Leadership in times of crisis - when everything is melting down


A man went to his bank manager and said: 'I'd like to start a small business. How do I go about it?' 
'Simple,' said the bank manager. 'Buy a big one and wait.'

That’s the feeling of many of us, as we watch the present unfold.  
We all know that we are in a crisis – call it recession, meltdown, slowdown, or even depression, fact is, we are in a crisis.

Everything we have heard over the past few days leaves us no doubt, even for the optimists among us, that we are in a time of serious crisis.

Further, the prognosis is that we have just begun to feel the effect and that it is likely to broaden and deepen and last at least 2 to 3 years.  And that’s the optimistic view.  

It’s like a massive mudslide flowing inexorably towards us, intensifying its speed and power with the detritus and waste gathered along the way, and the resulting momentum, obliterating everything in its path.   
While the economic crisis looms large and at the forefront, we want to remember that we are also in an 
· Environmental crisis – global warming, intense and unpredictable hurricanes and storms for us here in the Caribbean
· Social crisis – crime, health, increasing poverty and desperation
· Political – even with the elation of the new President –elect of the USA, we are cognisant of the fact that every new president has been faced with a  political crisis within the first few months of taking office
All of these are linked, intertwined and together multiply – this is not one plus one equals two – this is one plus one equals eleven!

At the best of times, the Caribbean was insignificant in the scheme of things, and most of us experienced marginal growth

These are the worst of times – now what for us in the Caribbean?
More importantly, now what for our businesses?
Our normal response in a crisis is to PANIC!

We become paralyzed, not so much by what is happening but by our FEAR of what has happened in the past and what could happen in the future

FEAR feeds upon itself (contagion effect), and soon everyone else is in a panic

One cannot see clearly in this state, for a state of FEAR clouds our vision and therefore our ability to make decisions

But, this is the very time that we MUST make decisions!

For common usage has “crisis” as a time of turmoil, confusion, instability.

Yet, the root of “crisis” (Greek): krisis = decision

Dictionary definition:  A condition of instability or danger leading to decisive change; a turning point
A crisis is therefore a turning point, or a time to decide, not to be paralysed

In China – symbol for CRISIS = OPPORTUNITY

How to we see the opportunity within the crisis?
Now is the time for leaders to step up.  For the fundamental job of leadership is to make tough decisions, and tough times scream out for tough decisions.
Role of leader:

1. Give hope of a brighter future, since the present is so bleak.   Most people can’t see beyond that

2. Provide forward momentum – make decisions, keep vision alive

What the leader must do:

1. Communicate

2. Respect

3. Independence
4. Stay on message

5. Invicibility

6. Smile!

C = Communicate; build community.  Communicate not just to share/give news, but to invite feedback and gather info so that you can make better decisions.  Communicate to reassure; Communicate around the Core values of the organization.  Communicate via all media possible – in person, by e-mail, intranet, bulletin boards – fill all information voids early, for failure to do so will result in speculation – the food of fear
R = Respect the feelings and views of others.  Allow people to vent their worst fears and insecurity.  Listen more than talk
I =  Independence – be independent and do not get pulled into the panic.  I know of a CEO in Jamaica who locks himself in the bathroom every morning and laughs for 5 minutes.  This immediately puts him in a good mood that last throughout the day.  This allows him to stay clear and focused, aloof from yet observing the panic, and so able to make the tough decisions that these times require  
S = Stay on the message e.g. Obama – “yes we can”.  Nothing must keep you from the message.  Find something that resonates with your team, and stick to it.  Every communication, every speech, every action must reflect this message.  A good message to start with is “This too shall pass”
I = Invincible – be invincible; help others to have courage, and the feeling that they can conquer the crisis situation; act with integrity.  
S = Smile i.e. Nelson Mandela – “Appearances matter — and remember to smile” 

No. 6 – from the July 17 Time Magazine, 8 lessons of leadership:
Walter Sisulu: “Mandela was tall and handsome, an amateur boxer who carried himself with the regal air of a chief's son. And he had a smile that was like the sun coming out on a cloudy day”
For the Presidential elections in 1994 it was said about Mandela: “But more important was that dazzling, beatific, all-inclusive smile. For white South Africans, the smile symbolized Mandela's lack of bitterness and suggested that he was sympathetic to them. To black voters, it said, I am the happy warrior, and we will triumph. The ubiquitous ANC election poster was simply his smiling face. "The smile," says Ramaphosa, "was the message." 

Everything you have done here over these past few days will come to naught if you fail to lead.  The challenge for you is to remember the opportunity in crisis, remember your role as a leader – C-R-I-S-I-S,  and keep hope alive.
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