finally, I have discovered that when crisis does come, harnessing its urgency and attention is an opportunity to adapt the organization (or system) back into relevance. 

I would like to express my sincere thanks to all my group team members:  Colonel Victor Braden, ARNG; Captain Justin Cooper II, USN; Colonel Michael Klingele, USA; and Lt Col Michael G. Robbins, USAF.  I would also like to thank and acknowledge Dr. Ronald Heifetz, whose unique insights to leadership and conflict underpin the theoretical conclusions of this paper.  
AU/JFK-Harvard/NNN/2005-04
Abstract

For years crisis management has been synonymous with reactive leadership.  This stems from a belief that crisis is both unpredictable and unexpected; but this is simply not true.  Crisis develops as an organization’s values, beliefs, culture, or behavior becomes incongruent with its operating environment.  A leader, who is “tuned-in” to the signals of impending crisis and understands how to harness the urgency brought on by the situation, can minimize the potential dangers and maximize the resulting opportunities.

This paper presents a “Crisis Lifecycle Model” as a generic representation of crisis.  It illustrates that crisis can be broken into three unique phases.  In the first or preparation phase, the organization is typically mired in the comfort zone.  Here, leaders struggle when introducing any change or learning, for the organization prefers to avoid conflict and sustain equilibrium.  Organizations in this mode would often rather neutralize the leader than respond to the need for change.  However, as crisis hits, the organization is jolted into the emergency phase, often threatening its very existence.  The organization is forced to devote extreme attention to getting itself out of danger.  Once the immediate threat is stabilized, the organization enters the adaptive phase.  In this phase, the leader has the attention and urgency to solve the underlying issue that caused the crisis in the first place.  Unfortunately, many leaders don’t take advantage of this opportunity and push the organization back toward the original status-quo, ensuring that the crisis will return.  Understanding crisis is the key to avoiding or adapting to it.

Harnessing Crisis: 
“Many times legislative bodies will not react unless the crisis is apparent and crisis is upon them, and so for a period of time, we're going to have to explain to members of Congress that crisis is here. It's a lot less painful to act now than if we wait.” 

—George W. Bush
Conflict is a necessary part of human growth and development.   Some level of conflict is found in every human or environmental interaction. Crisis is a subset of conflict or could be considered conflict in the extreme.
  Crisis could be compared to an earthquake created by misaligned tectonic plates. One plate represents one’s values, beliefs, culture, and behaviors; while the other reflects the changing environment.  In the beginning, as the plates imperceptibly diverge, you begin to feel small tremors or vibrations.  But when the plates eventually reach an intolerable stress level, they readjust, sending out a cataclysmic eruption … which we call crisis.   Our failure to heed those initial tremors and recognize our relationship with the environment has changed is what causes crisis.  But, just as conflict is necessary for growth and development, crisis provides the urgency, attention, and opportunity to adapt when there was no previous mandate.  Donald Rumsfeld explained the essence of crisis in his description of Department of Defense transformation after the tragedy of September 11th.

Every day, the DoD is faced with urgent near-term requirements that create pressure to push the future off the table. But September 11 taught us that the future holds many unknown dangers, and that we fail to prepare for them at our peril. The challenge is to make certain that, as time passes and the shock of what befell us that day wears off, we do not simply go back to doing things the way they were done before.

Crisis is destructive and all consuming.  It is associated with “high impact events, consequential choices, and difficult political and ethical dilemmas.”
 Because crisis engages the very fabric of our personal and institutional values, “[it] rips aside cloaks from the hidden and secret … and ultimately blasts the leisurely, bloated, and unrealistic thinking of institutional cocoons.”
  But just as a Phoenix can rise from its own ashes, a crisis can rejuvenate an organization back into relevance by leveraging the urgency and attention created by it.  Klann noted that crisis “renews by getting rid of the old and bringing in the new; [it] brings out courage, honor, selflessness, loyalty, and many other positive behaviors; it helps individuals learn about their own strength of character; it creates bonding and a keen sense of camaraderie and community among employees; [and finally] effective crisis leadership can rescue an organization from chaos and deliver opportunities where [there] were only disadvantages.”

Because crisis can be felt at the individual, organizational, societal, or national level, our discussion of crisis can apply universally to any level of a system.  And just as misaligned values and behaviors cause personal crisis, they can mirror or reflect global anxieties.
  Therefore, the discussion of crisis remains relevant to every leader or organization at any and all levels of society.  

Similarly, crisis is more prevalent, challenging, and dramatic today.  The world is becoming more complex, interconnected, and interdependent.  Globalization is destroying political and cultural barriers, challenging entrenched systems with worldwide scrutiny.
  Globalization is powered by massive technological change, international economic integration, and domestic market maturation.
  This technological interdependence is creating rapid information transfer, continuous news coverage, and intense media analysis; dictating how “executives’ manage, generals’ fight, and politicians’ govern.”
  This global interdependence has enabled small groups of radicals to effectively wage war against large populations across the entire globe.
  Therefore, because of the sheer prevalence of crisis, understanding it has become more crucial today than ever before in human history.

When thinking about crisis, conventional wisdom would tell us that unpredictable events are the catalyst of crisis.  This is not true.  There may be some catastrophes that truly surprise us.  These unpredictable events are typically natural disasters or “acts of God” such as forest fires, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, hurricanes, etc.  However, as technology and scientific knowledge develops, we see that even these natural disasters give early warning signs and, through planning and preparation, their threat can be mitigated.  For example, on November 16, 2003, a 7.5 magnitude earthquake struck near one of the Alaskan Aleutian Islands.  Within 25 minutes, the National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) issued a tsunami warning for the US Pacific costal areas and Hawaii.  Within the next hour, using an array of seafloor pressure sensors, NOAA was able to cancel the tsunami warning, predicting a wave growth of only 2 cm.  These early warning predictors saved US taxpayers over $68 million from the cost of an unnecessary coastal evacuation.
  In the opposite extreme, ignoring the signals may result in significant tragedy.  For example in 1998, Smith Dharnasirajo, Chief Meteorologist in Thailand, made predictions that a major tsunami would eventually hit the coast of Thailand.  With concerns of panic and the loss of potential tourism, the Thai government fired Smith and ignored his demand to build a $20 million detection system.  The failure to listen to this dissenter and deploy signal detection devices cost Thailand tens of thousands of lives and billions of dollars from the Tsunami disaster of December 21, 2004.

However, almost all crises do not begin as an “act of God.”  The “Harvard Business Essentials” series defines crisis as “a change [to an institution]--either sudden or evolving--that results in an urgent problem that must be addressed immediately … anything with the potential to cause sudden and serious damage to its employees, reputation, or bottom line.”
  The American Heritage Dictionary accurately states a crisis is “a crucial or decisive point or situation; a turning point.  An unstable condition, as in political, social, or economic affairs, involving an impending abrupt or decisive change.”
  Finally, Thomas Kuhn describes scientific revolutions initiated by crisis.  He states crisis begins when “existing institutions have ceased [to] adequately meet the problems posed by an environment that they [in part] have created.”
 These diverse representations help clarify the opening illustration.  Crisis arrives when the system’s values, beliefs, culture or behavior can no longer manage the relationship to its internal or external environment.  As in the Tsunami example, crisis revealed an issue that was not a surprise, but one that had festered.  Frankly, crisis forces us to face problems that we have been avoiding.  Heifetz and Linsky state, “Crisis represents danger, because the stakes are high, time appears short, and the uncertainties are great.  Yet, [it] also represent opportunities if used to galvanize attention on the unresolved issues.”

Research indicates that crisis is universal, and as such, can be defined by a generic crisis lifecycle model, figure 1.
   Although this model represents a single event, crisis often resurfaces multiple times, at least until the underlying cause is addressed.  
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Figure 1 

The crisis life-cycle is defined over both time and disequilibrium.  The disequilibrium axis illustrates the minimum amount of stress or chaos felt by the constituents of the organization.  This axis can be divided into the comfort, learning, and danger zones.
  The comfort zone, status-quo, or equilibrium is where most organizations and bureaucracies prefer to remain.  Most people will try to dissipate conflict or stress in order to remain in homeostasis.
  Dr. Ronald Heifetz of the John F. Kennedy Center for Public Leadership defines equilibrium as “when the levels of stress within the political, social and economic areas of the society are not increasing.”  Yet, he notes, “there is nothing ideal or good about a state of equilibrium … achieving adaptive change probably requires sustained periods of disequilibrium.”
  Therefore, systems that remain locked into the comfort zone keep their values, culture, or operating paradigm static in relation to its ever-changing environment.  Next, the learning zone is that critical area between equilibrium and organizational danger.  It requires a special amount of stress or “urgency” needed to change, but not so much to endanger it.
  Keeping the organization in the learning zone is the essential but difficult and obscure key to leadership and what is needed to avert crisis.  The boundaries between these zones are directly related an institution’s ability to handle stress.  The line between the comfort and learning zone is defined as the minimum amount of stress needed to institute change.  The line between the learning and danger zone is represented by the maximum amount of stress an organization can take before it is in danger of destruction.  Responsive and flexible organizations (like a Navy seal team) have larger learning zones, and are better able to handle organizational chaos and conflict.  Large bureaucratic organizations are less capable of handling change and therefore have smaller learning zones.  
Leaders can move organizations between the zones using either technical or adaptive techniques.  Technical responses provide quick solutions.  They harness a legitimized set of procedures toward well-understood problems.  When applying technical fixes to problems, organizational stress typically goes down.
   An adaptive technique, however, is used when a problem is not well understood or there is no adequate response, clear expertise, or established procedures.  “Adaptive solutions tend to demand a more participative mode of operating and shift responsibility to the primary stakeholders [and] problem solving takes place in the hearts and minds.”
 So, just as technical solutions drop stress, adaptive challenges force people to face dysfunctional habits, values, and attitudes; increasing their personal [and organizational] stress.
  A leader might use technical solutions to mitigate stress when the organization is in chaos, like throwing water on a fire, or use adaptive techniques to move it from the comfort zone into the learning zone, like replacing fire prone insulation with fire resistant material.  Therefore, the essence of crisis leadership is the recognition that technical solutions may be necessary to reduce the immediate danger, but are inadequate for long-term health; mitigating crisis requires urgent and innovative new approaches.

The horizontal axis of the crisis life-cycle model is divided into three phases: preparation, emergency, and adaptive.  Prior to any crisis, an organization is in the preparation phase. During this time, leaders should be cognizant of tremors or signals of misplaced values and behaviors.  Complacent organizations are ripe for crisis.

The transition point from the preparation phase into the emergency phase begins with an eruption followed by institutional awareness of the crisis (point A on Figure 1).  Stress and disequilibrium become intolerable and the organization’s very survival may be at stake.  The transition point from the emergency to adaptive phase (point B on Figure 1) is often hard to recognize and occurs when the immediate danger is contained.  Unfortunately, leaders and followers often don’t want to face these hard challenges, especially after overcoming the immediate crisis.  They ignore the urgency, attention, and opportunity gained.  As Donald Rumsfeld reminded us, “the challenge is to make certain that, as time passes and the shock of what befell us that day wears off, we do not simply go back to doing things the way they were done before.” 
  Staying in the learning zone after crisis is the most difficult, least understood and largest delineator of leaders who successfully navigate crisis.
A human being’s response to heart disease illustrates how the crisis lifecycle applies to a system.  Imagine a young man (representing the organization) who is told by a doctor (the leader) that he has a family history of heart disease and should alter his present lifestyle.  Since he was a child, he was aware that smoking, excessive alcohol, fatty foods, lack of exercise and being overweight could lead to an early heart attack.  But, as many of us do, he chose to ignore this information.  As he aged, he could feel warning signs or signals of clogged arteries.  He might even have recognized that he was tired, lethargic, and even had tremors in the form of light chest pain.  Often, these signals go unheeded, or are treated with very technical solutions like fad weight loss programs, blood pressure medication, or surgery.  These technical solutions deal with the immediate problem, but fail to address the long term lifestyle or “adaptive” change needed.  After these relatively painless procedures, the man returns to the comfort of his couch, avoiding significant adaptation.  Consequently, the man is struck by a heart attack.  Immediately, the doctor must use technical responses such as cardiac defibrillators, open-heart surgery, pain medications, and intensive care to stabilize him from the immediate danger.  Once stabilized, however, the doctor has the man’s attention.  Knowing this small “window of opportunity” is fleeting, the doctor recommends a major lifestyle change, one that must be accomplished by the man himself.
  For the man, this is tough.  Not only did he just survive a heart attack, but he has to give up his old comfortable routines and habits.  It means further loss and pain.
The Preparation Phase

Why leaders are ineffective at adapting their organizations during the preparation phase is crucial to understanding crisis.  The ability to move an organization from where if feels comfortable, without the urgency of crisis, is extremely difficult.  People push back when you disturb their “daily habits, loyalties, and ways of thinking.”
  People want to maintain their current situation and will fight to preserve it.  Change means threatening stable relationships, balances of power, standard operating procedures, or current distribution of resources.
 “People have a natural aversion to conflict in their families, communities, and organizations.  Deep conflicts, at their root, consist of differences in fervently held beliefs, yet differences in perspective are the engine of human progress.”
  People may also be afraid they will lose their job or relevance in the post-change organization.
  Other reasons of stalled learning may be inwardly focused cultures, paralyzing bureaucracy, parochial politics, lack of teamwork, low levels of trust, arrogant attitudes or a general fear of the unknown.
  Even when leaders are aware of the system’s misaligned values, leaders struggle with the paradoxal requirement to provide direction without causing pain.
 “Severe distress can make people cruel … empathy, compassion, and flexibility are [often] sacrificed for the desperate desire for order.”
  Leaders feel intense pressure to remove stress from their constituents.  

Therefore, in order to facilitate adaptation or change prior to crisis, leaders must create an atmosphere that allows people to face change in relative safety.  The learning zone, in the crisis life-cycle model, represents this area of change.  This zone is developed from a relationship of trust between the leader and a system’s constituents.  Trust is built two-dimensionally, through aspects of value and skill.  People will trust leaders when they see consistent, predictable values and credible problem-solving skills from them.

Another way of preparing for crisis is to recognize, prioritize, and mobilize awareness for needed change.  Recognition is required to identify misplaced values.  Positive illusions, self-serving biases, and the tendency to discount the future often prevent leaders from acknowledging these problems.  Sometimes leaders cannot overcome the state of denial or the awareness of indicating tremors.  Distracting noise or busy work can also keep them from focusing on the crucial issues and eliminate any time to strategize or debate them.
  Organizations need structured dialog and systemic decision analysis to ensure actions are prioritized toward long-term system health.  For reasons discussed above, leaders often just choose to ignore problems or would rather avoid making hard choices.  If leaders could overcome these obstacles and mobilize system resources toward learning, crisis might be avoided altogether.  

Emergency Phase

September 11, 2001 reminds us that if we fail to examine our fundamental assumptions of the world, “connect the dots” to see the big picture, or think “out of the box”, we risk experiencing devastating tragedy and crisis.
   Timely intervention may mitigate the immediate threat and limit long term danger.”
  At the very beginning of this phase, leaders have a limited “window of opportunity” to seize the initiative.  This is a perfect time for leaders to use quick-technical fixes to reduce stress to a tolerable level.  However, the need for action must be weighed against the accompanying uncertainty the surrounds the event.  First impressions are usually accompanied with limited factual information that often misses the underlying causes.  Therefore, it is advantageous to take the ethical and moral high ground when formulating initial responses.
  As clarifying information does develop, action and communication becomes even more essential.
  Leaders must carefully weigh quick decisions against the realization that stress tends to reduce cognitive abilities.
 Giving people the ability to draw on existing routines and creatively utilizing standard operating procedures, even when they don’t perfectly apply, may help lower tension.
  Routine is calming and reassuring to members.  Similarly, the leader must go to “ground zero” to provide needed empathy.  People begin to relax when they seem a calm, poised leader relating to their loss.
  All of these responses are crucial to seizing the initiative during the emergency phase and stabilize danger. 

The Adaptive Phase

The emergency phase ends when the system is stabilized.  At this point, the leader has the organizational mandate to engage the system and address displaced values or behaviors.  Although the immediate danger is under control; the leader must address the underlying cause of the crisis to avoid repeating the event.  Technical solutions may still be required, but during the adaptive phase a leader must focus on reorienting the system to facing tough future choices.  This will require the leader to engage the stakeholders, for their acceptance or “buy-in” is to needed to promote change.  As the leader addresses problems, not solutions, the constituents will need to confront the gaps between their values and behaviors and their actual environment.  Change means loss, loss beyond what was felt during the crisis.  This adaptation phase requires a crucial balance between maintaining the urgency to change while reassuring safety and security.  This is the time to increase the system’s resilience.  If a leader develops trust, creates new rituals that embody the organization’s values, emphasizes collaboration, and promotes an environment of learning and creativity he increase the organization’s adaptability and resilience.  Crisis provides the opportunity for leaders to recreate their organizations based upon values and behaviors that are relevant to the current [and future] environment.  Over time, the renewed organization can thrive in its rediscovered relevance and be more innovative, adaptive, and resilient during future learning.
  

In conclusion, crisis provides us the ultimate signal that we have ignored, avoided, or failed to recognize the most pressing issues of our changing environment.  As a situation progresses, signals and tremors foreshadow impending disaster, giving us an opportunity to prepare for or adapt to it.  Unfortunately, most institutions resist change and prefer the safety and security of the status quo while dissenters often are neutralized and their warnings go unheard.  When disaster strikes, the system must refocus its attention on survival.  Leaders must use this small window of opportunity to seize the initiative to limit damage and mitigate danger.  But just when survival seems assured, the leaders face a crucial choice.  They can either harness the urgency and attention provided by the crisis to realign their organizations with their environment or ignore the opportunity and surely see the crisis return.

Crisis Considerations
· Conflict, and its subset crisis, is an indelible part of the human condition, and necessary for change and growth.  It applies to all systems universally, whether personal, social, organizational, or national.  

· Because we live in a more complex, interconnected, and interdependent world, crisis is more prevalent than ever before.  For this reason, it is critical that we understand why crisis represents both danger and opportunity.  

· People wrongly believe that crisis is a random, cataclysmic event that can strike without warning.  Although “acts of God” sometimes happen, more than likely crisis occurs when an organization’s values, beliefs, culture, or behaviors become misaligned with its operating environment.  Until they are realigned, crisis will continue … perhaps indefinitely 

· Unexpectedly, almost every crisis is preceded by signals and tremors.  Leaders who are listening or are “in-tune” with them may mitigate or avert crises.

· During the preparation phase, adaptation or change is difficult if not impossible because organizations prefer equilibrium and the status quo.  Leaders struggle to get their organizations to accept change because of the loss and pain that accompanies it.

· During the emergency phase, leaders have a “small window of opportunity” to decrease the organization’s level of disequilibrium in order to mitigate the threat.  This is accomplished by decisive leadership, understanding the organization’s core purpose, empathetic communication, and other “technical remedies.”

· The adaptive phase begins when the threat has been stabilized.  At this point, leaders must focus the urgency and attention on the underlying causes of the crisis.  If the organization returns to its original equilibrium (status quo), the leader will be unable to solve underlying issues and crisis is likely to return.
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