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EVERYWOMAN IS AN organisation that 
works to advance women in business. 

Having made it through more than 13 
years of business ourselves, we know 
that how you manage critical situations 
and crises acts as a mirror into your 
business. Those businesses that have 
survived and learned from what has 
been thrown at them are the ones that 
continue to grow, develop and innovate. 

And of course, it is people who manage 
critical situations well who are more 
successful in business, so learning how 
to do so is a core management skill. 

The most important thing you can 
do with this workbook is to take the time 
to work through each section and learn 
from it when you are NOT in the middle 
of a tricky situation. If you wait until you 
are, you will be looking for answers 
rather than looking to learn. 

The workbook has been designed 
to help you understand the three 
key stages of effectively managing 
and handling critical situations:

Ensure you take the time to develop 
your actions as you go along and, by 
the end of this workbook, you will 
feel more confident and ready to 
handle whatever comes your way.

Crises and unexpected events happen 
at some time in all of our personal and 
professional lives, learning to handle 
them efficiently with transparency 
and composure will raise your 
profile and build your reputation 
within your business and beyond. 

Good luck and we look forward to seeing 
you on the everywomanNetwork 

The everywoman team

ABOUT  TH IS  WORKBOOK
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TACKL ING  CR I T I CAL  S I TUAT IONS 
In an ideal world, nothing would go 
wrong and life would be simple and 
easy. You would have all the resources 
you need, all the information at your 
fingertips and everyone would be singing 
from the same hymn sheet. However, 
life isn’t like that, is it? And in today’s 
fast-paced business environment, you 
need to be prepared and skilled at 
handling things when they do go wrong. 

Many directors say that how their 
team members handle the unexpected 
and manage crises is what sets them 
apart. The ability to think on your feet, 
communicate with others and be the 
voice of reason during a business critical 
situation is a sign of true leadership.

What do we mean by a critical situation 
in the business environment? There 
is a huge range of definitions and 
interpretations of what makes an event 
critical, in other words, a crisis. One of 
the simplest interpretations is a situation 
where the need for tackling is both 
urgent and important, and the outcome 
will have a direct effect on business. 

There are also critical situations that start 
as positives but turn into negatives. For 
example, exceptionally high demand for a 
product, that then crashes your website. 

A critical situation at work in most 
instances is a business crisis – in 
varying degrees of course. 

An organisational crisis is often 
defined as a low-probability, high-
impact event that threatens the 
viability of the organisation. 

We really like the Chinese definition: 
Weiji (the Chinese word for crisis) 
means danger and opportunity.

A critical situation or crisis could be 
potentially detrimental but learning 
how to turn it into an opportunity 
for yourself as an entrepreneur, 
manager or for your business is 
extremely useful. It may involve some 
risk, but if you are well prepared it 
can be – and usually is – worth it.

“While one person 
hesitates because he feels 
inferior, the other is busy 

making mistakes and 
becoming superior”

HENRY C LINK

“She had an unequalled 
gift... of squeezing big 

mistakes into small 
opportunities”

HENRY JAMES (1843 – 1916) 
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Reviewing historic situations 
you can learn from

SECT ION  1 .
P L ANN ING 

AHEAD
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Understanding your starting point
TH INK  BACK  OVER  THE  PAST  F EW MONTHS  –  what  cr i t i ca l  s i tuat ions  have  you  been  w itness  to?  I t  may have 

been  a  re lat i ve ly  sma l l  tr igger  that  l ed  to  further  comp l i cat ions ,  such  as  someone  phon ing  i n  s i ck ,  wh ich 
then  meant  that  no  one  was  ab le  to  access  the ir  d iary  or  c l i ent  f i l es .  Or  i t  cou ld  be  a  b igger,  more 

comp l i cated  s i tuat ion ,  such  as  your  ema i l  and  web  server  be ing  down for  a  day  or  more . 

L IST BELOW THOSE CRIT ICAL S ITUATIONS THAT YOU HAVE EXPERIENCED, 
WITNESSED OR HEARD ABOUT.

• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
Now…

Before we dive into detail about managing the situation, let’s look more closely at how you 
typically respond to a crisis - and be very honest.

WHICH APPLIES  TO  YOU?

• You  are  a  ‘bury  your  head  in  the  sand ’ person ,  hop ing  i t  w i l l  a l l  work  out  for  i tse l f

• You  are  coo l ,  ca lm and  co l l ected ,  and  the  source  of  everyone’s  support

• You  te l l  everyone  your  prob lem so  that  hopefu l l y  someone  e l se  w i l l  so l ve  i t

• You  are  a  b i t  of  a  drama queen  and  f ind  i t  hard  to  d i fferent iate  between  m inor  i s sues  and  huge  prob lems 

Overuse of words such as crisis, drama, catastrophe, disaster and emergency can be damaging. 
If everything is a perceived as a drama, people will just continue as normal.
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Someone recently told us that she was made to realise she was a drama queen when every time she 
walked into her boss’s office in crisis and panic mode, the boss held up a hand and asked, “Before 
you say anything, is someone dead or do I need to fire you?” Sounds extreme, but her boss had to 
force her to use some perspective, because everything to her was a 10/10 crisis. 

Some people find it difficult to put what is happening into perspective for themselves. Therefore 
their actions and body language may give off vibes of tragedy and end-of-world scenarios, when a 
quick chat and problem solving session was maybe all that was needed. Not being able to 
articulate a problem also makes it even more difficult for someone else to get perspective.

You need to be aware of how you are perceived during a critical situation, 
so you know if you are sending out the message you want to.

EXERCISES
Throughout this workbook, use these as your target behaviours and learn from the hints, 
tips and tools on how you would like to conduct yourself in challenging situations.

Understanding your starting point

L i st  here  three  or  four  words  or  phrases  to  descr ibe  yourse lf  i n 
a  cr i t i ca l  s i tuat ion .

1 .

2 .

3

4 . 

Now,  l i st  three  or  four  words  or  phrases  that  you  wou ld  l i ke  to  use 
to  descr ibe  yourse lf  i n  a  cr i t i ca l  s i tuat ion .

1 .

2 .

3 .

4 
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GET T ING IN  SHAPE  FOR A CRIT ICAL  S ITUATION
MANY T IMES  IN  L I F E  we  are  thrown obstac les  and  face  s i tuat ions  we  d idn’t  see  coming .  Therefore ,  i t  i s 

extreme ly  usefu l  to  prepare  for  the  unexpected .  For  examp le ,  i f  you  have  arranged  a  l ong-d i stance  v ideo 
ca l l  w ith  an  overseas  c l i ent  and  you  arr i ve  at  the  off i ce  to  f ind  the  w ire less  i nternet  access  has  gone 

down ,  what  cou ld  you  do  to  ensure  the  ca l l  goes  ahead?  Do  you  have  a  back-up  p lan?

We have all heard the expression ‘you can’t predict the future’, which is often used 
as an excuse for not taking the time to plan or think things through thoroughly. How 
can I possibly plan for an event that I don’t even know will happen, you may ask? 
There is a way, and proactively planning solutions for potential complications and 
setbacks is a core leadership skill that you need to have in your toolbox. 

In this section you will learn how to proactively plan for the unexpected, both in terms 
of your business and yourself.

Before you start contingency planning, you should speak to people in your company about 
what crises they have faced in the past and how they handled them. Check what plans are 
already in place, within your department or area of responsibility, to find out how they could 
prove useful and to make sure you don’t duplicate any that have already been implemented. 

Risk planning
Take some time to look at the key processes and skills that allow you to do your job, and 
help your business or department to operate effectively. Begin at the start of your working 
week and run through a typical day or two. For example, security passes to get into your 
building, turning on your laptop and having everything working as needed, knowing 
how to divert phones when someone has just called in sick, having clients’ contact details 
somewhere other than on your mobile phone, which could be left at home, and so on... 

Risk assessment

L i st  as  many  processes  and  tasks  you  can  th ink  of,  such  as  secur ity  to  get 
i nto  bu i l d ings ,  computer  passwords ,  manag ing  accounts  or  c l i ents ,  d iary 
p lann ing .

• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 

EXERCISE
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Risk assessment

From your list, now note down in the table below the potential risks that could affect the 
processes and tasks. For instance, if a major client reduces its spend with you, with little or 
no warning, what can you do to minimise the impact on the business and your targets?

L IST  YOUR OWN RISKS IN  THE  TABLE  BELOW:

Now you have a good idea of what could happen, what can you do? Don’t panic and 
think you need to worry about everyday detail, you just need to do a risk assessment 
on the key areas that influence the effectiveness of your role in the business. 

A very useful tool is the risks matrix. Using the matrix below, you can make  
a judgement on the level of impact and probability of each of your risks in the 
table above. This will give you a good guide to your areas of priority. 

RISKS MATRIX

High impact
Low probability

Low impact
Low probability

High impact
High probability

Low impact
High probability

Probability

Impact
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Risk assessment

This tool helps to identify where and how things can and might go wrong. Each task is 
examined for how much of an impact the issue would have on the business, and how 
likely it is that it would occur in the first place. Serious project planners and those in 
finance will often want to put a value against risk but, for our purpose, it is about framing 
and putting into focus potential threats that could put you into a critical situation. 

You can use this framework for overall risk assessment for your business, your business area 
or for a particular issue or project. It should, therefore, be revisited on a regular basis. 

How can you use this?
Given what you have listed already in terms of processes and tasks, and other areas, try 
and put your threats and risks into the framework. Plot your tasks on the matrix below:

Be proactive
You now have a good visual for your risk assessment. This allows you to start your 
planning and, therefore, start being proactive in managing a potential situation.

Process/task Probab i l i ty  h igh/ lowImpact  h igh/ low
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What should you do? 
High impact/high probability 

• Do  someth ing  now  about  th i s ,  don’t  wa it  unt i l  i t  happens  as  you  are  qu ite  sure  i t  w i l l  happen 

High impact/low probability 

• Do  what  you  can  to  reduce  the  impact  i f  or  when  i t  does  occur,  share  your  ideas  and  concerns 
w ith  knowledgeab le  co l l eagues  and  bu i l d  a  P lan  B .  These  become cr i ses  very  eas i l y

Low impact/high probability

• Be  aware  and ,  i f  poss ib le  w ithout  too  much  effort ,  try  prevent ing  i t  from happen ing  i n  the  f i rst  p lace

Low impact/low probability

• You  need  to  dec ide  and  may need  to  seek  gu idance  on  whether  you  can  accept  these  and  ignore  them 

How can you get your team or stakeholders on board?
If you have a team, ideally you would do this risk assessment with them. They may have 
different insight to you and possibly look at the issue in a completely different way. The 
discussion you will have around how high or low the impact or probability may be is a 
very effective way to plan for the situation. It means you are talking about things before 
they happen. For you as a leader, this will help your team to see that you are in control 
and have a proactive approach to managing your business, department or team.

From this brainstorming and discussion, you will be able to build your communication strategy.  Let 
people know your concerns, and tell them what you are working on now to avoid potential crises in 
the future. Create a contingency plan with the right people and communicate it. By outlining your 
potential risks, you demonstrate that you have thought things through and developed a strategy. 
Be vocal with your team and stakeholders about what has been decided. Make sure you note for 
others that for some risks you made a concrete and thought-out decision to do nothing about them 
at this stage. That will give assurance that everything is on your radar and you are in control. 

Risk assessment
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HOW DO I  CREATE  A CONTINGENCY PLAN?

BE  UPFRONT  about  your  mot i vat ion  for  need ing  a  cont ingency  p lan .  I t  may be  d i ff i cu lt  to  get  peop le  to 
put  t ime  and  energy  into  p lann ing  for  th ings  that  may never  happen ,  but  they  w i l l  apprec iate  the  p lan 
i f  a  cr i s i s  shou ld  ar i se .  Here  are  some further  t ips : 

• Keep  i t  s imp le

• L i nk  i t  to  the  bus iness  p lan  and  v i s i on ,  and  to  the  or ig ina l  p lan

• I dent ify  ro les  and  respons ib i l i t i es

• Know and  commun icate  the  tr igger  for  putt ing  i t  i nto  act ion

• Commun icate  the  p lan  to  everyone  necessary 

• Make  one  person  respons ib le  overa l l  for  the  p lan  and  l et  them and  everyone  know.  They  may ass ign 
spec if i c  tasks  to  others ,  but  one  person  needs  to  be  seen  as  the  owner  of  the  p lan 

Contingency planning

Think about what you have plotted on your matrix

What do I need to worry about now and work on immediately? 
(High impact and high probabi l ity) 

What wil l  I  do?

What do I need a Plan B for? (High impact and low probabi l ity) 

EXERCISE
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Bui lding your support network

WHAT IS  IN  PLAN B? 

Who can you count on for help and support?
Two-thirds of Britons say they have fewer than five people they can count on in a crisis, 
according to the YouGov survey of 2,045 internet users, which was commissioned by 
Links of London. Psychologist Rob Yeung said: ‘’Many of us like to think that our own 
success is based on how we perform, but without valuable people in our lives – core 
people around us who support us – we may not achieve as much as we aspire to.’’

What does this mean for you? We all need to know who is in our network that we can 
turn to for advice, support, resources and inspiration. It is important to think through 
this before support is truly needed; we have all heard stories of people turning to the 
wrong person just to be hung out to dry. The last thing you want to worry about when 
you are under pressure is figuring out who can help, and how much you can trust them. 

Think back over the past few months. Who has supported you 
through a difficult situation?

•  
•  
•  
•  
•  
•  
•  
•  
•
•  
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Risk assessment and contingency planning

Now let’s use this as a starting point to create a list of stakeholders who can help you when things go 
wrong, and understand how they can help you. Do not discount someone who you may know very 
little about, they may offer you a resource you can’t otherwise tap into. However, when asking for 
their assistance, you only need to give enough information for them to help you.

e.g. Janet Yes Yes Weighing up pros 
and cons of  
a decision

e.g. Mary Yes Yes Giving me a 
confidence check 

and boost

Who

How can  they  
offer  support?Wou ld  they  he lp  me?

Can  I  trust  them 
w ith  a l l  of  the 
i nformat ion?
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Risk assessment and contingency planning

Have a look at the list on the previous page and see if there are any areas 
you may need help with that you don’t seem to have a support person in 
your network for. For instance, who in your network can help you formulate 
how a message is communicated to the various stakeholders? Make a plan 
to broaden your network over the next three months, again be proactive and 
don’t wait until the crisis has occurred to find out who can help. For 
example, you may need someone who has excellent financial skills, who 
could give you a very quick assessment on the financial impact of a potential 
risk. Seek someone that has these specific skills. 

My network plan

Support is needed in the following areas:

I will increase my network by:

Given the decisions above, what do you need to tell your stakeholders?

EXERCISE
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The fundamentals

SECT ION  2 .
MANAG ING  A 

CR IS IS
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How can you use it?
1 . Choose  a  prob lem and  wr ite  i t  i n  the  ‘f i sh  head ’ (the  effect  box ,  see  d iagram on  the  next  page) .  Th ink  of  the  ma jor 

causes  that  contr ibuted  to  the  b lame and  put  them on  the  end  of  each  bone . 

2 . Depend ing  on  the  i s sue ,  you  cou ld  use  the  ‘4  Ms’ :  Manpower,  Methods ,  Mach inery  and  Mater ia l s .  Or  the  ‘4  Ps’ Po l i c i es , 
Procedures ,  Peop le  and  P lant .

3 . Bra instorm to  d i scover  the  causes  for  each  ma jor  area .  Don’t  be  worr ied  about  the  order,  j ust  l et  peop le  th ink 
and  d i scuss .

4 .  Ask  ‘why’ as  much  as  poss ib le  to  bu i l d  further  branches/r ibs  to  ensure  you  are  gett ing  to  the  root  of  the  prob lem. 

5 . Now pr ior i t i se  the  most  important  causes  and  dec ide  wh ich  ones  need  improv ing  for  max imum benef it  or  to  cause  the 
l east  d i srupt ion  to  your  organ i sat ion .

Procedures

Peop leP lant

Po l i c i es

Cause

Why

Problem solv ing tools

1 . Fishbone or cause and effect diagram –
use this to help discover the cause of a problem
This process is suitable for problem solving where there are likely to be a 
large number of possible contributing causes. It is important to identify the 
root of a problem to ensure you are solving the right issue.
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1 . F ishbone or cause and effect diagram
Here are some different examples. . .  use as required

CAUSES EFFECT

Method

ProceduresPolicies

Manpower

People

Material

Environment

Machinery

Plant

Problem solv ing tools
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WHY?

WHY?

WHY?

WHY?

WHY?
The  rea l  so lut ion 

i s  found  here

• C lear ly  def ine  the  prob lem to  be  so l ved

• Ask  the  group  “why?” Capture  the  responses  and  cont inue  to  ask  the  quest ion  unt i l  you  have  exhausted  a l l  opt ions 

• Use  the  answers  to  dec ide  what  needs  to  be  pr ior i t i sed  and  worked  on  immed iate ly  to  tack le  your  s i tuat ion

• Use  some sort  of  image  to  show the  f low of  the  whys  such  as  the  one  be low

2. ‘ The 5 whys’
This is a quick and useful way to get to the root of a problem while taking into consideration 
different perspectives. It is helpful to do this with your team of colleagues on a white board or 
flipchart.

How do I use it?

Problem solv ing tools
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2. ‘The 5 whys’
An example

My team seems to be tired and demotivated.

Because they are working long hours and had to work the past two weekends.

Because we have two big projects on and not enough staff.

Because half the team are on holiday at the same time.

Because nobody ever knows who has booked holiday or when

Because we don’t a have process or one person responsible for holiday planning

So the real problem to solve is to have a transparent process for approving and booking holiday.

WHY?

WHY?

WHY?

WHY?

WHY?

AHH…

Problem solv ing tools
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Pos it i ve  th ink ing

1 . I dent ify  a  dec i s i on  to  ana lyse

2 . Ask  everyone  to  wr ite  two l i sts  headed  ‘Pros’ and  ‘Cons’ and  record  the ir  own reasons  for  and  aga inst  the  dec i s i on

3 . Pu l l  together  a l l  the  answers  and  comp i l e  a  group  l i st .  You  may want  to  add  we ight ing  i f  some reasons  are  more 
important  than  others

4 .  G i ven  a l l  the  pros  and  cons ,  determine  whether  the  dec i s i on  i s  the  r ight  one 

Learn how to use these tools when you have time and thinking space and in 
a low-risk environment, so that when you need them under pressure, you 
will be able to tap into them quickly and effectively.

Think about your next few weeks…

What opportunities might you have to try out these tools?

Who will you try them with?

Which ones will you use and why?

EXERCISE

3. Pros and cons
This is a valuable tool to use when a quick analysis of a decision is needed, or 
a comparison of the benefits of a number of solutions is required. This helps 
to ensure logic is the prime consideration instead of gut feelings and 
emotions. 

How can you use it? 

Problem solv ing tools
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• Take steps to  ensure you get enough regular  and eff ic ient s leep  –  be ing  t i red  can  make  you  l ess  ab le  to  dea l 
w ith  strugg les  when  they  ar i se 

• Eat a  balanced d iet  –  know when  you  are  go ing  to  work  late  and  organ i se  extra  hea lthy  snacks  to  f i l l  the  food  vo id 

• Exerc ise  –  regu lar  phys i ca l  act i v i ty  keeps  the  b lood  f low ing  and  the  heart  pump ing .  I t  a l so  he lps  to  c l ear  the  m ind 

• Take breaks  –  i t ’s  amaz ing  what  you  p i ck  up  at  the  coffee  mach ine .  Or  try  go ing  to  see  someone  instead  of  send ing 
an  ema i l 

How do tension and stress affect you?
When we are exposed to tension and stress, the body automatically goes into survival 
mode. This dates back to the days when we had to make a decision to either run or fight 
for our lives. Thankfully, those levels of danger have reduced and we will very rarely need 
to do either of those things. However, your body will still prepare in the same way. 

A few of the reactions that can occur:
• An  i ncrease  i n  heart  rate  and  b lood  pressure

• Your  body  d i verts  l arger  amounts  of  b lood  to  the  ma jor  musc le  groups

• Non-essent ia l  systems such  as  immune  and  d igest i ve  w i l l  shut  down to  preserve  energy

• The  bra in  w i l l  focus  on  the  b ig  p i cture  w ith  the  i nab i l i ty  to  focus  on  sma l l  deta i l s

Managing tension and stress

Let’s face it, one of the most challenging aspects of any stressful situation is handling 
one’s own emotions and thinking. Often we are on parade during stressful times, and we 
need to understand how this affects our own credibility and the ability to get the job done.

Be on top of the basics:
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Managing tension and stress

Having to face these on a regular basis is not only unhelpful for dealing with 
challenging situations, but also destructive to your overall health and wellbeing. 
Make a point of being aware of what your body is telling you, so that you can pinpoint 
early that you are getting stressed and manage the situation accordingly. 

Pos it i ve  th ink ing

Think about what happens to you physically during a stressful situation. 
What are your key areas to work on to be more in command of yourself? 
Look back at this list after your next crisis and honestly critique yourself on 
your improvements (or lack of). 

1.

2.

3.

EXERCISE
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As we’ve seen on the previous page, the body will kick-start a range of reactions when 
exposed to stressful situations, and your thinking pattern is no different. There are a 
few core fundamentals that you need to consider and plan for. Remember that being 
self-aware is vital because you must understand how relevant these elements are to 
your own pressure-handling cognitive process. Take yourself through this process 
when you are feeling tension or stress to put yourself in a position of control.

1 .  I dent ify  that  there  i s  a  reason  for  tens ion  and  stress  i n  the  f i rst  p lace

2 .  Be  aware  of  i nterna l  (often  negat i ve)  ta lk

3 .  Tune  i nto  your  att itude ,  th i s  w i l l  i n  turn  affect  your  behav iour

4 .  Be  honest  w ith  yourse lf  about  the  s i tuat ion

5 .  Use  a  th ink ing  process

What thinking process? We l ike the SLLR process
Do you remember as a child, you were taught to ‘stop, look and listen’ before you crossed 
the street? This was to force you to remember something important: to focus on what’s on 
the road – such as the potentially dangerous traffic – rather than playing with your ball or 
running to greet a friend on the other side. This same process is taught in business schools 
and project management sessions worldwide and is a popular crisis management tool.

 

Stop
Avo id  st imu lus-react ion  and  knee - jerk  th ink ing .  Gather  your  thoughts ,  take  a 
breath ,  and  assess  the  s i tuat ion  before  you  speak  or  act . 

Look
Do  a  s i tuat ion  sweep .  What  are  the  non-verba l  behav iours  you  see?  What  background 
shou ld  you  take  i nto  cons iderat ion?  Assess  the  env i ronment  around  you .

Listen
Rea l l y  l i sten  to  what  i s  be ing  sa id .  Look  for  under ly ing  messages  and  mean ings .  Tap  i nto 
your  network  of  adv i sers  and  support  team to  get  a  neutra l  perspect i ve .

Respond
Th i s  i s  the  fourth  step  for  a  reason .  You  need  to  respond ,  but  ONLY after  you  have  ca lmed 
down and  taken  a l l  you  can  i nto  cons iderat ion  to  enab le  you  to  do  so  appropr iate ly .

Manage your thinking
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Manage your thinking

Think about a recent difficult situation or crisis you faced where you did not use  
this process.

What was the situation?

How would it have been better using SLLR process?

What will you do differently next time?

EXERCISE
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Your leadership style

There is no ‘one’ perfect way to lead during difficult situations, because every 
situation you will be up against is different. The most important factor is to be flexible 
so that you can use a style that is needed; hence, we often use the term situational 
leadership. An emotionally intelligent leader will put the task and people ahead of 
his or her own needs and use leadership to fit the circumstances.

If your business has been plagued by a computer virus that has brought down 
your IT capabilities, you will need to react and lead differently than if a colleague 
has been taken ill, or a key client is threatening to pull their business.

What does your style always  need to include?
Be calm and confident  – put as ide your persona l fears and 
fee l i ngs  and  rema in  ca lm for  those  around  you .
Th ink about the c l imate  – your sty le w i l l have a knock-on effect on 
everyth ing around you , from how respons i ve peop le w i l l be towards you and 
your  so lut ion ,  to  how respons ib le  they  w i l l  fee l  be ing  part  of  i t .
Communicate accountabi l ity  –  be  respons ib le  for  the  message  you  are  send ing .  Don’t expect peop le 
around  you  to  second- guess  your  mean ing  or  understand  what  i s  needed  un less  you  are  c lea r.  
Communicate art icu lately  – don’t focus on your agenda and assume 
everyone knows what i s  runn ing around ins ide  your head .  I nsp i re pos it i ve 
act ion  by  engag ing  i n  d ia logue  not  j ust  transferr ing  i nformat ion .
Take responsib i l ity  – you may not have caused the prob lem 
but  you  need  to  be  respons ib le  for  so l v i ng  i t .

Do a health check on your leadership style
Do you do any of the following?

Pass the buck  by  say ing  i t’s  not  your  i s sue ,  you  don’t  have  t ime ,  or  te l l  your  team ‘ I t i s 
them not  me’ .  Say  these  type  of  th ings  and  you  w i l l  ho ld  no  cred ib i l i ty  w ith  your  team.
Shoot the messenger  – chances are peop le w i l l stop engag ing w ith 
you  and  may l et  s i tuat ions  fester  to  avo id  te l l i ng  you .
Solve  symptoms rather than problems  – when the prob lem rears i ts 
ug ly  head  aga in  and  aga in  everyone  w i l l  get  very  demot i vated .
Expect joy,  enthusiasm and pos it iveness at  every step  – peop le need to 
be ab le to vent the ir frustrat ions w ith in reason . You can’t expect them to be 
cheerfu l i n the l i ght of poor ly p lanned pro jects or under-resourced teams . 
Avoid the e lephant in  the room  –  peop le  expect  honesty  and  fu l l  transparency  whenever  poss ib le .



www.everywoman.com
27

1 .  P L A NN ING  A HE A D

2 .  M A N A GING A  CRIS IS

3 .  L E A RN ING  F ROM A  CR I S I S

Your leadership style

Look at your default leadership style. Given the points on the previous page, outline a few areas 
you will need to be aware of when leading others through difficult situations.

For example:

I  NEED TO  BE  AWARE OF…
I tend to assume everyone is at the same starting point as me, even though I have more 
information than they do.

AVOID THIS  BY… 
Asking myself “What don’t they know that I know, and how can I best give them  
that information?” 

I  NEED TO  BE  AWARE OF…

AVOID THIS  BY… 

I  NEED TO  BE  AWARE OF…

AVOID THIS  BY… 

EXERCISE
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Often, all eyes will be on you to see how you handle the situation you have found yourself, 
your department or your business in. Your team will be looking to you for guidance 
and your superiors will want to know that you have everything under control. 

The way in which you communicate in a critical situation means everything. The most important 
thing you need to do is to stay in control of the communications, think about your different 
audiences and what they will all need to know to get through the situation with you.

What are some key elements to consider when communicating under pressure
•  Have a  key message and st ick  to  it  –  make  sure  a l l  stakeho lders  are  keep ing  the  message  cons i stent

•  Have the facts on hand  –  ev idence  he lps  avo id  l engthy  debates  under  pressure ,  because  you  are  answer ing  the 
unasked  quest ions

•  Be as  open and honest as  you can be  –  avo id  the  grapev ine  and  rumour-mi l l  ant i cs  from the  start .  Revea l 
everyth ing  you  can

•  Watch the jargon –  under  pressure  we  often  return  to  what  i s  eas iest ,  wh ich  can  mean  speak ing  the  language  we 
know best 

•  Watch yourself  –  our  bod ies  go  through  a  l ot  dur ing  t imes  of  h igh  pressure  and  bra in  overt ime .  Chances  are 
your  speech  rate  w i l l  speed  up ,  your  breath ing  may become obv ious  and  your  body  language  m ight  h igh l i ght  your 
anx iousness  –  be  aware  of  yourse lf 

•  Te l l  people  when they wi l l  hear from you  –  i f  peop le  fee l  they  are  accounted  for,  they  w i l l  be  more  l i ke ly  to  wa it 
to  hear  from the  person  who  rea l l y  knows  the  s i tuat ion

•  Actions mean more than words  –  make  sure  you  de l i ver  what  you  promised

•  Be c lear and concise  –  don’t  l eave  room for  peop le  to  make  the ir  own assumpt ions  and  don’t  waff le .  Bu l l et  po int 
your  message  for  yourse lf  to  stay  on  track

Communicating in a critical s ituation 

Think about a difficult situation you saw unfold and that was dealt with 
effectively. What can you learn from the communication during the situation? 
Write a list of your observations. In situations where communication was 
open, how did that impact the way in which the crisis was handled? In 
situations where no one knew about the problem until it had escalated, how 
was that handled?

EXERCISE
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Making the situation  
an opportunity

SECT ION  3 .
L EARN ING  FROM 

A CR IS IS
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Effective reviewing strategies
ONCE  THE  DUST  HAS  SET T L ED  and  stress  l eve l s  have  l owered ,  i t  i s  essent ia l  that  you  make  every  effort 
to  l earn  from the  s i tuat ion .  There  i s  noth ing  worse  than  pretend ing  everyth ing  i s  f ine  and  noth ing 
went  wrong  because  i t  i s  eas ier  than  rev i s i t i ng  a  d i ff i cu lt  i s sue .

The key here is to learn, not blame or point fingers. Part of the process will be to find out how the 
situation occurred in the first place and what could have been done to prevent it. Be aware that 
using the review as a witch hunt will get you nowhere fast, and you will be left with an organisation 
that is scared and risk averse, and a workforce that won’t speak up. Hold people accountable, make 
people responsible but avoid the mindset of finding someone, often ‘anyone but us’, to blame.

Like we have said throughout this workbook, having a process is fundamental, and 
reviewing is no different. We have all been in review meetings where everyone talks, 
no one listens, emotions run high and nothing is documented or learned. Conversely, 
you may have been to review meetings that become a huge party and everyone is happy 
but, again, nothing is learned and no one is sure how to replicate the success. 

Learning from mistakes and putting actions into place 
The ‘what, so what, now what?’ approach to debriefing, reviewing and learning

Using this process will force you and your team to concentrate on asking the right questions at the 
right time. It enables individuals to articulate their reactions to the events under review, and may 
often prevent the more difficult questions being asked first, which is crucial to lay the groundwork.

“It’s always helpful 
to learn from your 

mistakes, because then 
your mistakes seem 

worthwhile”

GARRY MARSHALL, AUTHOR OF 
WAKE ME WHEN IT’S FUNNY 
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Effective reviewing strategies

What?
The first step is looking back over the events. It involves recalling facts and events in an objective 
way. Recount the main events leading to the situation. Then dissect the situation by using either 
a highlights approach (what was best/worst/most interesting/most involved moment) or a 
focused approach (what were the critical steps involved in trying to manage the situation).

Questions you could ask

•  Was there  one  tr igger  event?

•  Cou ld  we  have  seen  th i s  coming?

•  D id  we  see  th i s  coming  and  ignore  i t?

•  What  are  the  weak  or  exposed  l i nks  i n  our  process/department /organ i sat ion  that  l ed  to  the  s i tuat ion?

Once you have the facts, move to ‘so what?’

So what?
This step is about NOW. It involves feelings, ideas and opinions. The team should 
build on the events described to explain how they felt about the way they received 
or did not receive support, what kind of communication helped or hindered, how 
they encouraged risk taking and trust, and how decisions were made.

Questions you could ask:

•  What  support  d id  you  not  get  that  you  fe lt  you  needed?

•  How we l l  were  you  kept  i nformed?

•  What  pressure  d id  you  fee l  –  on  a  sca le  of  1–10?

•  How transparent  was  the  commun icat ion?

This leads naturally to ‘now what?’
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Effective reviewing strategies

Now what?
This is about looking to the future. It is about change and development and is focused on action. 

Questions you could ask:
• What  sha l l  we  do  i n  l i ght  of  th i s  i nformat ion?

• What  wou ld  we  do  aga in?  (What  went  we l l ? )

• What  needs  to  be  done  d i fferent ly  i n  future?  ( What  needs  improvement?)

• What  i s  happen ing  i n  our  organ i sat ion  that  m ight  l ead  to  a  s im i lar  s i tuat ion?

• How can  we  be  better  prepared  next  t ime?

• What  can  we  put  i n  p lace  now to  avo id  a  repeat  s i tuat ion?

• What  fo l l ow-up  procedures  need  to  be  put  i nto  p lace?

• What  do  we  need  to  work  on  over  the  next  quarter  to  avo id  a  repeat  s i tuat ion?

• Who needs  to  know th i s  happened?

• Has  cred it  been  g i ven  where  cred it  i s  due?

• I s  there  anybody  who  needs  an  apo logy?

• Who do  we  need  to  thank?

On a personal note…
Use the same process to help you learn about yourself and your leadership style in a 
difficult situation. Review your crisis management plans and how well they worked or did 
not. Consider your own emotions and stress levels. Think about the networks you tapped 
into to tackle the situation. Who do you need to meet with to debrief properly? How do 
you keep people on your side and maintain your credibility within your network. 

And remember, you got through it! Celebrate the achievement, however rocky the 
road was – even if you need to pat yourself on the back. Don’t wait for others to 
appreciate your effort; it may be a long time coming so be your best advocate!

THINK ABOUT A CRITICAL SITUATION  YOU GOT THROUGH 
AND THINK ABOUT YOUR OWN BEHAVIOUR:

What did you do well?

What would be even better next time?
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Effective reviewing strategies

Use this checkl ist to make sure you are ready 
for your next difficult situation:

• I  am aware  of  the  potent ia l  r i sks  my bus iness  i s  up  aga inst  and  I  have  a  p lan

• I  know what  r i sks  I  face  i n  my present  ro le

• My team i s  aware  of  how we can  tack le  tr i cky  i s sues

• I  know how to  f lex  my l eadersh ip  sty le  to  su it  the  s i tuat ion

• I  am conf ident  i n  my presentat ion  sk i l l s

• I  know how to  sh i ft  my negat i ve  energy

• I  have  a  support  team to  ca l l  upon  to  he lp  when  needed

• I  am conf ident  i n  my ab i l i ty  to  commun icate  effect i ve ly 

• I  can  use  var ious  prob lem- so l v i ng  and  dec i s i on-mak ing  too l s

• I  know my hot  buttons  and  how to  stay  focused

• I  understand  how to  l earn  from every  s i tuat ion  I  face

Unexpected situations do arise, and we can either choose to hide away from them or face them 
and deal with them. The tips in this workbook will help you to avoid some foreseeable challenges, 
and manage the unexpected when it arises.

Next time you face a critical situation, write down three key things you learned about yourself 
and keep them close at hand to use as a starting point for your next issue.

Key findings

1.

2.

3.

EXERCISE
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