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Leveraging the gift of crisis

COVID-19 is the Black Swan too few saw coming. Our collective failure of imaginatio
we’re experiencing as an economy and society. There is no excuse, however, for a fa
the rules of business have changed, and leaders must prepare in real time for event
while positioning their organizations for renewed success through radical innovation
capabilities and newly clari�ed purpose. In that sense, crisis can be a gift.

Though chaotic, a crisis simpli�es, clari�es and unites. Crisis leadership is not about 
preserve the status quo. It is a vehicle for inspiring people and teams to higher level
ideas that open the organization up to new possibilities, ranging from e�ective resp
new business models, new products and services, and even new markets.

I wrote about managing in a time of crisis �ve years ago. I had just �nished back-to-b
for my company in two di�erent regions that almost immediately devolved into cha
austerity measures plunged the country into economic devastation and social revolt
eve of mass protests, random sniper �re, and a Russian-backed invasion.

In both cases, every expectation and plan that I went in with got immediately overtu
in unexpected ways to make the organization stronger, more resilient and more inn
of middle managers into seasoned leaders.

In this time of crisis, I want to pass on some of my perspective and the insights I gain

Evolving Organization Needs During a Crisis
During extreme uncertainty, speed in decision-making, organizing, and acting is esse
agenda successfully without taking into account where people are currently at and w

The pyramid illustrates what people ne
from overcoming early shock to helpin

expedited way.

Early in the crisis, needs will be basic. When the organization gains its footing, needs
opportunities become more complex.
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6Af6b_wyiwI
https://hbr.org/2015/06/what-it-was-like-to-be-a-manager-in-ukraine
https://hbr.org/2020/02/develop-a-probabilistic-approach-to-managing-uncertainty?utm_medium=email&utm_source=newsletter_monthly&utm_campaign=strategy_activesubs&utm_content=signinnudge&referral=00210&deliveryName=DM72020
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Purpose also evolves during a crisis. In
sense of purpose will be the �rst thing
people together and keep them focuse
environment, you may need to adapt a
the way.

Scenario planning is also critical at eac
assumptions must be challenged in lig
(and by modeling, develop that same m
probing questions to assess the range 
opportunities in a given area or situati
Then, they must turn quickly to the be

plans already considered. At Amazon, this leadership principle is called, “Have Backb

Let’s look at how evolving purpose and “What If” thinking applies as your team’s or o

1. Safety / security / survival
To be creative, urgent, resilient and perform under intense pressure, people need so
security. At level 1, the purpose of the organization is not to deliver on their pre-cris
fundamental needs of its people.

With COVID-19, employees may face a great deal of uncertainty and even danger. W
their fundamental needs? Can healthcare workers get proper sanitation equipment 
employees to get supplies, medicine and medical care, cash for their immediate nee
everybody connected remotely?

By asking “What if” questions, leaders can come up with alternatives that support pe
perform basic tasks? Virtual teams, drone deliveries, safety protocols, mental health

Can any of these measures be part of a new business model?

Some examples: could grocery store sanitation policies become a new selling point?
digital and physical class presence be the new model?

2. Resources
In a crisis, resources will be scarce but essential. Think practically and tangibly. What
do your people need to keep the business operations going?

Because of COVID-19, global supply chains are in disarray. What can a manufacturin
materials or parts? Is there a local supplier or alternative product? Do you have back

As the crisis deepens and revenue shortfalls intensify, what are the capital needs of 
Capital puts it, “In downturns, revenue and cash levels always fall faster than expens
funding sources cushion the gap? Can your balance sheet be hedged? How quickly c

https://hbr.org/2020/02/develop-a-probabilistic-approach-to-managing-uncertainty?utm_medium=email&utm_source=newsletter_monthly&utm_campaign=strategy_activesubs&utm_content=signinnudge&referral=00210&deliveryName=DM72020
https://www.strategy-business.com/blog/Leading-through-the-duration-of-the-COVID-19-emergency?gko=12a4f&utm_source=itw&utm_medium=itw20200402&utm_campaign=resp
https://towardsdatascience.com/smarter-covid-19-decision-making-39dbff2ab2ba
https://medium.com/sequoia-capital/coronavirus-the-black-swan-of-2020-7c72bdeb9753
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How can you turn resource confusion into opportunity? Can you pool resources, cap
competitors, or sell or trade unneeded equipment or supplies?

3. Information
To navigate a new reality e�ectively, you need to know the facts. How do you get tha
for sharing that information among your stakeholders, i.e., your employees, custom
How can you establish an organized, reliable, accessible and accurate information sy

In a time of crisis, extreme candor works better than withholding, hedging or sugarc
to understand everything to act or respond in real time.

As soon as COVID hit, a Wall Street bank began surveying managing directors regula
from clients. Not only did this help keep the bankers informed, but the �rm used the
and podcasts for clients, and to help �nd solutions to urgent market needs.

4. Teams
Without leadership, teams fall apart during a crisis. On the other hand, a crisis is an 
development under �re.

In Ukraine, I was in the middle of a team development program when the crisis hit. O
the crisis but propelled by it. We came together in a new way, around a very meanin
employees and resume business operations in spite of the chaos. Along the way, we
sourcing and sharing information, making decisions faster, coordinating e�orts, exe
each other emotionally.

Our team e�ectiveness scores had soared by the time we measured them again, po
also developed leadership skills which made them highly sought-after managers and
company.

5. Innovation & Technology
The right response to a crisis is innovation. When business as usual is impossible, bu
services and products may need to adapt and change. We’ve seen many examples o
stores and delivery services are implementing new standards and practices. Hotels a
ships can become hospitals.

Technology is often the vehicle for transformation. It’s not necessary to invent new d
adapt or utilize what already exists. Drones and robots are ready to make deliveries
communication platforms are suddenly on overload. Zipnosis, a telemedicine comp
2000% plus surge in user volume in two weeks.

6. New Co
During a crisis, many executives think �rst and foremost in terms of the organization
drawbacks, however. By scaling back, preserving resources, laying o� employees, et

https://www.strategy-business.com/blog/Leading-through-the-duration-of-the-COVID-19-emergency?gko=12a4f&utm_source=itw&utm_medium=itw20200402&utm_campaign=resp
https://www.management-issues.com/opinion/7379/how-businesses-act-in-the-face-of-adversity-will-shape-their-future/
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but lose the patient.

Crisis leaders think in terms of adaptation, innovation and growth. Every crisis force
response, your company can rede�ne the reason for its existence, change its proces
and minds, enter new markets, craft the new-normal and possibly save the planet.

The �rst mistake in a crisis is underestimating the possible extent of change. The sec
organization to succeed in an environment that is no longer relevant.

Crisis provides a rapid path to overhauling every aspect of your organization, from b
information sharing and decision making to the purpose of your venture and the bu

The world will not be the same after COVID-19. Many of the companies that thrive in
and evolve very rapidly over the coming months.

  Categories:

Coronavirus , Management Thinking

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Christos Tsolkas
Christos Tsolkas is an Independent business advisor, entrepreneur and author of the new book, The Gift of C
Change their Organizations, and Save the World. He has spent more than 25 years in positions of signi�cant r
marketing) with multinationals in the fast-moving consumer goods sector, leading senior teams to achieve hig
background is chemical engineering & business and he is dedicated to continuous learning.

 Previous

How businesses act in the face of adversity will shape their future

https://hbswk.hbs.edu/item/how-the-coronavirus-is-already-rewriting-the-future-of-business
https://hbr.org/2020/03/how-to-achieve-resilient-growth-throughout-the-business-cycle?utm_medium=email&utm_source=newsletter_monthly&utm_campaign=strategy_activesubs&utm_content=signinnudge&referral=00210&deliveryName=DM72020
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/healthcare-systems-and-services/our-insights/beyond-coronavirus-the-path-to-the-next-normal?cid=other-eml-alt-mip-mck&hlkid=57493764e69749faa0353eee4776292f&hctky=9451649&hdpid=b431aa82-3d5c-40f5-b141-ffe9ad89e4d7
https://www.management-issues.com/
https://www.management-issues.com/management-thinking/
https://www.management-issues.com/opinion/7379/how-businesses-act-in-the-face-of-adversity-will-shape-their-future
https://www.management-issues.com/opinion/7379/how-businesses-act-in-the-face-of-adversity-will-shape-their-future

