Leading Strong
Through a Crisis
10 Rules to Use for Self, Team
and Organization

Introduction
Not all executive search firms are created equal, and not every firm is the right fit for a given
recruitment. The following resource presents ten fundamental questions that organizations can
rely upon to explore which executive search firm is suited for them – for a specific search, and as a
trusted partner for future leadership needs.
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Rules for Self

RULE

01

Take care of yourself. (It’s not selfish.)
Leaders who take better care of themselves tend to have better outcomes, not just for their team
and for their group, but also personally.
They are more resilient, they have better long-term health outcomes,
and they have better family outcomes as well.
Think of it this way: You cannot lead others if your tank is empty! By
taking care of yourself, you will be the force multiplier that strengthens
your team, your organization and even your family. It is not self-

“Being a resilient leader does mean taking care
of yourself differently during times of crisis.”
– Terence Bostic, Ph.D.

indulgent, it is what effective leaders do.
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RULE

02
First things first. Set limits and priorities.
Your willingness to take on a lot right now must be balanced by common sense. Don’t drain yourself.
Think about that which you can’t do, but also that which you just don’t
have time to do. This may require you to be assertive about the tasks
facing you. Especially in times of crisis, it is okay to put aside things that
aren’t really critical to the mission.
Set priorities and channel your efforts accordingly. Be sure you are

• Write out and prioritize tasks
• Check in with others to ensure priorities align
• Keep top priorities in front of you

spending your time on the projects and initiatives most critical to
operations. Check in regularly with others to ensure priorities align, or to
determine if there’s been a shift that requires you modify where you are
placing emphasis.
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RULE

03
Don’t just react. Respond.
In your interactions with others and when making tough decisions, seek to formulate thoughtful
responses rather than instinctively reacting to what’s happening around you.
In most cases, responding provides the best long-term outcomes.

Respond

React

• More cognitive and thoughtful

• Based on feelings

• Think first, make decision, then act

• Act and then process afterward

• Making a choice

• Adaptive in an emergency/danger situation

• Usually best long-term

• Not as helpful for long-term planning and thinking
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RULE

04
Rather than withdraw, reach out.
Often times – and especially during a time of crisis – a situation presents itself where you may not
possess the appropriate background, training or expertise to make a fully informed decision.
Many executives tend to hunker down and isolate themselves, looking
within for clarity and inspiration regarding the turmoil about them.
Instead, lean on people you can trust and who can help you be
successful, both within and outside your organization. This can mean
having a daily check-in call with a team member who is a firm voice
of reason, reconnecting and having a heart-to-heart with a former

“It’s really important not to just feel like you have
all the pressure on your shoulders. Leverage the
capabilities of the team around you.”
– Dana Borchert, Ph.D.

colleague, conferring with your organization’s legal counsel, or relying
on a coach who can help you find some objectivity and outside
perspective to what is happening.

Leading Strong Through a Crisis: 10 Rules to Use for Self, Team and Organization | 6

Rules for Team

RULE

05
Delegate clearly to empower others.
Don’t try to do too much.
Allowing others to take on daily tasks or elements of projects not

Dole out roles and responsibilities clearly and, if necessary, more than

only frees you up for high-level strategic planning, but empowers

once. Document them for people to read. It is important that everyone

colleagues to apply the knowledge and skills that make them valuable

understands their role in a project or initiative to avoid doubling up

members of the team. Delegation is not only good for you, it helps

or, even worse, having important elements get overlooked and go

others grow in their roles and become even more valuable to the team.

unfinished. Delegating in detail – especially in a crisis situation –

It is okay to take some calculated risks here.

ensures that everyone knows who is accountable for what, and every
facet is given proper attention.

Ask yourself:
• Who are your “A” players or potential “A’s” who could
experiment with just a little more responsibility?
• Who might benefit from more structure and guidance?
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RULE

06
Keep the lines of communication open.
Nothing gets done when you are stuck on an island.
Many organizations have daily huddles, brief meetings at the start of
a shift or beginning of the work day, to go over the priorities of the
day and ensure everyone is focused on achieving the same goal. This

When you have the chance, ask questions that allow you to
build a stronger relationship with each team member:

technique could prove especially helpful when the situation is fluid
and new information becomes available on a daily basis.
Be specific in assigning tasks – it’s okay to be directive during a crisis
especially – but be confident in knowing that the individual strengths

• How are you adjusting to the crisis?
• How is your family coping?
• What are you spending the most time and resources on?

of your team members will translate into organizational strength and

• Do you have ideas for how we can manage this crisis better?

success. More importantly, an effective leader knows their personnel,

• Are there questions that I can answer for you?

and open communication allows a leader the opportunity to connect
with colleagues in ways not possible before.
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RULE

07
Praise more, criticize less.
Mistakes happen, but in a crisis any mistake is magnified.
Take corrective action; be firm and clear with your feedback, but
know that extreme negative feedback could compound the pressure

• Reinforce positive effort and tenacity

team members feel during a time of crisis and may result in additional

• Note progress toward goals

errors. Provide corrective feedback when it is warranted.
Likewise, be sure to communicate positive feedback when earned. A
rule of thumb that psychologists use is to have five (or more!) positive

• Address performance concerns
• Offer resources – even yourself – to determine route
for improvement

comments for every negative one. This is situation-specific and
person-dependent, but leaders should aspire to provide compliments
and constructive criticism while minimizing negative critique. Praise of
others, when deserved, is the surest way to gain followership.
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Rules for Organization

RULE

08
Have a framework to manage the crisis. AIM true.
Crisis management at the organizational level involves having a structure or blueprint to follow.
One such plan is to AIM—Analyze, Involve, and Move and Manage:

Analyze

Involve

Move and Manage

1. Define the Problem

3. Provide Support

5. Make a Plan

2. Ensure Safety

4. Examine Alternatives

6. Obtain Commitment

Often times difficulty solving a problem stems from not knowing what the problem is that actually needs solving. Take time to analyze the situation in order
to identify and fully understand the problem. Seek the involvement of those most affected, and give them the time and resources needed to create a safe,
workable and effective solution. Examine alternatives and select the action that best serves the organization and its stakeholders.
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RULE

09
Don’t put off the difficult conversations.
If the crisis situation requires your organization to implement a change in staffing, whether that
be furloughs, layoffs or a reduction in force, be open about your concerns and acknowledge the
concerns of others.
Be as transparent as possible about the long-term plans of the organization and, when it becomes necessary, delivering bad news early is better
than permitting uncertainty to fester. Definitely rely on the expertise of Human Resources leaders in your organization.

When having a tough conversation, the following guidelines are useful:
• Acknowledge concerns.

• Share common goals.

• Share update frequency.

• Share what you know.

• Share the plan.

• Share information channels.

• Share how the decision was reached.
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RULE

10
Maintain momentum and morale for the future.
See crisis management as a subset of change management, and take the opportunity to help the
organization change for the better.
Get people on board and enthused about change. Remember that
Build motivation for change by:
• Identifying champions for projects and initiatives

the goal of change management, especially in crisis, is to reach a
future state that is significantly better than the current state.

• Addressing naysayers and overcoming resistance
• Giving clear assignments and providing needed support
• Expecting accountability so that meaningful results can be
achieved and measured.
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About WittKieffer
WittKieffer is a global executive search firm delivering solutions across the leadership continuum—executive,
emerging and interim—dedicated exclusively to partnering with organizations that improve quality of life. In
healthcare, education, the life sciences and the not-for-profit sector, the firm understands leadership, people who
lead and the impact they have on organizations and society. WittKieffer—leading the way forward for 50 years.
Visit WittKieffer.com to learn more.

About CMA Global
Since 1975, clients have trusted CMA to deliver results. Our business experienced consultants have assisted
organizations including Fortune 500 corporations, not-for-profits, family-owned business, and entrepreneurial
organizations in multiple industries. With offices in St. Louis, Kansas City and Denver, we have clients throughout
North America, Europe, and Asia. Whether you want to increase the accuracy of your hiring decisions, develop key
employees, design and execute a generational transition plan, or implement a talent management system, CMA
can help. Visit cmaconsult.com to learn more.

