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1 Crisis management in political systems: five
leadership challenges

1.1 Crisis management and public leadership

Crises come in many shapes and forms. Conflicts, man-made accidents,
and natural disasters chronically shatter the peace and order of societies.
The new century has brought an upsurge of international terrorism, but
also a creeping awareness of new types of contingencies – breakdowns in
information and communication systems, emerging natural threats, and
bio-nuclear terrorism – that lurk beyond the horizon.1 At the same time,
age-old threats (floods, earthquakes, and tsunamis) continue to expose
the vulnerabilities of modern society.

In times of crisis, citizens look at their leaders: presidents and mayors,
local politicians and elected administrators, public managers and top
civil servants. We expect these policy makers to avert the threat or at least
minimize the damage of the crisis at hand. They should lead us out of the
crisis; they must explain what went wrong and convince us that it will not
happen again.

This is an important set of tasks. Crisis management bears directly
upon the lives of citizens and the wellbeing of societies. When emerging
vulnerabilities and threats are adequately assessed and addressed, some
potentially devastating contingencies simply do not happen. Mispercep-
tion and negligence, however, allow crises to occur. When policy makers
respond well to a crisis, the damage is limited; when they fail, the crisis
impact increases. In extreme cases, crisis management makes the
difference between life and death.

These are no easy tasks either. The management of a crisis is often a
big, complex, and drawn-out operation, which involves many organiza-
tions, both public and private. The mass media continuously scrutinize
and assess leaders and their leadership. It is in this context that policy
makers must supervise operational aspects of the crisis management
operation, communicate with stakeholders, discover what went wrong,
account for their actions, initiate ways of improvement, and (re)establish
a sense of normalcy. The notion “crisis management” as used in this
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book is therefore shorthand for a set of interrelated and extraordinary
governance challenges. It provides an ultimate test for the resilience of
political systems and their elites.

This is a book on public leadership in crisis management. It examines
how public leaders deal with this essential and increasingly salient task of
contemporary governance. It maps the manifold challenges they face in a
crisis and identifies the pitfalls public leaders and public institutions
encounter in their efforts to manage crises. To do so, we must “unpack”
the notions of crisis and crisis management. In this introductory chapter,
we begin this task by outlining our perspective on crisis management.
First, we explain what we mean by the term “crisis.” Then we argue that
crises are ubiquitous phenomena that cannot be predicted with any kind
of precision. Next, we outline our perspective on crisis leadership.
Finally, we present five key leadership tasks in crisis management, which
form the backbone of this book.

1.2 The nature of crisis

The term “crisis” frequently features in book titles, newspaper headlines,
political discourse, and social conversation. It refers to an undesirable
and unexpected situation: when we talk about crisis, we usually mean
that something bad is to befall a person, group, organization, culture,
society, or, when we think really big, the world at large. Something must
be done, urgently, to make sure that this threat will not materialize.

In academic discourse, a crisis marks a phase of disorder in the
seemingly normal development of a system.2 An economic crisis, for
instance, refers to an interval of decline in a long period of steady growth
and development. A personal crisis denotes a period of turmoil, pre-
ceded and followed by mental stability. A revolution pertains to the
abyss between dictatorial order and democratic order. Crises are transi-
tional phases, during which the normal ways of operating no longer
work.3

Most people experience such transitions as an urgent threat, which
policy makers must address.4 Our definition of crisis reflects its subject-
ive nature as a construed threat: we speak of a crisis when policy makers
experience “a serious threat to the basic structures or the fundamental
values and norms of a system, which under time pressure and highly
uncertain circumstances necessitates making vital decisions.”5

Let us consider the three key components – threat, uncertainty, ur-
gency – of this crisis definition in somewhat more detail. Crises occur
when core values or life-sustaining systems of a community come under
threat. Think of widely shared values such as safety and security, welfare
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and health, integrity and fairness, which become shaky or even mean-
ingless as a result of (looming) violence, destruction, damage, or other
forms of adversity. The more lives are governed by the value(s) under
threat, the deeper the crisis goes. That explains why a looming natural
disaster (flood, earthquake, hurricane, extreme heat or cold) never fails
to evoke a deep sense of crisis: the threat of death, damage, destruction,
or bodily mutilation clearly violates the deeply embedded values of safety
and security for oneself and one’s loved ones.

The threat of mass destruction is, of course, but one path to crisis.6 A
financial scandal in a large corporation may touch off a crisis in a society
if it threatens the job security of many and undermines the trust in the
economic system. In public organizations, a routine incident can trigger
a crisis when media and elected leaders frame the incident as an indica-
tion of inherent flaws and threaten to withdraw their support for the
organization. The anthrax scare and the Washington Beltway snipers
caused the deaths of relatively few people, but these crises caused wide-
spread fear among the public, which – in the context of the 9/11 events –
was enough to virtually paralyze parts of the United States for weeks in a
row.7 In other words, a crisis does not automatically entail victims or
damages.8

Crises typically and understandably induce a sense of urgency. Serious
threats that do not pose immediate problems – think of climate change
or future pension deficits – do not induce a widespread sense of crisis.9

Some experts may be worried (and rightly so), but most policy makers
do not lose sleep over problems with a horizon that exceeds their polit-
ical life expectancy. Time compression is a defining element of crisis: the
threat is here, it is real, and it must be dealt with as soon as possible (at
least that’s the way it is perceived).

Time compression is especially relevant for understanding leadership
at the operational level, where decisions on matters of life and death
must sometimes be made within a few hours, minutes, or even a split
second. Think of the commander of the US cruiser Vincennes who had
only a few minutes to decide whether the incoming aircraft was an
enemy (Iranian) fighter or a non-responsive passenger plane – it tragic-
ally turned out to be the latter.10 Leaders at the strategic level rarely
experience this sense of extreme urgency, but their time horizon does
become much shorter during crises.

In a crisis, the perception of threat is accompanied by a high degree of
uncertainty. This uncertainty pertains both to the nature and the poten-
tial consequences of the threat: what is happening and how did it
happen? What’s next? How bad will it be? More importantly, uncertainty
clouds the search for solutions: what can we do? What happens if we
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select this option? Uncertainty typically applies to other factors in the
crisis process as well, such as people’s initial and emergent responses to
the crisis.

This definition of crisis enables us to study a wide variety of adversity:
hurricanes and floods; earthquakes and tsunamis; financial meltdowns
and surprise attacks; terrorist attacks and hostage takings; environmental
threats and exploding factories; infrastructural dramas and organiza-
tional decline – there are many unimaginable threats that can turn
leaders into crisis managers. What all these dramatic events have in
common is the impossible conditions they create for leaders: managing
the response operation and making urgent decisions while essential
information about causes and consequences remains unavailable.

This is, of course, an academic shortcut on the way toward under-
standing crisis management. We know that in real life it is not always
clear when exactly policy makers (who are they anyway?) experience a
situation in terms of crisis. Some situations seem crystal clear, some are
surely debatable. This fits our notion of crisis development: the defin-
ition of a situation in terms of crisis is the outcome of a political process.
Certain situations “become” crises; they travel the continuum from the
“no problem” pole to the “deep crisis” end (and back). In our choice of
literature and examples, we have tried to err on the safe side: we have
selected crisis cases that most informed readers would probably categor-
ize (if they were asked to) as situations of combined societal threat,
urgency, and uncertainty.

We are also aware that the management of crisis may depend on the
type of threat. A traditional distinction is the one between natural and
man-made disasters. Managing the impact of a tsunami (killing tens of
thousands) or the explosion of a fireworks factory (killing ten) involves
different activities as most of us can undoubtedly imagine. However, we
claim that the strategic – as opposed to the tactical and operational –
challenges for leaders in dealing with these threats are essentially the
same: trying to prevent or at least minimize the impact of adversity, deal
with the social and political consequences, and restore public faith in the
future. In fact, we take our argument one step further: leaders can
prepare for crises of the future – always different from past events – only
if they learn from the variety of experiences they themselves and other
leaders have had in other types of crisis.

1.3 The ubiquity of crisis

Disruptions of societal and political order are as old as life itself.11 The
Bible can be read as an introductory exposé of the frightening crises that
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have beset mankind. Western societies may have rooted out many of
these adverse events, but most of the world still confronts these “old”
crises on a daily basis. The costs of natural and man-made disasters
continue to grow, while scenarios of future crises promise more
mayhem.12

Crises will continue to challenge leaders for a simple reason: the
disruptions that cause crises in our systems cannot be prevented. This
bold assertion arises from recent thinking about the causes of crises. It is
now clear to most people that crises are not due to bad luck or God’s
punishment.13 Linear thinking (“big events must have big causes”) has
given way to a more subtle perspective that emphasizes the unintended
consequences of increased complexity.14 Crises, then, are the result of
multiple causes, which interact over time to produce a threat with
devastating potential.

This perspective is somewhat counterintuitive, as it defies the trad-
itional logic of “triggers” and underlying causes. A common belief is that
some set of factors “causes” a crisis. We then make a distinction between
“external” and “internal” triggers. While this certainly facilitates conver-
sation (both colloquial and academic), it would be more precise to speak
of escalatory processes that undermine a social system’s capacity to cope
with disturbances. The agents of disturbance may come from anywhere
– ranging from earthquakes to human errors – but the cause of the crisis
lies in the inability of a system to deal with the disturbance.

An oft-debated question is whether modern systems have become
increasingly vulnerable to breakdown. Contemporary systems typically
experience fewer breakdowns, one might argue, as they have become
much better equipped to deal with routine failures. Several “modern”
features of society – hospitals, computers and telephones, fire trucks and
universities, regulation and funds – have made some types of crisis that
once were rather ubiquitous relatively rare. Others argue that the resili-
ence of modern society has deteriorated: when a threat does materialize
(say an electrical power outage), modern societies suffer disproportion-
ally. The point is often made by students of natural disasters: modern
society increases its vulnerability to disaster by building in places where
history warns not to build.

The causes of crises thus seem to reside within the system: the causes
typically remain unnoticed, or key policy makers fail to attend to them.15

In the process leading up to a crisis, seemingly innocent factors combine
and transform into disruptive forces that come to represent an undeni-
able threat to the system. These factors are sometimes referred to as
pathogens, as they are typically present long before the crisis becomes
manifest.16
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The notion that crises are an unwanted by-product of complex
systems has been popularized by Charles Perrow’s (1984) analysis of
the nuclear power incident at Three Mile Island and other disasters in
technological systems.17 Perrow describes how a relatively minor glitch
in the plant was misunderstood in the control room. The plant operators
initially thought they understood the problem and applied the required
technical response. As they had misinterpreted the warning signal, the
response worsened the problem. The increased threat baffled the oper-
ators (they could not understand why the problem persisted) and invited
an urgent response. By again applying the “right” response to the wrong
problem, the operators continued to exacerbate the problem. Only after
a freshly arrived operator suggested the correct source of the problem
did the crisis team manage – just barely – to stave off a disaster.

The very qualities of complex systems that drive progress lie at the
heart of most if not all technological crises. As socio-technical systems
become more complex and increasingly connected (tightly coupled) to
other (sub)systems, their vulnerability for disturbances increases expo-
nentially.18 The more complex a system becomes, the harder it is for
anyone to understand it in its entirety. Tight coupling between a system’s
component parts and with those of other systems allows for the rapid
proliferation of interactions (and errors) throughout the system.

Complexity and lengthy chains of accident causation do not remain
confined to the world of high-risk technology. Consider the world of
global finance and the financial crises that have rattled it in recent
years.19 Globalization and ICT have tightly connected most world
markets and financial systems. As a result, a minor problem in a seem-
ingly isolated market can trigger a financial meltdown in markets on the
other side of the globe. Structural vulnerabilities in relatively weak
economies such as Russia, Argentina, or Turkey may suddenly
“explode” on Wall Street and cause worldwide economic decline.

The same characteristics can be found in crises that beset low-tech
environments such as prisons or sports stadiums. Urban riots, prison
disturbances, and sports crowd disasters seem to start off with relatively
minor incidents.20 Upon closer inspection, however, it becomes clear
that it is a similar mix of interrelated causes that produces major out-
bursts of this kind. In the case of prison disturbances, the interaction
between guards and inmates is of particular relevance. Consider the
1990 riot that all but destroyed the Strangeways prison in Manchester
(UK).21 In the incubation period leading up to the riot, prison guards
had to adapt their way of working in the face of budgetary pressure. This
change in staff behavior was negatively interpreted by inmates, who
began to challenge staff authority, which, in turn, generated anxiety
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and stress among staff. As staff began to act in an increasingly defensive
and inconsistent manner, prisoners became more frustrated with staff
behavior. A reiterative, self-reinforcing pattern of changing behavior and
staff–prisoner conflict set the stage for a riot. A small incident started the
riot, which in turn touched off a string of disturbances in other prisons.22

Many civil disturbances between protestors and police unfold according
to the same pattern.23

Non-linear dynamics and complexity make a crisis hard to detect. As
complex systems cannot be simply understood, it is hard to qualify the
manifold activities and processes that take place in these systems.24

Growing vulnerabilities go unrecognized and ineffective attempts to deal
with seemingly minor disturbances continue. The system thus “fuels”
the lurking crisis.25 Only a minor “trigger” is needed to initiate a de-
structive cycle of escalation, which may then rapidly spread throughout
the system. Crises may have their roots far away (in a geographical sense)
but rapidly snowball through the global networks, jumping from one
system to another, gathering destructive potential along the way.

Is it really impossible to predict crises? Generally speaking, yes. There
is no clear “moment X” and “factor Y” that can be pinpointed as the root
of the problem. Quite sophisticated early-warning systems exist in cer-
tain areas, such as hurricane and flood prediction, and some pioneering
efforts are under way to develop early-warning models for ethnic and
international conflict.26 These systems may constitute the best available
shot at crisis prediction, but they are far from flawless. They cannot
predict exactly when and where a hurricane or flash flood will emerge. In
fact, the systems in place can be dangerously wrong.

All this explains why some of the most notorious crises of our times
were completely missed by those in charge. As the crisis process begins
to unfold, policy makers often do not see anything out of the ordinary.
Everything is still in place, even though hidden interactions eat away at
the pillars of the system. It is only when the crisis is in full swing and
becomes manifest that policy makers can recognize it for what it is.
There are many reasons for this apparent lack of foresight, which we
will discuss in Chapter 2.

1.4 Crisis management: leadership perspectives

Crises that beset the public domain – this may happen at the local,
regional, national, or transnational level – are occasions for public lead-
ership. Citizens whose lives are affected by critical contingencies expect
governments and public agencies to do their utmost to keep them out of
harm’s way. They expect the people in charge to make critical decisions
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and provide direction even in the most difficult circumstances. So do the
journalists who produce the stories that help to shape the crisis in the
minds of the public. And so do members of parliament, public interest
groups, institutional watchdogs, and other voices on the political stage
that monitor and influence the behavior of leaders.

However misplaced, unfair, or illusory these expectations may be, it
hardly matters. These expectations are real in their political conse-
quences. When events or episodes are widely experienced as a crisis,
leadership is expected. If incumbent elites fail to step forward, others
might well seize the opportunity to fill the gap.

In this book, we confine ourselves to crisis management in democratic
settings. The embedded norms and institutional characteristics of liberal
democracies markedly constrain the range of responses that public
leaders can consider and implement. Many crises could be terminated
relatively quickly when governments can simply “write off” certain
people, groups, or territories, or when they can deal with threats regard-
less of the human costs or moral implications of their actions. In coun-
tries with a free press, a rule of law, political opposition, and a solid
accountability structure this is not possible.

In a liberal democracy, public leaders must manage a crisis in the
context of a delicate political, legal, and moral order that forces them to
trade off considerations of effectiveness and efficiency against other
embedded values – something leaders of non-democracies do not have
to worry about as much.27

If crisis management was hard, it is only getting harder. The demo-
cratic context has changed over the past decades. Analysts agree, for
instance, that citizens and politicians alike have become at once more
fearful and less tolerant of major hazards to public health, safety, and
prosperity. The modern Western citizen has little patience for imper-
fections; he has come to fear glitches and has learned to see more of what
he fears. In this culture of fear – sometimes referred to as the “risk
society” – the role of the modern mass media is crucial.28

A crisis sets in motion extensive follow-up reporting, investigations
by political forums, as well as civil and criminal juridical proceedings.
It is not uncommon for public officials and agencies to be singled out
as the responsible actors for prevention, preparedness, and response in
the crisis at hand. The crisis aftermath then turns into a morality play.
Leaders must defend themselves against seemingly incontrovertible
evidence of their incompetence, ignorance, or insensitivity. When
their strategies fail, they come under severe pressure to atone for past
sins. If they refuse to bow, the crisis will not end (at least not any time
soon).
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This study aims to capture what leadership in crises entails. We are
interested to learn how public leaders seek to protect their society from
adversity, how they prepare for and cope with crises. To organize our
inquiry, we define leadership as a set of strategic tasks that encompasses
all activities associated with the stages of crisis management.29

This perspective does not presume that these tasks are exclusively
reserved for leaders only. On the contrary: these tasks are often per-
formed throughout the crisis response network. In fact, during a crisis
one may find situational leadership, which diverges from regular, formal
leadership arrangements. We do believe, however, that the formal
leaders carry a special responsibility for making sure that these tasks –
which we specify in the following section – are properly addressed and
executed (if not by the leaders then by others).

We do not wish to suggest that the performance of a set of tasks will
provide fool-proof relief from crises (of whatever kind). This would be
both a presumptuous claim and one-sidedly instrumental. It would deny
the pivotal, yet highly volatile and complex political dimension of crises
and crisis management.30 In all fairness, one could criticize the field of
crisis management studies for its overtly instrumental orientation. There
is a large and fast-growing pile of self-help, how-to books that promise to
make organizations crisis free.

Our book is an attempt to redress this imbalance. We view crisis
management not just in terms of the coping capacity of governmental
institutions and public policies but first and foremost as a deeply contro-
versial and intensely political activity. We want to find out what crises
“do” to established political and organizational orders; we seek to under-
stand how crisis leadership contributes to defending, destroying, or
renovating these orders. The distinctive contribution we seek to make
is to highlight the political dimensions of crisis leadership: issues of
conflict, power, and legitimacy.31

We thus use a more task-related than person-related perspective on
crisis leadership. In general discourse, leaders are often seen as the
personification of leadership. This is the myth of the “great” leader,
which pervades so many efforts to understand both great accomplish-
ments and massive failures. In this book we talk loosely of policy makers
and leaders, but we concentrate on the efforts of all those holding high
offices and strategic positions from which public leadership functions
can be performed. Hence our “sample” of leaders includes presidents,
prime ministers, cabinet ministers, senior civil servants, and public
managers. We agree that charismatic bonds between leaders and follow-
ers, and personal idiosyncracies of policy makers may be important to
explain how certain leadership tasks are fulfilled, but we are more
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interested to see how the performance of these tasks relates to the crisis
outcome.32

The adjective “strategic” is important here: we study the overall
direction of crisis responses and the political process surrounding these
responses. This book is not about operational commanders and their
leadership predicaments, however important these have proven to be
in resolving various types of crisis. Moreover, we only touch upon the
more technical activities of the comprehensive crisis management con-
tinuum (such as risk assessment or the use of tort law).33 Let us now turn
to the key challenges of crisis leadership.

1.5 Leadership in crisis: five critical tasks

The normative assumption underlying our approach is that public
leaders have a special responsibility to help safeguard society from the
adverse consequences of crisis. Leaders who take this responsibility
seriously would have to concern themselves with all crisis phases: the
incubation stage, the onset, and the aftermath. In practice, policy makers
have defined the activities of crisis management in accordance with these
stages – they talk about prevention, mitigation, critical decision making,
and a return to normalcy. We stick closely to this phase model of crisis
management, but we have slightly adapted it to account for the political
perspective used in this book.

Crisis leadership then involves five critical tasks: sense making, deci-
sion making, meaning making, terminating, and learning. We devote one
chapter to each of these tasks. We present our reading of the relevant
literature, including some of our own research, on each of these areas of
crisis management. Each chapter is organized to illustrate a central claim
that we hope to defend persuasively, sometimes defying conventional
wisdom and common practice.

Sense making

The acute crisis phase seems to pose a straightforward challenge: once a
crisis becomes manifest, public leadership must take measures to deal
with the consequences. Reality is much more complex, however. Most
crises do not materialize with a big bang; they are the product of
escalation. Policy makers must recognize from vague, ambivalent, and
contradictory signals that something out of the ordinary is developing.
The critical nature of these developments is not self-evident; policy
makers have to “make sense” of them.34
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Leaders must appraise the threat and decide what the crisis is about.
However penetrating the events that trigger a crisis – jet planes hitting
skyscrapers, thousands of people found dead in mass graves – a uniform
picture of the events rarely emerges: do they constitute a tragedy, an
outrage, perhaps a punishment, or, inconceivably, a blessing in disguise?
Leaders will have to determine how threatening the events are, to what
or whom, what their operational and strategic parameters are, and how
the situation will develop in the period to come. Signals come from all
kinds of sources: some loud, some soft, some accurate, some widely off
the mark. But how to tell which is which? How to distill cogent signals
from the noise of crisis?

In Chapter 2 we describe and analyze the sense making process in
crises. We explain that crises are hard to detect in their early phases.
Once they have become manifest, however, it is possible for policy
makers and their organizations to construct reliable representations of
crisis realities.

Decision making

Crises leave governments and public agencies with pressing issues to be
addressed. These can be of many kinds. The needs and problems
triggered by the onset of crisis may be so great that the scarce resources
available will have to be prioritized. This is much like politics as usual
except that in crisis circumstances the disparities between demand and
supply of public resources are much bigger, the situation remains un-
clear and volatile, and the time to think, consult, and gain acceptance for
decisions is highly restricted. Crises force governments and leaders to
confront issues they do not face on a daily basis, for example concerning
the deployment of the military, the use of lethal force, or the radical
restriction of civil liberties.

The classic example of crisis decision making was the Cuba Missile
Crisis (1963), during which United States President John F. Kennedy
was presented with pictures of Soviet missile installations under con-
struction in Cuba. The photos conveyed a geostrategic reality in the
making that Kennedy considered unacceptable, and it was up to him to
decide what to do about it. Whatever his choice from the options
presented to him by his advisers – an air strike, an invasion of Cuba, a
naval blockade – and however hard it was to predict the exact conse-
quences, one thing seemed certain: the final decision would have a
momentous impact on Soviet-American relations and possibly on world
peace. Crisis decision making is making hard calls, which involve tough
value tradeoffs and major political risks.35
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An effective response also requires interagency and intergovernmental
coordination. After all, each decision must be implemented by a set of
organizations; only when these organizations work together is there a
chance that effective implementation will happen. Getting public bur-
eaucracies to adapt to crisis circumstances is a daunting – some say
impossible – task in itself. Most public organizations have been designed
to conduct routine business that answers to values such as fairness,
lawfulness, and efficiency. The management of crisis, however, requires
flexibility, improvisation, redundancy, and the breaking of rules.

Effective crisis responses also require coordination of the many differ-
ent groups or agencies involved in the implementation of crisis decisions;
these organizations are all under pressure to adapt rapidly and effect-
ively. Coordination is pivotal to prevent miscommunication, unneces-
sary overlap, and conflicts between agencies and actors involved in crisis
operations. Coordination is not a self-evident feature of crisis manage-
ment operations. The question of who is in charge typically arouses great
passions. In disaster studies, the “battle of the Samaritans” is a well-
documented phenomenon: agencies representing different technologies
of crisis coping find it difficult to align their actions. Moreover, a crisis
does not make the public suddenly “forget” the sensitivities and conflicts
that governed the daily relations between authorities and others in fairly
recent times.

In Chapter 3 we argue that time and again crisis leaders experience
how difficult it is to retain control over the course of events. We show
that the crisis response is not determined only by crucial leadership
decisions but, to a considerable extent, also by the institutional context
in which crisis decision making and implementation take place.

Meaning making

A crisis generates a strong demand from citizens to know what is going
on and to ascertain what they can do to protect their interests. Author-
ities often cannot provide correct information right away. They struggle
with the mountains of raw data (reports, rumors, pictures) that quickly
amass when something extraordinary happens. Turning them into a
coherent picture of the situation is a major challenge by itself. Getting
it out to the public in the form of accurate, clear, and actionable infor-
mation requires a major communication effort. This effort is often
hindered by the aroused state of the audience: people whose lives are
deeply affected are anxious if not stressed. Moreover, they do not neces-
sarily see the government as their ally. And pre-existing distrust of
government does not evaporate in times of crisis.
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In a crisis, leaders are expected to reduce uncertainty and provide an
authoritative account of what is going on, why it is happening, and what
needs to be done. When they have made sense of the events and have
arrived at some sort of situational appraisal and made strategic policy
choices, leaders must get others to accept their definition of the situ-
ation. They must impute “meaning” to the unfolding crisis in such a way
that their efforts to manage it are enhanced. If they don’t, or if they do
not succeed at it, their decisions will not be understood or respected. If
other actors in the crisis succeed in dominating the meaning-making
process, the ability of incumbent leaders to decide and maneuver is
severely constrained.

To this end, leaders are challenged to present a compelling story that
describes what the crisis is about: what is at stake, what are its causes,
what can be done. Whatever one might think about his subsequent
policies, there is no disputing that President George W. Bush was
effective in framing the meaning of the September 11 attacks to the
American public and to the world. This appears all the more true when
we compare Bush with his Spanish counterpart José Marı́a Aznar who,
after the March 2004 attack in Madrid, hastily tried to pin it down as yet
another ETA atrocity. He failed miserably – a few days after the attack an
outraged electorate voted his party out of power.

Leaders are not the only ones trying to frame the crisis. News
organizations use many different sources and angles in their frenetic
attempts at fact-finding and interpretation. Among this cacophony of
voices and sentiments, leaders seek to achieve and maintain some degree
of control over the images of the crisis that circulate in the public
domain. Their messages coincide and compete with those of other
parties, who hold other positions and interests, who are likely to es-
pouse various alternative definitions of the situation and advocate differ-
ent courses of action. Censoring them is hardly a viable option in a
democracy.

In Chapter 4 we examine the meaning-making process. We argue that
leadership credibility enhances the quality of the crisis response and
increases the chances of political survival in the post-crisis phase. But
leaders cannot depend on their credibility. They must excel in crisis
communication if they want to reduce the public and political uncertainty
that crises cause.

Terminating

Governments – at least democratic ones – cannot afford to stay in crisis
mode for ever. A sense of normalcy will have to return sooner or later. It
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is a critical leadership task to make sure that this happens in a timely and
expedient fashion.

Crisis termination is two-fold. It is about shifting back from emer-
gency to routine. This requires some form of downsizing of crisis oper-
ations. At the strategic level, it also requires rendering account for what
has happened and gaining acceptance for this account. These two
aspects of crisis termination are distinct, but in practice often closely
intertwined. The system of governance – its rules, its organizations, its
power-holders – has to be (re)stabilized; it must regain the necessary
legitimacy to perform its usual functions. Leaders cannot bring this
about by unilateral decree, even if they may possess the formal mandate
to initiate and terminate crises in a legal sense (by declaring a state of
disaster or by evoking martial law). Formal termination gestures can
follow but never lead the mood of a community. Premature closure may
even backfire: allegations of underestimation and cover-up are quick to
emerge in an opinion climate that is still on edge.

Political accountability is a key institutional practice in the crisis-
termination game. The burden of proof in accountability discussions
lies with leaders: they must establish beyond doubt that they cannot be
held responsible for the occurrence or escalation of a crisis. These
accountability debates can easily degenerate into “blame games” with
a focus on identifying and punishing “culprits” rather than discursive
reflection about the full range of causes and consequences.36 The chal-
lenge for leaders is to cope with the politics of crisis accountability
without resorting to undignified and potentially self-defeating defensive
tactics of blame avoidance that serve only to prolong the crisis by
transforming it into a political confrontation at knife’s edge.

In Chapter 5, we argue that crisis termination depends on the way
leaders deal with these accountability processes. We also show that in
these accountability processes leaders are at best only partially in control
of their political fate, let alone over the evolution of the crisis as a whole.

Learning

A final strategic leadership task in crisis management is political and
organizational lesson drawing. The crisis experience offers a reservoir of
potential lessons for contingency planning and training for future crises.
We would expect all those involved to study these lessons and feed them
back into organizational practices, policies, and laws.

Again, reality is a bit messier. In fact, it turns out that lesson drawing is
one of the most underdeveloped aspects of crisis management. In add-
ition to cognitive and institutional barriers to learning, lesson drawing is
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constrained by the role of these lessons in determining the impact that
crises have on a society. Crises become part of collective memory, a
source of historical analogies for future leaders. The political depiction
of crisis as a product of prevention and foresight failures would force
people to rethink the assumptions on which pre-existing policies and
rule systems rested. Other stakeholders in the game of crisis-induced
lesson-drawing might seize upon the lessons to advocate measures and
policy reforms that incumbent leaders reject. Leaders thus have a big
stake in steering the lesson-drawing process in the political and bureau-
cratic arenas. The crucial challenge here is to achieve a dominant influ-
ence on the feedback stream that crises generate into pre-existing policy
networks and public organizations.

The documentation of these inhibiting complexities has done nothing
to dispel the near-utopian belief in crisis opportunities that is found not
only in academic literature but also in popular wisdom. A crisis is seen as
a good time to clean up and start anew. Crises then represent discontinu-
ities that must be seized upon – a true test of leadership, the experts
claim. So most people are not surprised to see sweeping reforms in the
wake of crisis: that will never happen again! They intuitively distrust
leaders who claim bad luck and point out that their organizations and
policies have a great track record.

In Chapter 6, we reject the thesis that prescribes structural reforms in
the wake of crisis. In fact, we posit the claim that crisis response, lesson-
drawing, and reform craft (the repertoire of skills and strategies that
leaders use to make reform work) typically imply orientations and
strategies that are fundamentally at odds with each other.

Toward policy advice

At the end of this study, in Chapter 7, we move from our primarily
descriptive and interpretive aims and discourse into a more prescriptive
mode. We present lessons for crisis leadership conveying the practical
implications of our central claims. Together these lessons constitute an
agenda for improving public leadership in crises that we hope will reach,
inspire, and provoke those who govern us.
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2 Sense making: grasping crises as they unfold

2.1 What the hell is going on?

The 9/11 terrorist strike took America (and the rest of the world) by
complete surprise. As the drama unfolded live on television screens
across the globe, people found themselves watching in disbelief: “This
cannot be happening.” This sense of collective stress soon gave rise to a
pressing question, one that lingers on as we write this: how could this
have happened?1

In hindsight, this question is less baffling than it seemed at the time.
Commentators across the world were quick to point out that the United
States had finally experienced on its own soil what many other countries
had been forced to deal with for many years – terrorism. Outside the
United States one would read and hear that American foreign policy had
bred anti-Americanism; terrorist actions therefore were more or less to
be expected. In the American media, Pearl Harbor analogies gave way to
retrospectives of the 1993 World Trade Center bombing and the foiled
plots involving exploding airliners and airport attacks. The 9/11 crisis
events were shown to have roots.2

Americans then learned how the 19 terrorists had pulled it off: how
they had entered the country and outlived visa requirements, took flight
lessons, convened with other terrorists around the globe, walked through
airport security armed with knives, and how they navigated their
hijacked planes unhindered toward the unguarded core institutions of
the country. Americans learned that foreign intelligence services had
provided their American sister organizations with ominous and rather
specific warnings. They learned that FBI agents had developed a keen
interest in the flight activities of at least a few prospective terrorists,
apparently failing to grasp the urgency of the situation. They learned
in graphic and ever more forthcoming detail how their intelligence
services had refused to share crucial information with sister agencies –
as they had done before in other trying cases – thus failing to piece
together the puzzle of this crisis to come. The revelations gave birth to
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a painful question: could the 9/11 strikes have been prevented through
early recognition of the impending threat?

This question is asked after every crisis. Whether it is a prison riot or a
terrorist act, a natural disaster or an international conflict, an environ-
mental contingency or an economic crisis – hindsight knowledge always
seems to reveal strong signals of the impending crisis. If this is true, and
this is our key question, why do policy makers generally fail to see crises
coming?

To understand why crises continue to surprise us, think of them in
terms of disease.3 It begins with a vulnerable state of the body, which
may be induced by hereditary factors or the result of unhealthy behavior.
The incubation phase sets in when pathogens proliferate and make
themselves at home. When they reach a certain threshold, the pathogens
overtake the body’s defense system and make the patient feel sick. The
disease is now manifest and the battle for recovery, or survival, can
begin. A crisis follows a similar pattern of development.

This analogy helps us argue our core claim, which consists of two major
points. First, it is virtually impossible to predict with any sort of precision
when and where a crisis will strike. Occasional “check-ups” may help to
spot emerging vulnerabilities before it is too late. It would bemuch better,
of course, to do more systematic check-ups, but these tend to be quite
expensive. Most policy makers are either unable or unwilling to pay these
costs. Incubation processes thus remain latent and undiscovered.

Second, we argue that it is possible to grasp the dynamics of a crisis
once it becomes manifest and unfolds. It is also easy to get it wrong.
Policy makers are easily caught in a cross-fire between conflicting prov-
erbs: “look before you leap” versus “he who hesitates is lost.” The
difference between triumph and tragedy hinges upon the ability to
produce and revise adequate (i.e., plausible, reasonable, coherent, ac-
tionable, justifiable) assessments of highly unusual, ambiguous, and
dynamic situations.4 Sections 2.3, 2.4, and 2.5 explain why some crisis
leaders quickly understand what is going on, whereas others experience
great difficulties in “reading” a crisis as it develops.

2.2 Barriers to crisis recognition: organizational
limitations

The driving mechanisms of crisis are often concealed behind (and em-
bedded within) the complexities of our modern systems. Timely crisis
recognition, then, depends crucially on both the capacity of individuals
operating (parts of) these systems (we call them operators) and the
organizational “designs” for early crisis detection. The research findings
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are quite sobering: most individuals and organizations are ill equipped
to detect impending crises. Many public organizations lack so-called
“reliability experts”: professionals with a well-developed antenna for
detecting and coping intelligently with latent safety and security
threats.5

Operators often fail to observe that their system is failing. This is
partly due to system characteristics, as Perrow has shown.6 Destructive
interactions between components are shielded by the complex technol-
ogy of these systems. The tight coupling between components allows
for a rapid proliferation of destructive interactions throughout the
system. However, problems of inadequate error detection are also due
to pervasive human tendencies in dealing with ill-structured problems. It
turns out that humans have developed a surprising ability to explain
aberrations in such a way that they conform to their established way of
thinking (see further below). Most people have great trouble thinking
“out of the box,” yet this is precisely what is needed to detect impending
crises.

To a large extent, what goes for individuals also goes for the organiza-
tions and institutions in which they tend to be embedded. Research
shows that even in the most simple incubation processes with few
factors, interacting according to standard patterns and taking a long lead
time, the organizations involved were unable to detect the impending
disaster. Below we discuss the three main reasons why organizations
(and, by implication, governments) often fail to generate, interpret,
and share information that is essential for effective crisis recognition.

Many organizations are not designed to look for trouble

Many organizations – public and private – do not spend a great deal of
time and resources on the detection of potential crises. The reason is
simple: they were never designed to detect crises in the making.7 Aside
from the relatively limited number of highly specialized safety and se-
curity organizations, most public agencies define effectiveness in terms
of conditions to be sought rather than in terms of conditions to be
avoided. These organizations seek to achieve certain politically articu-
lated goals (make the trains run on time; provide housing for the poor;
bring literacy up to 100 percent; strengthen industrial competitiveness;
put a man on the moon). They are generally less well primed and
evaluated to prevent certain things from happening, other than the
procedural (moral, legal, financial) constraints under which they oper-
ate. This preoccupation with achievement rather than avoidance has
implications for the capacity to detect crises.
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Organizations engage in “problemistic search.”8 This means that they
scan their environment and seek feedback only on the goals they must
achieve and the day-to-day risks they have learned to recognize. But they
rarely look for information that may suggest that the world is about to
take a state they wish to avoid. They are simply not equipped to collect
data that require them to look beyond the confines of their mandates.
Their information systems are designed to provide standardized feed-
back on goal achievement. Clearly, to generate the desired feedback is
quite a challenge in itself. By all accounts, many public and quite a few
private organizations (as recent scandals in the corporate world have
revealed) have a hard time producing the most basic financial data and
feedback on their performance.9 Moreover, many public organizations
find it exceedingly difficult to translate their vague and complex goals
into quantifiable output measures. As a result, it is hard to obtain an
adequate picture of their routine performance, let alone the capacity to
detect performance gaps and problems before they become critical.10

The detection of crisis would require the collection of data on aber-
rant, hitherto unknown events and patterns that may develop into a
threat. However, most modern organizations do not collect this type of
data. They subscribe to rational methods of data collection that tell
managers about goal achievement. In the formal world of organizational
decision making there is little room for the kind of intuition and “gut
feeling” that may facilitate coincidental detection of emerging threats.11

Expensive decision-support systems drive the search for data and reify
the preferred self-image of the organization as a rational entity.12 There
is no room for seemingly intuitive or randomized scans of the environ-
ment to see whether there is “something out there.” To compound the
problem, in their drive to become efficient, public organizations have
increasingly adopted “business solutions” and eliminated the seemingly
redundant boundary-spanning agents that once were the informal an-
tennas of government.13

Variable disjunction of information and the politics of organization

Paradoxically, research suggests that many of the clues needed to detect
a crisis in the making are usually available somewhere within the organ-
izations that are responsible for preventing the disasters they encoun-
ter.14 But the policy makers at the top of these organizations just cannot
put together the pieces of the crisis puzzle before it is too late. This
happens, for example, because the signals come into very different
corners of the system that do not share information or, when they do,
speak different languages. Even if a more composite threat picture
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emerges in the organization, this does not always make it to the top-level
policy makers. Nor are these policy makers always interested in listening
to and acting upon warnings that lack certainty and specificity. The
inquiry into the 9/11 attacks provides a textbook example of these
vulnerabilities. It now appears that various field agents and regional
offices of the FBI were sitting on information that by itself did not reveal
anything, but, when pieced together with CIA information, could have
alerted the authorities in time.

Investigations of other crises and disasters tell similar tales.15 Time
and again organizations are shown to have failed in turning the available
data into usable information. This problem of collective negligence flows
from the normal characteristics of complex organizations.16 The sheer
size of modern organizations and the number of people they employ
means it requires a concerted effort to bring data together. At the same
time, the very circumstances that necessitate these efforts conspire
against them being successful.

High-quality intelligence – data about the environment that have been
integrated into a coherent story – is a scarce resource in complex organ-
izations for a variety of well-known reasons.17 Two stand out. The
primary reason is that the people in these organizations rarely agree on
what the data are telling them and what they mean for the organization
or domain(s) for which they bear responsibility. A timely assessment
demands a certain critical mass of competent people who share cogent
ideas about what is important and what is not. Many large-scale organ-
izations – certainly in the public sector – lack a common frame that
specifies vulnerabilities and prescribes a way of recognizing their de-
velopment. There are good reasons why complex organizations
harbor different subcultures, but the result is the collective blind spots
that post-crisis inquiries so often unearth.

The obvious result of this particular organizational characteristic is
that the interpretation of data becomes the subject of a political process.
Interpreting the data and weighing the evidence is informed by bureau-
cratic pulling and hauling within and between public agencies: different
values and a variety of group interests come into play. Where one stands
depends on where one sits. A certain degree of bureaucratic politics is
usually quite healthy for an organization. It is, after all, excessive homo-
geneity and conformity among policy makers that make it hard to
interpret data in a new light, which is often necessary if one is to
realistically detect and appraise newly emerging threats.18 However,
unrestrained intra-organizational strife and too little meaningful com-
munication ultimately produce a similarly debilitating effect: informa-
tion and analysis are no longer treated as representations of some
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external reality but primarily become seen as bargaining levers and
weapons in ongoing intra-governmental struggles. As a result, informa-
tion gets filtered, watered down, distorted, polished, or squeezed under
the table for reasons wholly unrelated to the situation at hand.19

This brings us to the second reason that explains the scarcity of high-
quality intelligence on impending crises: the absence of mechanisms that
facilitate rapid sense making within governments. Whether or not such
mechanisms emerge spontaneously or require intelligent design remains
unclear. Yet it is clearly a leadership responsibility to bring about such
mechanisms.20 It appears that few organizations – public or private –
have these mechanisms for collective sense making in place. As a conse-
quence, policy makers may get bogged down in internal warfare over the
nature and scope of the impending threat, thus creating an image of
paralysis and ineffectiveness.

All this becomes infinitely more complex when multiple organizations
are involved in the sense-making process. This is, of course, the rule
rather than the exception. If there are data that can be interpreted as a
warning of a crisis to come, those data are usually scattered across various
organizations (such as the FBI and the CIA). Inter-organizational
politics and rivalry flow naturally from organizational interests, which
in turn are based on values, missions, considerations of turf and auton-
omy, political masters – to list but a few factors.21 These factors tax the
interaction and cooperation on routine issues; the high-stakes context of
potential crisis does not necessarily improve things. Some organizations
may elect to divorce themselves from any impending threat, as they fear
that their actions will invite blame and will make the organization vul-
nerable to long-dragging accountability processes. Other organizations
may seek to define the problem at hand in such a way that the organiza-
tion will actually benefit from the crisis. The chances of a collectively
shared assessment thus remain rather low.

Cognitive blinders and the perversity of intelligent design

Some organizations suffer from what we call here the perverse effects of
rational design. Modern organizations in Western society are to a large
extent informed by considerations of rational design. The more rational
and efficient these organizations become, the better they are at translat-
ing executive orders into administrative output. But technical glitches
and individual mistakes travel just as fast through the streamlined organ-
ization.22 Just as viruses thrive on healthy hosts, the destructive inter-
action between common pathogens is enhanced by the rational, “lean”
organization.
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It is precisely the most modern organizations that deal with high
technology and have a sense of vulnerability that are most likely to design
early-warning mechanisms for crises. They typically do so in rational-
scientific ways. Risks are calculated, possible pathways of failure are
mapped, and elaborate procedures are developed to detect deviant pat-
terns that could lead to failure and crises. But however elaborate these
scenarios and mechanisms may turn out to be, two factors are likely to
thwart these efforts.

First, a rational-scientific approach to identifying contingencies inevit-
ably leads to what may be termed the “normalization of risk.” Organiza-
tions create a false sense of security by describing the possible causes of
crises, mapping the pathways toward failure, and assigning a quantified
risk factor to each scenario. If the risk is small enough, it becomes
acceptable. It also becomes neglected, as people tend to forget that risks
– however small – can and do materialize. It is often true that much must
go wrong before a crisis occurs, but sometimes it does.23 The normal-
ization of risk may lead to the often-found notion that “it won’t happen
around here.”

Regulatory public agencies, which are supposedly designed to look for
risks and vulnerabilities in the industries they oversee, may reinforce this
normalization tendency in several ways. They tend to uncover short-
comings in the rational-scientific approach to risks, thus furthering an
organizational investment in the methodology. Some regulatory agencies
are “captured” by commercially expedient, reassuring myths concerning
the state of risk prevention and mitigation in particular systems.24 Some-
times they simply act incredulously when the worst-case scenario does
materialize after all. For example, when the American airline ValuJet had
one of its planes crash in the Florida Everglades, the Department of
Transportation Secretary went on television saying, “I have flown Valu-
Jet. ValuJet is a safe airline, as is our entire aviation system.” And then,
tellingly, he added: “If ValuJet was unsafe, we would have grounded it.”
(Meanwhile the department’s Inspector General, an independent offi-
cial, flatly contradicted the Secretary by disclosing statistics from the
Federal Aviation Authority that ValuJet’s safety record was 14 times as
poor as that of other discount airlines and added, “I would not fly
ValuJet.”)25

This normalization tendency assumes absurd proportions in some of
the plans that prepare American organizations for nuclear holocaust. In
what Lee Clarke has dubbed “fantasy documents,” authorities promise
that all will be well, come Armageddon.26 The plan of the US postal
service to ensure mail delivery is especially instructive in this regard: it
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demonstrates that risks can be normalized to a point where they become
irrelevant. This unbridled optimism may actually escalate risk by giving
policy makers a false sense of their coping capacities.

Second, the very procedures of deductive reasoning and bureaucratic
interaction that may help to detect the development of known risks may
also create blinders for recognizing unknown risks. By creating a strongly
developed framework that facilitates the rapid interpretation of certain
types of crises, the unforeseen and unimagined crises are “left” to chance
detections. But a rational-scientific way of sense making for chance de-
tections does not allow for “unscientific” reasoning with regard to crisis
recognition. In an organization that works hard to detect crises before
they cause trouble, early signals of impending crises may be simply put
aside. Efforts of crisis detection may thus become part of an escalatory
process that spins the crisis wheel.

Both factors feature prominently in the analysis of NASA and the
explosion of the Challenger (1986).27 NASA had developed an elaborate
safety system that ran on engineering logic: every decision with regard to
every aspect of space shuttle safety was based on facts, rational thinking,
tests, experience, and engineering science.28 When engineers of subcon-
tractor Thiokol feared that the forecasted cold in the night before the
January 29, 1986 launch would undermine the resilience of a crucial part
(the O-rings), they recommended a delay. Knowing that NASA required
hard proof rather than gut feeling, the Thiokol engineers hastily put
together a rationale for delay, stating that no launch should take place
as long as the temperature did not rise above 53F. The NASA counter-
parts not only found the rationale flimsily argued (Thiokol engineers
agreed), but they pointed out that the rationale contradicted earlier
rationales (a cardinal sin in engineering). NASA administrators were
“appalled” by the Thiokol recommendation and decided to press ahead
with the launch. The O-rings failed and the Challenger disintegrated
within 90 seconds after take-off.

The social and political construction of threat perception

We have thus far treated crises as if they were ontological “threat en-
tities” lurking in the background that must be recognized before they can
be eliminated. But crises are to a considerable degree – some say entirely
– subjectively construed threats: before we can speak of a crisis, a
considerable number of players must agree that a threat exists and must
be dealt with urgently.29 The process by which a group, organization,
or society develops a consensus on crisis is quite mysterious. Some
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seemingly obvious (certainly in hindsight) threats are completely
ignored, whereas other relatively minor threats can hold a society in a
tight grip for a surprisingly long period of time.

On the eve of the German invasion of Holland, in the spring of 1940,
Dutch politicians reassured their anxious people that the Netherlands
would escape the war threat. Dutch neutrality had protected the country
from the ravages of the Great War and so it would happen again as
Germany prepared for war against France. When the German army
powered over the border, the unprepared army was taken by surprise
and capitulated within five days. The Dutch queen and her government
barely managed to escape to London. The five-year occupation had
begun. The Dutch belief in a neutral position may now seem preposter-
ous, given Hitler’s intentions and the strategic geographic location of the
Netherlands separating the German homeland from the North Sea
coastline. Moreover, the Dutch defense attaché in Berlin, Major Sas,
had developed excellent connections within German defense circles,
which allowed him to accurately predict the actions of the German army.
Major Sas relayed his findings to his superiors back home, but was
proved wrong as German invasion plans were frequently altered at the
last minute. As his warnings failed to materialize, Major Sas became the
tragic “cry wolf” figure in the months leading up to the invasion. The
Dutch government refused to recognize the impending threat to their
sovereignty.

This example illustrates a prime reason why governments fail to act
upon warnings: most warnings do not speak for themselves. In the
absence of hindsight, governments must consider the signals and weigh
the evidence. Only when governmental leaders define a situation as a
crisis will remedial action be undertaken. A large number of examples
tell us that this process of recognition may take (too much) time: some
threats never get recognized at all. For instance, it took the United States
federal government years before it appreciated the magnitude of the
AIDS epidemic, but it was rather quick in defining Iraq as a security
threat in the wake of the 9/11 disaster.30

Research on public policy making and the paucity of reform offers a
convincing explanation: many issues (including warnings of impending
crises) never make it to the decision-making agenda of political and
bureaucratic leaders.31 One of the most important factors working
against crisis recognition is the limited time available to policy makers
and public leaders for considering, debating, and deciding upon policy
issues. The policy agenda is overcrowded with issues that await decision
making. All of these issues have fought a hard battle to make it to the top
of the agenda; they have all acquired the status of urgency. The list
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usually includes deficiencies with regard to roads, schools, hospitals,
criminal justice agencies, or anti-terrorist units – all of which can be
framed in terms of crisis (past or future). But politicians cannot consider
or act upon all of them. It is easy to see how short-term considerations
keep long-term threats such as the looming pension crisis or the coming
greenhouse effects from the policy agenda. Everyone may agree that
these are crises in the making, but many also tend to believe that
tomorrow’s worries should be solved before next year’s threats.

In other cases it may be hard-ball politics that keeps future crises off
the agenda. Opposing interests may form a coalition, which effectively
blocks an issue from discussion. If those in power do not require coali-
tions to govern and more or less control the policy agenda, they may
simply refuse to award urgency status to a certain topic. For instance,
President George Bush announced that the United States would not sign
the Kyoto treaty, which effectively “killed” the treaty. When the oil
tanker Prestige sank in 2003, the Spanish government initially denied
that something terrible had happened and subsequently refused to allo-
cate national resources to deal with the crisis.

Some crises are not acted upon because the stakeholders involved
cannot attract attention to their plight. They fail to frame the issue of
their concern in such terms that others understand and share the nature
of the threat, sense the urgency, and act accordingly. In October 2003,
the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) warned that abnor-
mal rains had created ideal breeding grounds for locusts in the Atlas
mountain ridge of Northern Africa. Nothing happened and the crisis
unfolded as predicted. In the summer of 2004, the locust swarms in-
vaded the African north-west, destroying the livelihood of small farmers.
In spite of clearly communicated and accurate warnings, a preventable
crisis was allowed to wreak havoc in the region. Similarly, it wasn’t until
the December 2004 tsunami had triggered the greatest natural disaster
in recorded history that policy makers in the Indian Ocean region
decided to set up an early-warning system similar to the one already
operating in the Pacific, which presumably would have saved many
thousands of lives.

The political career of risk issues apparently requires resourceful
“claim makers” who can influence the political processing of pivotal
studies or occasional incidents.32 This explains why some “non-events”
– the Y2K crisis comes to mind – skyrocket to the top of the agenda:
skillful “framers” manage to translate their issue in a language everyone
understands.33

A final barrier to crisis recognition may be the institutional setting in
which the crisis must become recognized. Certain practices, indeed
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some parts of the modern way of life, have become so ingrained and
taken for granted that they effectively blind us to recognizing certain
threats and make it virtually impossible to deal with them. In a society
that depends on fossil fuel, it is surprisingly difficult to gain attention for
the rapid depletion of resources. Should leaders be surprised when our
economies run into crisis as a result of high oil prices? Or when two
passenger planes collide in the choked airways above our mega cities?
Can policy makers claim ignorance when a fireworks factory explodes in
the middle of a city?

Much must happen before a significant number of people agree on the
status of a problem; much more must happen before they agree that a
certain event warrants the crisis label. Whether it is a coalition of the
unwilling or the blind,many real threats are simply ignored. This depress-
ing fact becomes most obvious when we consider the range of permanent
crises that have actually happened; they are “out there” for all to see:
small communities battling pollution and mass unemployment; crime-
ridden no-go areas; sloppy management of high-risk technologies; the
world-wide AIDS epidemic – the list of “unrecognized” crises is long.34

It appears that warnings of impending crises stand a chance only if
they are understood as direct threats to the way of living that is protected
and serviced by the political-administrative elites. In democracies, this
means that voters must be mobilized. It appears that only radical primers
– preferably packaged in media-friendly symbols – can impress upon a
significant majority of people that a threat exists to their way of life.35

Events must be linked to core values by what researchers then call
entrepreneurs; overwhelming numbers rarely succeed to make a case of
their own. In the absence of such “packaging,” public leaders and their
organizations will find it hard to recognize growing threats and
impending crisis before it is too late. When a crisis has materialized
and has become acute, the nature of the sense-making challenge changes
dramatically. But the predicament for leaders does not become any
easier, as the analysis below reveals.

2.3 Psychological dimensions of sense making: stress and
performance

On the morning of September 11, 2001, President Bush was listening to
a group of children reading at a Sarasota elementary school when he
learned about the second plane crashing into the World Trade Center.
This was not a warning; it was the real thing. As the cameras captured
the look of shock on his face, the President of the United States
considered what to do next as leader of a country under attack.36
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The pace of events sets the acute phase of crisis apart from the
incubation phase. In a dynamic and volatile situation, windows of op-
portunity to intervene are often fleeting. Decisions as to whether and
how to act or not must be made rapidly, or the possibility to affect the
course of events may be lost. Furthermore, there are fundamental un-
certainties about the nature of the threat, contextual parameters, and the
efficacy of alternative courses of action.

Politicians and bureaucrats in many countries, however hectic their
everyday life may be, rarely have to gauge unfamiliar situations under
these extreme pressures. Their normal modes of situation assessment
and policy deliberation are thus sometimes overwhelmed by the bewil-
dering pace, ambiguity, and complexity of crisis. Routines for coping
with the torrent of information – overload is a common feature of crises –
are usually not in place. As a result, policy makers easily become dis-
tressed and distracted. Crucial bits of intelligence get lost in the steady
stream of briefings, phone calls, faxes, emails, wire service reports,
cables, and rumors.

Since crises tend to generate high levels of pressure on key policy
makers and operational staff, the literature on information processing
under stress is particularly relevant to the study of problem framing and
sense making under crisis conditions. Stress entails a relationship be-
tween a task load and the coping capacity of an individual or collective.37

Stress need not necessarily degrade performance – cognitive and other-
wise – if the task load is balanced by a high degree of coping capacity.
Experience appears to be a key factor: seasoned experts are usually far
more effective atmaintaining performance under pressure than novices.38

The relationship between stress and most people’s performance takes
the form of an inverted “U.” Absence of stress is associated with lower
motivation and performance, moderate stress with high performance
(due to heightened vigilance and motivation), and excessive stress with
declining performance once leaving the optimum zone of the curve.39

We should also know that different kinds of stress may have rather
different psychological consequences for policy makers. Stress deriving
from overload and lack of time has different psychological consequences
than stress deriving from value tradeoffs, fear of loss, internal dissent, or
external conflict. The latter four are likely to be more emotionally
charged – adding to the emotional component of stress dynamics.40 A
combination of these stress types – likely in crisis – will thus have serious
consequences for the performance of decision makers.

Clearly, coping with several crises at once (or with the coincidence
of a crisis and other demanding official pursuits such as election cam-
paigns and summit meetings) is particularly tough. Stress is likely to be
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cumulative, in the sense that an individual’s ability to cope may be
impaired by lingering effects of previous stress loads (a “stress hang-
over”). Stress associated with other professional tasks or from someone’s
personal life adds to the total load during a crisis episode.41

Some do better than others at compartmentalizing stress: they isolate
stress arising in one domain and prevent it from contaminating others.42

President Clinton, for example, demonstrated a remarkable capacity to
compartmentalize stress and maintain composure and focus during the
Monica Lewinsky scandal, at least in his public performances. President
Nixon, however, was unable to cope with the stress when he found
himself confronted simultaneously with a critical phase in the Watergate
scandal and the 1973 Middle East war. He consumed large quantities of
alcohol and behaved in such an erratic manner that his aides took steps
to limit his ability to launch a nuclear strike.43

Based on experimental, historical, and field studies, researchers have
identified a wide range of specific stress effects. For example, under
heavy stress, individuals are thought to:

• focus on the short term, to the neglect of longer-term considerations;

• fall back on and rigidly cling to old and deeply rooted behavioral
patterns (often forgetting more recent ones);

• narrow and deepen their span of attention, scrutinizing “central”
issues while neglecting “peripheral” ones;

• be more likely to rely on stereotypes or lapse into fantasies;

• be more easily irritable.44

The literature on the relationship between stress and decision making,
while not entirely pessimistic regarding the possibility of effective coping,
tends to emphasize the many ways that stress effects can distort situ-
ational assessments. Accordingly, the next section will assess some of the
impediments to sense making in crises that may arise from psychological
and organizational factors. The news from applied psychology is not all
bad, however. Therefore, Section 2.5 depicts what this and related
research tells us about the possibilities and antecedents of high-quality
sense making in volatile, unstructured situations such as emerging crises.

2.4 Precarious reality-testing: constraints

Virtually all crises generate an energetic search for information among all
the actors involved.45 Once the vast intelligence and expert resources of
modern government have been brought to bear on the crisis, a huge
quantity of raw data and processed “intelligence” is generated. Without
mechanisms for coping with this flow of data, policy makers may become
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paralyzed or indiscriminately attentive to particular items of informa-
tion, which may unduly affect their judgments. How do policy makers
make sense of the bewildering flow of data and the debilitating lack of
critical information?

Individual constraints

A half century of cognitive research supports the view that experience –
mentally coded into what psychologists call a system of stored represen-
tations – is the basis for human sense making, in everyday life as well as
in extreme situations. In addition to their memory, people’s expectations
are highly significant. Under conditions of ambiguity humans tend to
“see” what they expect to occur.46 For example, in the absence of hard
information, some decision makers and observers of the Oklahoma City
bombing (in April 1995) initially operated from the assumption that
Islamic Fundamentalist terrorists were responsible. Why was this the
case? First of all, the first World Trade Center bombing in 1993, which
was the work of such a group, was still fresh in the mind. Second,
domestic groups were not expected to conduct operations on this sca-
le on US soil. As it turned out, these assumptions and expectations
proved incorrect – the culprits were American citizens associated with
an extremist “militia” organization.47

This example suggests how people use encoded experience: they take
a scrap of information (a cue, as cognitive psychologists call it) and
weave a scenario around it, using encoded experience as mental yarn.
Sometimes this kind of cue enlargement points policy makers in the right
direction. Yet it may just as easily lead them down the proverbial garden
path to misperception.48 The tendency to focus on circumstantial cues
or merely cosmetic similarities between current events and previous ones
can be particularly pernicious, especially if a person is overconfident that
his or her interpretation is accurate.

Psychologists now recognize the fundamental limitations of the
human ability to acquire and process information.49 Individuals tend
to be attentive to a certain “set” of issues while ignoring others. What is
on one’s mind, the content of the cognitive “agenda” at any given time,
heavily affects the way a person monitors and sorts signals from the
environment, and how he interprets them.

While the human mind is capable of great intellectual feats, it is beset
with limitations when it comes to monitoring and analyzing complex and
volatile situations.50 Individuals are constantly bombarded with stimuli
to such an extent that the stream threatens to overwhelm their capacity
to absorb it all. As a result, it is necessary to selectively monitor the
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environment and “tune out” much of the incoming data in order to
reserve the capacity to attend to the most pressing issues at any given
time. Of course, even the most skillful experts are liable to miss import-
ant information from time to time. Even when an issue is identified as
important and attention is devoted to it, crucial information may be
missing or uncertain, and it is necessary to “go beyond the information
given” in making sense of the world.51

Human brains collect, organize, store, and recall information by
making use of packaging and organizing devices, which are generically
called cognitive structures. These cognitive structures – alternatively
referred to by researchers as schemas, scripts, analogies, metaphors, or
stories – enable people to draw upon encoded and selectively recalled
experience to interpret the present and prepare for the future. In the face
of numerous, complex, and mutually contradictory cues, people also use
mental “tricks” to facilitate classification, interpretation, and judgment.
These “heuristic” short cuts in processing information introduce biases
in our assessment of situations. Sometimes these short cuts point us in
the right direction; often they lead us astray. Decades of meticulous la-
boratory research have detailed many different patterns by which people
overemphasize some bits of information, and ignore or underestimate
others.

Irving Janis summed up much of this literature by distinguishing
between cognitive, affiliative, and egocentric rules of thumb that deci-
sion makers resort to under high levels of stress.52 Cognitive heuristics
and biases amount to parsimonious but dangerously simplistic ways of
“making sense” of complex situations in such a way as to facilitate the
making of quick, straightforward choices. Once made, these choices will
be “bolstered” by a highly selective treatment of any subsequent infor-
mation that reaches decision makers. In extreme cases, they will actively
seek out information that seems to corroborate their choices, and ignore
or obfuscate information that contains negative feedback about these
choices.

One of the most frequently used short cuts is the reliance on historical
analogies to make sense of the challenges posed by a contemporary
crisis.53 Use of analogies may be a more or less spontaneous cognitive
attempt to make sense of highly uncertain situations. It may also spring
from calculated moves to “frame” crises publicly in politically con-
venient ways. In both these circumstances, there is a clear pitfall asso-
ciated with applying the presumed “lessons” of one crisis to another:
crises might look similar, but they are unique by definition (see also
Chapter 6).54
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Affiliative rules refer to modes of sense making where “policy makers
are likely to seek a solution that will avert threats to important values in a
way that will not adversely affect their relationships with any ‘important
people’ within the organization, especially those to whom they are ac-
countable, and that will not be opposed by subordinates who are
expected to implement the new policy decision.”55 Behavioral tenden-
cies of this kind include the “avoid punishment rule,” which is a pro-
pensity to favor conservative options that don’t rock the boat, and the
“preserve harmony rule” that may give rise to the rigid concurrence-
seeking in group-level sense making that has become known as
groupthink.

Egocentric rules include both self-serving rules that are invoked to
satisfy strong personal motives, and emotive rules that are directed
toward satisfying strong emotional needs. Such motives include the need
for power and control, or a desire for personal aggrandizement. In many
instances these motives are essentially efforts to compensate for deep-
seated feelings of insecurity and incompetence. Leaders with a very high
need for power and control are likely to harden under stress, and take
hawkish positions in conflicts.

The affiliative and egocentric rules of thumb are highly relevant to
sense making in crises. Under normal circumstances, a senior policy
maker should be seen “not as a cold fish, but as a warm-blooded
mammal, not as a rational calculator always ready to work out the
best solution but as a reluctant decision maker – beset by conflict,
doubts, and worry, struggling with incongruous longings, antip-
athies, and loyalties.” This is all the more true during crisis epi-
sodes.56 As urgent threats to key societal values and interests appear
to be on the rise, so do the stakes for the responsible political leaders,
up to the point of affecting their personal self-esteem and sense of
identity.57

When he first saw the pictures of Soviet missile installations under
construction in Cuba, John F. Kennedy took it personally and ex-
claimed: “He [Kruschev] can’t do that to ME!” Kennedy’s anger at
what he saw as betrayal by the Soviet leader was so strong that it
impaired his ability to speak and reason dispassionately for several
hours.58 Leaders may also identify strongly with the plight of victims.
After meeting with their families, Ronald Reagan repeatedly insisted in
staff meetings that the American hostages in Lebanon should be freed.
He gave the impression that he would condone any means to achieve
that end short of overt surrender to the hostage-takers’ political
demands. He created a climate in which National Security Council

Sense making: grasping crises as they unfold 33



staffers felt sanctioned to trade arms for hostages, thus setting up the
Reagan administration for the Iran-Contra affair.59

Organizational constraints

One may expect these individual vulnerabilities and errors in crisis
sense making to be corrected by someone else’s vigilant processing
of information in the organizations in which all these individuals are
embedded. Unfortunately, the problems of organizational informa-
tion processing sketched above for the pre-crisis stage do not evaporate
once a crisis has become manifest. On the contrary, they are often
aggravated.

People within organizations tend to perceive the world differently.
This is an inevitable by-product of differences in tasks, jurisdictions,
education, geographical location, and experience. Moreover, various
organizations are often drawn into the crisis at different moments in its
development: some have mandates to be the first responders, whereas
others may not come into play until much later.60 The various partici-
pating actors tend to focus on different aspects of the situation, and
assess conflicting situation reports differently. They draw upon different
analogies and metaphors, make different inferences and prognoses, and
see different interests at stake – each from their own organizational
vantage points. Not unimportantly, they are well aware that information
is a critical resource in the ongoing jockeying for position that goes on
within and between public organizations. To put it euphemistically,
sharing information with others is not necessarily their first concern or
refl ex when som ething ext raordinary has happ ened (see se ction 2.2).

Furthermore, since information is a key currency of power in govern-
mental and other political settings, officials typically receive information
in a relatively arbitrary fashion. Sometimes it is provided as a reward or
sign of favor; other times it is withheld as punishment or to neutralize a
potential adversary.61 Such practices may result in distorted sense
making in crisis situations, sometimes with tragic consequences.

Poor information sharing in crisis situations is not necessarily a result
of organizational dysfunctions or deficient information technology.
Often, it is the result of deliberate policy such as compartmentalizing
information for security reasons. Sensitive issues are often handled on a
so-called need-to-know basis. This makes good sense from a security
perspective – the fewer people who are in the know, the fewer who can
leak to the press, to political (or bureaucratic) rivals, or to foreign
governments. In practice, however, it is often difficult to figure out
who “needs to know” what.
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2.5 Conditions for reliable reality-testing

Thus far we have painted a pretty bleak picture of the prospects for
making sense of crises. There is, however, another side to the crisis sense
making story. To begin with, some categories of people are known for
their ability to remain cool and to stay clear-headed under pressure –
take veteran military officers, journalists, and fire and police command-
ers, for instance. Senior politicians and bureaucrats are generally vet-
erans too – veterans of countless political and bureaucratic battles during
their rise to power. Those who make it all the way to the top of the hill
in competitive political-administrative systems tend to have relatively
well-developed mechanisms for coping with stress. Some researchers
also point to organizations that have a proactive culture of “looking for
problems” in their environment. These so-called high-reliability organ-
izations have somehow developed a capacity for thorough yet fast-paced
information processing under stressful conditions.

Mental slides

Aspiring to adequate, if not always instantly accurate, understanding of
the problems triggered by a crisis is not unrealistic. A growing body of
research in the so-called naturalistic decision-making tradition has trans-
formed our thinking about how operational decisions are made in crises
and other critical incidents.62 Experienced incident commanders rarely
arrive at situational assessments through an explicit conscious process of
deliberation, as researchers of many stripes and colors were long wont to
assume.

Professional commanders of this kind have developed a rich store of
experience and a repertoire of tactics upon which they draw when
confronting a critical incident. The minds of these crisis commanders
work like a mental slide carousel containing snapshots of a wide variety
of contingencies that they have encountered or learned about. When
they find themselves in a new situation, this is immediately compared
with their stored experiences. This mental slide carousel quickly revolves
until an adequate match is found. Each slide contains not only an image
of the situation but also a recipe for action. In order to double check that
the tactic in question is appropriate for this situation, the commander
may perform a mental simulation to make sure that there isn’t some
contextual factor that might prevent the tactic from producing the
desired outcome. If not, it is time to issue orders and begin implement-
ing the tactic. Thus once the specific type of situation is identified, the
commander knows what to do.
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This mode of information processing, though not infallible, enables
competent performance under difficult, dynamic conditions and peak
work loads. Clearly, this tactic works best when the new contingency
closely resembles at least one of the experiences captured on the com-
mander’s mental slides. If the situation is radically different from those
stored in memory, a somewhat different kind of sense-making process
will be necessary. But even then, stored experience is a resource that can
be used to develop a fairly accurate assessment.63

A key question is to what extent one can transfer these ideas from the
realm of “uniforms” and operational agencies to the world of high-level
policy making. One possible difference between these two types of
leadership settings is the time frames involved.64 While politicians and
bureaucrats are sometimes called upon to make crucial decisions with a
few moments’ notice, like the incident commanders we just discussed,
they usually have much more time than the latter for consultation.
Situational assessments in crises often arise over a period of hours or
days rather than seconds and minutes. This creates a somewhat greater
potential for leaders to interact with advisers and draw upon a wider
range of organizational information resources than field commanders
typically have at their disposal.

However, critical-incident commanders probably have more oppor-
tunities than policy makers to practice sense making under extreme
conditions. Big-city fire commanders, for example, have a chance to
practice their diagnostic skills relatively frequently.65 By contrast, top-
level policy makers – though carrying a heavy everyday stress load – do
not see major crises all that often, yet the potential variety of crises they
might have to deal with is much larger than that of the average oper-
ational services commander. We would expect most senior policy makers
to be able to count their personal experience of full-blown crises on the
fingers of one hand – or in the case of those with long and turbulent
careers, both hands. Most leaders enter office as comparative amateurs
in the realm of crisis management and may well remain so unless they
experience a major crisis during their tenure.

Resilient organizations

Some organizations develop an impressive capacity to grasp crisis dy-
namics. These organizations often work in extremely fast-paced and
potentially deadly environments – think of military, police, and rescue
service organizations – but they also exist in high-technology environ-
ments (nuclear power and chemical plants). These organizations have
routines for using provisional information to create a provisional
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situational assessment and remember that it is just that: provisional.
They resist tendencies to adopt and cling to an interpretation based on
limited information and hasty analysis. They force themselves to con-
tinuously probe their situational assessments – identifying indicators that
can be monitored or “tests” devised to provide warning bells to go off
should the initial assessment be off the mark. As new information be-
comes available, assessments are updated or even abandoned if the
balance of available evidence begins pointing in a different direction.66

The secret of their success lies in three characteristics: safety aware-
ness, decentralization, and training.67 Resilient organizations have creat-
ed a culture of awareness: all employees consider safety the overriding
concern in everything they do. They expect crises to happen. They look
for them because employees know they are expected to do that – even
when it comes at the cost of task efficiency. A high degree of decentral-
ization empowers employees to act upon their intuition: when they
suspect “something is brewing,” they can take it “upstairs” in the know-
ledge that their surveillance will be noted and appreciated. These organ-
izations do not expect employees to rely on their intuition alone (even
though leaders of these organizations understand the importance of
expert intuition); employees are constantly trained to look for glitches
and troubling signs of escalation. All this suggests that organizational
blind spots should not be seen as inherent defaults of organization but
rather as the outcome of suboptimal leadership efforts.

2.6 Conclusion

A close reading of many crisis cases reveals what in hindsight look
suspiciously like flashing warning lights which should have alerted au-
thorities of things to come. Pearl Harbor, the Falklands, Chernobyl, the
Challenger explosion, Waco, 9/11, and the French 2003 heat wave – these
are but a handful of crucial events that in hindsight appeared not so
inevitable as they were felt to be at the moment of arrival. Investigative
reporters and blue-ribbon commissions have unearthed an abundance of
lavishly detailed pre-warnings, fuelling a thriving industry of conspiracy
theories.68

Paradoxically, it is the characteristics of modernization that prevent
organizations from detecting impending crises. The characteristics of
complex organizations – combined with the psychology of organizational
elites – make the occurrence of critical incidents and major failures quite
normal.69 The hidden interaction between incidents and failed or late
interventions drives the crisis toward critical threshold levels. This line of
argument thus takes us to a rather pessimistic assessment when it comes
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to crisis prediction. Detecting crises before they strike seems to be an
impossible task.

Policy makers at the top of public organizations and governments do
not have the luxury of forming impressions about crises after the fact, as
commentators and academics do. They live in a world full of uncertainty
and ambiguity where at any given time numerous contingencies can
materialize and have a profound effect on their domain of responsibility.
They must recognize real impending crises from the sea of possible
contingencies.

Once a crisis becomes manifest, policy makers must make sense of the
unfolding events in order to limit the damage they may cause. Policy
makers do not have perfect, complete, and uncontested information
about the potentially escalating challenges facing them. Rather, they
begin with a preliminary and provisional picture of what is happening,
and, equally importantly, what it means. Any actions taken or foregone
will derive in large measure from the nature and quality of the situational
assessments that emerge from the flow of activity prior to the recognition
of the crisis.70

They need to decide which signals to heed, which to ignore, and how
to make sense of a threat that has already materialized and that calls for
an immediate response. They make these decisions on the basis of
incomplete, often contradictory information and advice from sources
within and outside their own organizations. In this chapter, we have
demonstrated how delicate and vulnerable this process is. We have
shown how many organizational features and practices unwittingly ob-
scure rather than detect threats, and how this accelerates rather than
mitigates the development of crises. But the news is not all bad. We have
also shown that policy makers and organizations can be successful in
maintaining a fungible capacity for reality-testing in even the most diffi-
cult circumstances. In the concluding chapter we shall return to this
issue, and provide some advice to leaders who want to avoid becoming
the victim of information pathologies. Now we turn to the challenges of
crisis response.
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3 Decision making: critical choices and
their implementation

3.1 The myth of chief executive choice

On July 14, 1958, US President Eisenhower woke up to the news of a
coup in Iraq, overthrowing one of the few pro-Western leaders in the
Middle East. In the light of the increasing Soviet dominance and the
recent merger between Syria and Egypt into the United Arab Republic,
with the strident Nasser as its president, the Iraqi coup meant a blow to
the United States’ position in the Middle East. The sense of crisis in
Washington, DC was heightened when the Lebanese president called for
immediate US intervention, fearing that his country would be next. It
was 9 am. After consulting with his advisers and his political counter-
parts on the Hill, President Eisenhower announced the decision to send
in the Sixth Fleet at 2.30 pm.1

This long-forgotten example of presidential crisis decision making
illustrates a classic notion of crisis leadership: making the critical call
when it matters most. Both successes and failures of crisis management
are often related to such monumental decisions. This notion of crisis as
“occasions for decision making” is a dominant one in the scholarly
literature on crisis management.2 The image of the command room,
the tragic dilemma, and the decisive leader not only informs academics
and Hollywood movies but also plays to a widespread expectation in
times of crisis: leaders must govern.

Many studies of crisis management report an “upward” shift in deci-
sion making: the scale of response is adjusted to the scale of the
impact. When a crisis strikes areas that extend over multiple adminis-
trative jurisdictions, responsibility for coordinating government re-
sponses will often shift to regional, national, or, for some types of
crises in Europe, transnational levels of authority.3 The same goes for
crises that are local in geographical terms but whose depth and com-
plexity exceed the coping capacity of local authorities. This upscaling
may occur spontaneously, but it is often foreseen and prescribed in
contingency plans.4
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The importance of top-level policy makers in crisis response oper-
ations is easily overstated. Public leaders do, of course, make highly
consequential decisions during a crisis, but so do other officials and
pivotal people outside government. Moreover, crisis responses are
shaped not just by decisions but also by the implementation of those
decisions. Numerous organizations and groups are typically involved in
the implementation of crisis decisions. Our key question is why some
crisis response operations seem to run very successfully whereas others
end in failure.

Executive-level crisis decision making is an important factor in the
answer to this question, but not as important as most people are wont to
think. In most crises, the key tenets of crisis responses are shaped by
many more players within the government system than just its top policy
makers. Our core claim is that successful crisis management depends not
so much on critical decision making but on the facilitation of crisis
implementation and coordination throughout the response network.

3.2 Leaders as crisis decision makers

In most if not all crises, the moment arrives when a single man or woman
must make faithful choices about the government’s course of action.5

They may seek and obtain counsel from others, such as professional
advisers, political associates, spouses, friends, and academic experts. But
in the end, the leader must decide. How do leaders cope with this role
and the pressures it entails?

It is important here to recapitulate the distinctive nature of the deci-
sional challenges that crises entail for leaders. Regardless of whether they
are inherent in the situation or subjectively perceived as such by the
person in charge, crises present leaders with choice opportunities that
combine a number of characteristics:

• they are highly consequential: they affect core values and interests of
communities and the price of both “right” and “wrong” choices is
high – socially, politically, economically, and in human terms;

• they are more likely than non-crisis situations to contain genuine
dilemmas that can be resolved only through trade-off choices, or
“tragic choices,” where all the options open to the decision maker
entail net losses;

• they are baffling in that they present leaders with major uncertainties
about the nature of the issues, the likelihood of future developments,
and the possible impact of various policy options;

• choices have to be made relatively quickly: there is time pressure –
regardless of whether it is real, perceived, or self-imposed – which
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means that some of the tried-and-tested methods of preparing,
delaying, and politically anchoring difficult decisions cannot be
applied.

This combination of characteristics puts leaders in a difficult spot:
everybody is looking to them for direction, yet a crisis makes it very
difficult and painful to provide just that. In choosing, leaders have to
somehow discount the uncertainties, overcome any anxieties they may
feel, control their impulses, and commit the government’s resources to a
course of action that they can only hope is both effective and appropriate
in the political context they are in.

Leaders vary greatly in this respect, as a brief comparison of US
presidents shows. Some leaders tell themselves that making tough calls
is part of their job. They accept that they can get it wrong sometimes, but
they feel that office-holding amounts to more than retaining one’s popu-
larity. Harry Truman was a clear example of this. Preston observes that
“Truman’s decisiveness of decision has become legendary, as has his
willingness to make tough policy decisions regardless of the political
consequences . . . The sign that stood upon his desk in the Oval Office
bore the inscription ‘The Bucks Stops Here!’ and throughout his presi-
dency, Truman recognized this most fundamental aspect of his job.”6

Likewise, George Bush Sr., often criticized for lacking a grand policy
vision, tended to grow during crisis, when critical decisions had to be
made on urgent, complex matters: “Bush’s style was to proceed cau-
tiously, yet be willing to act boldly . . . Close associates describe Bush as
the ‘quintessential man of the moment’ who rarely dealt with problems
unless they are forced upon him, yet who tended to be a brilliant crisis
manager.”7

Other leaders are less comfortable with making decisions under pres-
sure. Their personality and style may predispose them to consider all
sides of a problem and therefore insist upon extensive analysis, multiple
sources of advice, and extensive deliberation with and among advisers
before making a decision. Yet other leaders experience crisis decision
making as an excruciating predicament. This applies to leaders who
dread the idea that their decisions may disappoint or even damage
others, who are afraid to fail, or who become paralyzed by the need to
make a choice in the face of conflicting advice.

Jimmy Carter succumbed to the cumulative pressures brought upon
him by the second world oil crisis, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan,
and the Iranian hostage crisis. These complex and dynamic events shat-
tered key components of his world view. Perhaps more importantly, the
Iranian hostage crisis wore him down psychologically. A micromanager
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by inclination, he met with his innermost advisers almost every day at
breakfast for over a year to discuss the crisis. Eventually, the frustrating
lack of progress, the increasingly bitter disagreements between his state
department and national security staff advisers, the failure of the military
rescue operation, and the increasingly public humiliation of his presi-
dency which the hostage crisis elicited, got to him.8

However eager or reluctant choosers they might be, there are occa-
sions when leaders firmly believe that a decision simply has to be made –
and fast.9 But fast decisions are not necessarily good decisions. In one
comprehensive meta-analysis of US presidential decision making during
international crises, the quality of crisis decision making was low in
seven, high in eight, and medium in four out of nineteen cases studied.10

These mixed results are mirrored by many single or comparative case
studies of international crisis management.

Poor presidential decision making in crisis is invariably explained by
the kinds of stress-induced pathologies discussed in Chapter 2. These
pivotal influences on individual information-processing capacities also
seem to explain erroneous decision making.11 Over the course of
decades, a great number of scholars of international security crises using
a wide range of theories and measurement techniques have all reached
rather similar conclusions: the quality of decision making during foreign
policy crises varies widely, but the frequent occurrence of stress-induced
breakdowns of prudent leadership is a cause for special concern.12

3.3 Leaders and their crisis teams: group dynamics

As a rule, crisis decision making takes place in some type of small-group
setting in which political and bureaucratic leaders interact and reach
some sort of collective decision – whether by unanimity or majority rule.
The small group appears to be an institutionally sanctioned forum for
crisis leadership: most crisis contingency plans make provision for colle-
gial bodies to gather and start coordinating the crisis response effort.
These crisis teams become the critical nodes of what often are vast and
highly complex multi-organizational and intergovernmental networks
that come into being in response to crises.13 Such groups may vary quite
a bit in composition, size, and other relevant characteristics, even within
the course of a single crisis.14

Small groups have virtues in crisis decision making, but they can just
as easily become a liability.15 In the high-pressure, high-consequence
context of crises, the potential advantages of groups – increased intellec-
tual and cognitive capacity (following the conventional wisdom that two
know more than one) – are easily off-set by pathological group dynamics.
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The main problem, borne out by historical and laboratory studies
alike, is that individuals in groups often do not share and use information
effectively in advising leaders or reaching collective decisions. Two ex-
treme forms of group behavior impede the quality of group deliberation
and choice: conflict and conformity. Some groups fall apart under crisis
pressure. In other groups, loyalty to the leader and the preservation of
unity become the name of the game: “criticism, dissent and mutual
recrimination literally must wait until the crisis is over.”16

Both extremes typically produce underperformance: too much con-
flict will paralyze the decision-making process, too much conformity
removes useful obstacles to ill-considered actions and blunt adventur-
ism. The possibility for extremes is enhanced by the high degree of
informality that characterizes the interaction within crisis groups: pro-
cedural rules and institutional safeguards that stabilize regular modes of
policy making tend to disappear. While this may stimulate innovative
and creative practices, it also leaves groups fully exposed to a number of
vulnerabilities. These include the following.

Newness and conformity In many cases, the members of top-
level coordination groups or crisis teams are relatively unfamiliar with
what is expected of them and the rules of the game that apply. Especially
in settings where crises are rare occurrences, chances are high that many
top executives have little crisis experience and crisis exercises have been
few and far between. Moreover, since a crisis never conforms fully to the
ones foreseen in the manuals (if only because it hits at an impossible
hour, or in the midst of some other hectic episode, or just after a major
reshuffle of personnel and organizations), there is a high likelihood that
the people gathering around the table will not always be familiar to one
another, let alone have experience of working together as a group.

This likelihood is increased by the often-observed tendency for offi-
cials and agencies to “converge upon” the localities of crisis coordination
centers in their effort to take part in the action. There are symbolic
rewards to be reaped from being present at the core of the government
response effort: participation demonstrates that one is deemed relevant.
And for all the problems they cause, many also experience crises
as adrenaline-enhancing breaks from the daily grind of politics and
bureaucracy.17

These new group settings are vulnerable to what some of us in earlier
work have termed “new group syndrome.”18 Particularly during the
first, and often critical, stages of an acute crisis, “group members are
uncertain about their roles and status and thus are concerned about the
possibility of being made a scapegoat . . . Hence they are likely to avoid
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expressing opinions that are different from those proposed by the leader
or other powerful persons in the group, to avoid conflict by failing to
criticize one another’s ideas, and even to agree overtly with other
people’s suggestions while disagreeing covertly.”19 These behaviors
may partly be a product of what has been called “false cohesion,” which
is grounded in group member motivations to maintain their position
within the inner circle of power and prestige. This renders the group
process vulnerable to the kind of collective ignorance, illusory unanim-
ity, self-censorship, and other propensities for ill-considered decision
making commonly associated with groupthink (see further below).

Not all new groups develop new group syndrome. A critical factor
is whether or not leaders intervene actively in order to set roles, norms,
and ground rules that suspend extra-group status considerations and
encourage broad and forthright participation from the very start.

Excessive cordiality and conformity Laboring under intense pres-
sure and in relative isolation from “life as usual” in the world outside,
crisis teams may easily become more to their members than functional
units for deliberation or political arenas for managing intragovernmental
conflict. They can become “sanctuaries” for a leader and his associates:
a place of refuge from the pressures of a crisis and the dilemmas of the
responsibility for dealing with the crisis. Embattled policy makers find
shelter among their peers in a relatively intimate and shielded environ-
ment. This helps them to reduce the anxiety and stress that many of
them experience during a crisis.

Such collective stress reduction may come at the price of a diminished
capacity for reality-testing.20 The widely cited “groupthink” tendency,
which refers to excessive concurrence seeking among members of rela-
tively closed elite groups, has been put forward in a score of case studies
and experimental research as an explanation of policy fiascos and mis-
managed crises. Members of groups affected by groupthink fall prey to
groundless but infectious optimism about their ability to see through a
crisis successfully. Members who do not share this “illusion of invulner-
ability,” as Janis called it, will feel constrained to speak frankly about
doubts and misgivings they may have about the course of action
preferred by the group and/or its leaders.21

In more protracted crises, crisis teams of the more closed-knit kind
may fall prey to “bunker syndrome,” i.e. the tendency for members of
the crisis group to stick together in relative isolation from their regular
organizational and external constituencies, and for the group as a whole
to reify its own view of the crisis even though more and more actors in
the outside world are shifting perspectives and priorities.
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Whether excessive conformity or destructive infighting are likely to
affect a crisis team is not a matter of chance. It has, of course, to do with
the nature of the interpersonal and interagency relations prior to the
crisis: do they know, respect, and trust each other fully, or not at all? Is
the group considered a “safe” or a “dangerous” place? Do the group
members understand that they depend on each other to achieve their
aims? The accountability structure under which a crisis team operates is
also an important factor.When groupmembers feel they are not account-
able at all, or will be held accountable asmembers of the group as a whole,
they are more likely to display conformity behavior in the groupthink and
new group mould. When they know they have to answer individually for
what they said and did during the crisis, the likelihood of more vigilant
and possibly also more strident postures increases sharply.22

Centrifugality and politicking Groupthink and new group syn-
drome produce excessive conformity and consensus seeking in crisis
teams. But crises may also give rise to intense internal conflict. This
should come as no surprise: the high-stakes circumstances of crises
constitute a pressure cooker for pre-existing tensions between officials
or the organizations they represent. Crisis groups may become political
arenas, where strategic behavior is the norm. Group members will, for
example, use their information and expertise as a weapon or shield in
their ongoing internecine struggles rather than use their potential assets
to help the group as a whole reach sensible decisions. Rumors, leaks,
silences, and misrepresentations are part and parcel of this process, as
are attempts to form or break up cliques within the group. There will be
fierce competition for the leader’s ear, and attempts to destroy the
credibility of competitors for the leader’s attention. And when members
of these politicized crisis groups begin to lose confidence that a success-
ful resolution of the crisis can be achieved, they will focus on saving
themselves rather than keeping the group afloat.

On paper, the constitution of crisis teams is usually clear and governed
by procedures and functional requirements. In reality, other consider-
ations enter the picture, and may foster imbalances or incorporate
conflict into the group process. A leader’s personal needs, sentiments,
and calculations typically affect who is in and who is out of the loop
during a crisis. Many leaders surround themselves with trusted and liked
sources of information and advice. Agencies that traditionally are low in
the bureaucratic pecking order may simply be overlooked or ignored
regardless of their real importance to effective crisis response. The “non-
favored” and “forgotten ones” are thus precluded from airing their
perspective in the top-level group.23
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In short, leaders or other group members may deliberately attempt to
reduce, widen, or otherwise “rig” the composition of the inner circle to
gain acceptance for their preferred courses of action and deny propon-
ents of competing views a platform.24 Detailed examples of this infight-
ing can be found in memoirs and studies concerning the Carter
administration’s handling of the Iranian hostage crisis. A battle for
Carter’s mind and soul was taking place between the National Security
Adviser (Zbigniew Brzezinski) and the State Department (in particular
the American ambassador in Tehran, William Sullivan, and later on
Secretary of State, Cyrus Vance). Both Sullivan and Vance had to stand
by and watch as slowly but surely their ability to exert influence on the
deliberations of the President’s crisis management group declined. They
were marginalized and eventually excluded from vital moments in the
decision-making process. The decision to go ahead with the ill-fated
military operation to rescue the hostages was, for example, taken while
Vance – an ardent critic of that plan – was on a weekend outing; his
deputy was deliberately given the impression that Vance was no longer
opposed to the idea.25

Success factors

It is good to know that crisis teams – whether they are emergency
operations centers at the tactical level or inner circles and war cabinets
at the senior political level – can actually work quite well, provided certain
conditions are met. Admittedly, this is more the case in theory than in
observed crisis practice, but at least the thrust of research is unequivocal.
It shows that crisis teams are more likely to perform effectively in com-
munities or governments where certain types of crises are recurring rather
than rare phenomena. The key policy makers and agencies are thus more
likely to have meaningful experience in working together.26 Moreover,
team performance is enhanced if the pre-existing interpersonal and inter-
organizational relationships among the chief actors represented in the
crisis group are marked by a reasonable degree of mutual trust. At the
very least, entrenched competition, rivalry, and conflict among the
people or organizations involved must be avoided; there needs to be a
modicum of what sociologists call “domain consensus,” i.e. a certain
shared understanding of the purposes of the group or center, their own
roles in it, and those of others.27 Also, it helps if there is general accept-
ance of the different roles and responsibilities among group members: it
must be clear who lead – and thusmake the final choices – and who advise
– and thus have a duty to “speak truth to power” to the best of their
professional ability, even if this truth is unpleasant.
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The institutionalization of procedures for group composition and
deliberation is particularly important. These procedures help leaders of
crisis groups to use their authority wisely: to create the conditions for
optimal information sharing, collaboration, and frank discussion, and
not succumb to the temptation of dominating or even manipulating the
group process.28

The best-known procedure is called multiple advocacy. It directs lea-
ders to create and maintain a courtroom-like setting where proponents
of different policy proposals get an opportunity to argue their case before
an as yet uncommitted “magistrate-leader.” A neutral “custodian-man-
ager” guides the process; his only objective is to ensure that all
the relevant stakeholders and experts are present, that all relevant infor-
mation and viewpoints are laid on the table, and that effective debate
and reflection take place before decisions are made.29 The multiple
advocacy method seems eminently appropriate for the management of
crisis coordination units, where so much is riding on charting a
cogent policy line and dealing with decisional dilemmas in a responsible
fashion.

The characteristics of crises place constraints upon the viability of this
procedure. For one, the sheer pace of events during the acute stages of a
crisis makes it exceedingly difficult for groups to adopt such a highly
proceduralized, reflective, and time-consuming mode of collective delib-
eration. When faced with exogenous pressures to act fast and to be seen
to take charge, leaders often feel forced to discount the requirements for
optimal group deliberation and choice procedures.

Perhaps more importantly, given the high personal and political stakes
that top officials have in crisis management, it may be too much to expect
that they stick to the self-imposed limitations of the various roles
accorded to them by the multiple advocacy model. The purely procedur-
al role of the custodian requires an almost superhuman effort on the part
of an official who is more likely than not to have been selected on the
basis of substantive expertise and profile, and who will find it impossible
not to get drawn into interagency pulling and hauling.30 In crises, offi-
cials and agencies look to the top-level office holders for a clear sense of
purpose and direction, but the precepts of multiple advocacy prohibit
these same top officials from taking positions and expressing policy
preferences until there has been ample opportunity for group discussion.

This creates a double bind for leaders: they must commit and not
commit at the same time. Meltsner put it well when he argued that
“there is a delicate balance between the need for the ruler to be strong-
minded [in responding to a crisis, authors] and the need for openness in
presenting problems and receiving advice. What is required is a ruler
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who appears to the external world to be in charge but who, within the
inner circle, has created norms of equality to promote discussion, dis-
sent, and multiple perspectives. . . .”31 Even in the best of circumstances,
however, the shadow of hierarchy is always present in groups with a clear
authority structure: some group members will second-guess the leader’s
preferences and tell him what they think he will want to hear, or at least
avoid telling him what they think he does not want to know.

3.4 How governmental crisis decisions “happen”32

Conventional wisdom dictates that government leaders make strategic
decisions and coordinate government action when crises occur. They
and their agencies are expected to put aside parochial interests and
ongoing squabbles – they must act in concert. Under crisis conditions,
concepts such as “comprehensive” or “integrated” emergency manage-
ment and unifying metaphors such as “the war against terrorism”
become politically salient.

It would be a mistake, however, to assume that leaders and central
governments are always “in control” of the crisis response process.33

The truth is that a great many pivotal crisis decisions are not taken by
individual leaders or by small informal groups of senior policy makers.
They emerge from various alternative loci of decision making and
coordination.34 In fact, the crisis response in modern society is best
characterized in terms of a network. This is not necessarily counter-
productive, as many leaders have learned, because delegation of decision
making authority down the line usually enhances resilience rather than
detracting from it.

Non-decision making

In concentrating upon “strategic decisions” and “responses” we may
forget that the course of crises is shaped by default as well as by choice:
so-called “non-decisions” determine the course of events just as much
as deliberate policies. Different forms of non-decision making during
crises can be discerned: (1) decisions that are not taken; (2) decisions
not to decide; (3) decisions not to act; (4) strategic evasion of choice
opportunities.

Consider the Heizel Stadium disaster in Brussels. The crisis began
when fighting broke out between rival groups of British and Italian
fans before the start of the 1985 European Soccer Cup final between
Juventus and Liverpool. British hooligans attacked the Italian crowd in
the adjacent section of the stands, triggering panic among the Italians
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locked up in their section. The death toll rose to 39; 450 spectators were
wounded.35 As the crisis unfolded, several crucial non-decisions shaped
the response.

Decisions were not taken on matters of monitoring outgoing infor-
mation in the wake of the disaster. No consistent strategies were devised
to manage the flood of telephone calls received at the stadium from
anxious friends and relatives of spectators in the Italian section, who,
along with millions of viewers all over the world, had witnessed the
disaster live on television. In addition, no strategy was formulated
for handling the press. The informal group of authorities, assembling
in the stadium’s VIP lounge, never considered the idea of terminating
television coverage of the match.36

The BelgianMinister for the Interior watched the match at his Brussels
apartment. He assessed that the authorities on the ground were in a
better position to judge what should be done, so chose not to involve
himself and not even to go to the site of the disaster (a decision for which
he was greatly criticized afterwards). This second type of non-decision
making is, in essence, a meta-level response: it impacts upon the organ-
ization and process of crisis management rather than on the crisis events
as such. It has the effect of (re)structuring the tasks and responsibilities
of various potential decision makers and units. This subtle quality of
decisions-not-to-decide can easily get lost in the turbulence surrounding
crisis events, as it did in the Heizel football stadium case. Yet it may be
crucial. Deliberate restraint on the part of top-level policy makers makes
a significant difference at the operational level of crisis management. It
may provide a recipe for chaos, but it may equally well mean a refreshing
absence of the kind of political interference in operational affairs so often
detested by agency leaders.

The third type of non-decision occurred when judicial authorities
were summoned to the stadium immediately after the disaster. Upon
arrival at the stadium, the public prosecutor and the Belgian Minister for
Justice conferred with police commanders. The immediate issue was
whether or not to make arrests on the spot. Given the lack of police
manpower at that time and given the operational complications of
apprehending individuals in an aggressive crowd, they reluctantly de-
cided on a policy of containment rather than prosecution. This decision
not to act became the center of public controversy in the days after the
disaster.

Senior policy makers may sometimes seek to dissociate themselves as
much as possible from managing the crisis response. Confronted with
the overwhelming pressures of crisis, decision makers may question
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whether they and their organizations will be able to cope effectively.
They may feel the chances for success are slight. This will prompt
attempts on their part to escape individual responsibility for potentially
fateful government choices and policies. This produces what we might
call “strategic evasion”: continuing to insist that the main responsibility
for crisis response lies with other agencies or levels of government.

Decentralization

Well before September 11, 2001, the Federal Aviation Agency (FAA)
and the North American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD) had
developed a procedure for collaboration in the event of a hijacking.
Before the FAA could ask NORAD to take down a civil aircraft, “mul-
tiple levels of notification and approval at the highest levels of govern-
ment” were required.37 In the 9/11 crisis, there was no time to follow
protocol, as the FAA’s Boston Center – which was tracking American
Flight 11 (headed for the WTC’s North Tower) – realized. The Boston
Center did not follow the protocol and contacted the military directly,
asking for F-16s. After asking whether this was “real-world or exercise,”
two F-15 aircraft scrambled. As the 9/11 Commission notes: “The air
defense of America began with this call.”

Minutes before American Flight 11 hit the North Tower, United
Flight 175 turned course toward the South Tower. This change went
unnoticed, as the flight controller responsible for United 175 was still
looking for American Flight 11, which had just crashed. When the
controller realized he had a second problem on his hands, a colleague
tried to notify the regional managers. They refused to be disturbed, as
they were in a meeting discussing the first crash. Meanwhile, American
77 disappeared from the radar of the Indianapolis Center. Unaware of
the other hijackings, the controller feared a crash and began to look for
clues. This is what happened in the next half hour:

Indianapolis Center never saw Flight 77 turn around. By the time it reappeared
in primary radar coverage, controllers had either stopped looking for the aircraft
because they thought it had crashed or were looking toward the west [the flight
was headed for Los Angeles, authors]. Although the Command Center learned
Flight 77 was missing, neither it nor the FAA headquarters issued an all points
bulletin to surrounding centers to search for primary radar targets. American 77
traveled undetected for 36 minutes on a course due east for Washington, D.C.38

The logic of centralization enjoys its largest appeal in times of non-
crisis. Armed with knowledge of the past – the Cold War scenarios
imagined threatening planes coming in from across the ocean – efficient
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protocols are formulated that invest crisis leaders with the means and
authority to deal with the impending threat.

Betting on centralization in times of crisis can be a potential liability,
however. The actual crisis always differs from the envisioned ones on
which formal crisis management structures are predicated. Efficient
protocols may turn out to be time consuming. Channels of centralization
may lead to powerless or incapable agencies, bypassing and effectively
neutralizing those that are actually capable of making a difference. As
Weick observes:

The danger in centralization and contraction of authority is that there may be a
reduction in the level of competence directed at the problem [. .] The person in
authority is not necessarily the most competent person to deal with a crisis, so a
contraction of authority leads either to less action or more confusion.39

Centralization of crisis operations has been known to produce policies
that are experienced by the staff “on the ground” as insufficient, ineffect-
ive, or even counter-productive.40 Centralization may thus fuel rather
than dampen a crisis. In highly centralized systems, disruption of one
part of the system, let alone the system’s core, can have a cumulative
effect, triggering chains of component failures that are hard to stop or
reverse.41

In some organizations and governments, awareness of these problems
has led to pre-planned, formalized decentralization of authority for
certain vital areas of crisis response. For example, during the Cold War
era, authority to launch nuclear counter strikes in case of a “decapi-
tating” first strike against American centers of political and military
decision making was delegated to submarine commanders.42 So-called
“high-reliability organizations” (see Chapter 2) have adopted decentral-
ization as a defining characteristic of their safety culture: operators who
notice a safety hazard can (and do) call for an immediate halt of the
production process.

Crisis experience tends to favor decentralization of crisis response
authority: top leaders and national policy makers have learned that,
particularly in highly dynamic and technically complex crises, they are
usually better off relying upon and supporting local authorities and
expert agencies and skillful operators rather than “taking charge” them-
selves. This practice is, for instance, widespread in the law enforcement
communities that have done away with militarized cultures of central-
ization. In the modern conception of law enforcement, commanding
structures for crisis are built on the premise that only those decisions
that cannot be taken on the spot will rise to the top where crisis leaders
reside.43
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Improvisation

Crises have the nasty habit of rendering plans and structures irrelevant.
When uncertainty leads to bewilderment, both on the ground and in the
crisis center, the crisis response does not resemble a neatly delineated
process of operational and strategic decision making. Situational impera-
tives require intense cooperation and improvisation, especially in highly
volatile conditions where there is non-negotiable time pressure. Such
conditions are relatively rare at the strategic level of government.

In 1970, the mission of Apollo 13 almost ended in a disaster.44 A
cumulative chain of mechanical problems caused an explosion on board
the orbiting spaceship. This affected vital life-support systems, as well as
the electrical power necessary to navigate the spacecraft. Carbon dioxide
build-up threatened the astronauts’ survival. In their efforts to solve the
crisis, both the astronauts and the flight control people in Houston had
to work within the hard boundaries set by oxygen and energy supply, the
hostilities of space, the impossibility of determining the state of the
spacecraft, and a very small window of opportunity for a safe return.
To conserve water and power, engineers in Houston calculated which
components could be switched off. After four days, the astronauts –
dehydrated, cold, and fatigued – could barely perform the revised entry
checklist and the crucial midcourse correction. By this time, many
procedures and routines had been left behind. The crew had to come
home. They returned home safely thanks to the vast creativity and
experimentation directed at the baffling and urgent problems following
the explosion.

This is not to say that improvisation always trumps structure in times
of crisis. The institutional structure in which organizations are embed-
ded both constrains and enables organizational action – structure makes
certain things impossible, but it also provides something to fall back
on.45 The centrality of the NASA control room allowed engineers to see
the whole picture, formulate options, and instruct the astronauts on
those options.46 But this example also shows that structure is best
exploited by a healthy dose of improvisation.

Improvisation in crisis is not given: some organizational configur-
ations and cultures conduce to it, others constrain it. One might perhaps
assume that organizations will immediately suspend all standard operat-
ing procedures, routines, rules, customs, or targets that could possibly
stand in the way of effective crisis management improvisation. But that is
not how most public organizations operate. Large-scale bureaucracies in
particular have been designed to deal in an effective and responsible way
with a certain category of social problems. These organizations typically
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attempt to minimize uncertainty for their employees, which allows them
to structure their activities and embed best practices.47

This creates something of a paradox: when employees realize that a
crisis demands the services of their organization, the accompanying
uncertainty nurtures a reliance on institutionalized response modes.
However, these modes were never designed or tested with the crisis at
hand in mind. Unless organizations have been trained to recognize when
their available repertoire does not suffice to deal with the crisis at hand,
their operational routines will become more salient during crises (which
creates a potential for further escalation of the crisis).

3.5 From decisions to responses: the importance of
crisis coordination

Even when leaders make well-informed decisions that define a clear
course of action, they still face the challenge of seeing their decisions
materialize. Leaders depend on organizations – both inside and outside
their immediate jurisdiction – to execute their decisions. As most crises
typically involve multiple organizations, leaders rely on some level of
coordination between these organizations. The following description of
New York City’s immediate response to the attacks on the World Trade
Center brings home both the importance and the difficulty of crisis
coordination:48

Commanders in the lobbies of the two towers lacked reliable information about
what was happening. Communications inside were sporadic. Intelligence at the
lobby command centers about what was happening outside – especially about
what was happening to the towers – was almost non-existent. In fact, television
viewers across the world knew more about the progression of fires than the
commanders, because the commanders had no access to the television reports.
The New York City Police Department (NYPD) had a helicopter circling over-
head, but the fire chiefs had no link to the police assessments. In fact, there were
no senior NYPD personnel at the fire department’s command posts – and vice
versa. Desperate to help their brothers, some firefighters went directly up the
stairs without waiting for orders. Department officials had a hard time keeping
track of who was at the scene. The New York City Fire Department had no
established process for establishing whether mutual aid was needed from sur-
rounding communities and no formal method of requesting it. Because one half
of the department’s companies were dispatched to the scene, the lack of clear
mutual aid agreements left the rest of the city at risk.

The characteristics of crisis, particularly the early stages of a rapidly
unfolding crisis, make central coordination of operations not only highly
desirable but also highly elusive.49 Under conditions of deep uncer-
tainty, many organizations which rarely work together under normal
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circumstances must suddenly try to make the crucial difference. Smooth
cooperation is not easy when the cause of the crisis is unknown, the
damage untold, and the potential consequences of one’s actions can only
be imagined. People have trouble arriving at a somewhat similar con-
ception of what happened. Communication is impaired. Moreover, the
stakes have been raised dramatically, and there is less room for experi-
mentation and failure. The field of disaster studies has paid particular
attention to this challenge.

A basic problem undermining any attempt to coordinate crisis man-
agement efforts is the limited adequacy of the planned response.50 The
organizations that are expected (indeed charged) to deal with a crisis
all too often have trouble doing what they are supposed to do. The
mobilization of organizational members may be slow, incomplete or
simply impossible. In natural disasters, for instance, an organization that
is part of the first response may find itself “victimized”: when headquar-
ters, essential equipment, or communication systems are ruined, mobil-
ization will be hindered. When the towers of the World Trade Center
collapsed, the New York City’s Emergency Operation Center was se-
verely damaged. A new crisis coordination center had to be set up.51 But
even if mobilization proceeds smoothly, the response of the mobilized
members may be less than adequate as a result of impaired decision
making. Mobilization may even be late or may not happen at all when
organizational leaders do not share the sense of urgency felt by others.

An elementary problem of coordination is the matching of place and
function.52 Public organizations are traditionally designed to perform a
specific function (e.g. garbage collection, train service, medical care,
punishment, etc.). These organizations perform their function in a given
geographic area, under specified conditions. Crises challenge these or-
ganizational designs. Crisis management usually entails the ad hoc
formulation of function: during a crisis, the authorities in charge arrive
at a definition of the situation (which changes all the time) and decide
what problems must be solved first. These problems usually require the
assistance of multiple organizations, each originally designed to perform
part of the solution. Moreover, crises rarely correspond with jurisdic-
tional boundaries of organizations or government. The anthrax crisis,
which held the United States in its grip during the immediate aftermath
of the 9/11 attacks, provides an illuminating example.53 Many different
organizations were part of the crisis management process: hospitals,
intelligence organizations, police, specialized army units with knowledge
of anthrax, the United States postal service, and all the organizations
that received white powder letters. Yet the area of the crisis remained
undefined. It never became clear who was sending these letters and for
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what purpose: was it a disgruntled employee, a terrorist attack, or a
conspiracy? Where would the next anthrax letter strike?

The upscaling dilemma hinders the so-called vertical coordination that
should deal with the inherent tensions between crisis centers and oper-
ations in the field. We might say that some sort of subsidiarity principle
has gained ground: crises should be dealt with at the level closest to
which they occur. Only when a crisis spills over the local borders or when
local authorities fail to deal with the crisis in an adequate manner do
higher authorities usually step in. This is technically known as upscaling.

However, it is not always clear when central authorities should step in.
Nor is it clear who decides when the moment has come. Coordination
efforts are usually designed at the highest levels of organization. But
these designs may not be known at middle management levels and
particularly at the lowest operational levels.54 Upscaling can therefore
easily create problems of its own. Moving crisis management authority
up widens the gap between decision-makers and the scene. It often
necessitates new relations between central authorities and local respond-
ers. It may create resentment among local authorities and victims. It is,
in short, a delicate decision that comes with a dilemma: is the coordin-
ation problem that is solved really worse than the one that is being
created?

An equally pressing and much-noted problem is found in the inter-
organizational relations that govern the crisis response network.55 Hori-
zontal cooperation between responding parties is, for instance, easily
undermined by both technical and cultural communication problems.
Another problem is that most organizations entertain different notions of
the meaning and necessity of coordination.56 Emergency workers, for
instance, generally understand the need for cooperation but may vehe-
mently disagree on the means by which top-level policy makers try to
achieve it. Military organizations prefer hierarchical coordination,
whereas medical teams are more likely to resist coordination efforts from
above. The variety of interpretations concerning the nature and role of
crisis coordination increases significantly with the growing complexity of
the crisis.

A compounding problem of an even more serious nature is the appar-
ent unwillingness of some organizations to cooperate with others, even in the
wake of disaster. It would be naive to think that under crisis conditions
all pre-existing bureaucratic tensions make way for a mechanistic, ra-
tionalistic mode of centralized and tightly coordinated policy making
and implementation. On the contrary: interagency tensions often inten-
sify. For some public agencies, for example, the opportunity to act
during the rare real crisis as opposed to the perennial dress rehearsals
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constitutes a litmus test for their rationale and capability. Being invisible
or looking ineffective during a major emergency can threaten the exist-
ence of specialized agencies such as civil defense organizations, special
police and fire units, and medical emergency teams. Such agencies
will, consequently, be bent on asserting themselves and their modus
operandi to the maximum extent – with or without the cooperation
of other agencies in the crisis network. In a crisis network, several
officials and agencies may adopt this type of posturing. Friction increases
when officials, agencies, and levels of government that are simply not
used to working together are forced by circumstance to rely on each
other.57

Interagency rivalry occurs in many domains. Intelligence agencies
often refuse to share information. In war situations, military leaders
experience great trouble in getting various specialized forces to work
together.58 International humanitarian efforts are plagued by conflicts
between the various participating NGOs. Interorganizational tension
appears to be the rule rather than the exception – a lesson that time
and again comes as a surprise to politicians, public managers, and media.
The December 2004 tsunami response operation appears to have been
an exception: among journalists and officialdom alike there was wide and
consistent praise for the coordinating efforts of the United Nations Office
for the Coordination of Humanitarian Assistance (OCHA). Interorgani-
zational relations during the first weeks were reportedly characterized by
harmony and a desire for joint achievement rather than by rivalry and
backstabbing.

When intergovernmental and bureaucratic politics pervade the crisis
response process, the chances are slim for any central decision-making
authority to impose itself upon the squabbling factions. Under these
conditions, the center runs a good chance of becoming an arena in which
the various stakeholders promote different approaches and priorities with
regard to what should be done. The typical result is large disparities
between the compromise decisions reached at crisis centers and the
actual conduct of crisis operations within and between different executive
agencies.59

Coordination of crisis management efforts is often hindered by the
actions of involved bystanders.60 In the disaster literature, this is known as
the problem of mass convergence (or mass assault): many people try to
make their way to the scene. These people may have different motives
for doing so – varying from concern about the safety of loved ones
and genuine altruistic instincts to plain sensationalism – but the effects
are the same: roads clog up, which slows the mobilization of emergency
responders; much-needed emergency responders must keep “disaster
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tourists” at bay; communication and physical interaction between
responders is hindered. The problems of mass convergence became
painfully clear during the siege of the terrorist-held school in Beslan,
Russia, in September 2004. Armed locals – desperately worried about
their relatives in the school – took part in storming the building, which
appears to have contributed to the disastrous outcome of the operation
(more than 300 children, teachers, and parents died).

Coordination may also be affected by lessons from the past. In the
absence of useful crisis management blueprints (each crisis is, after all,
unique), policy makers tend to rely on previous crisis experiences.
Lessons drawn from these – what worked and what certainly did not –
inform their current crisis behavior. Many different lessons exist, of
course, and their impact is likely to vary considerably across the spec-
trum of actors. In regions or nations that are repeatedly beset by similar
types of crises, interorganizational and intergovernmental crisis coordin-
ation patterns take hold in more or less formalized networks, whose
composition and rules of interaction evolve as part of an emerging crisis
management subculture, quite similar to the so-called “disaster subcul-
ture” that sociologists have found in communities with frequent expos-
ure to natural disasters.

Fostering crisis coordination

The act of coordination, at heart, is a political activity: to create orderly
interaction within and among organizations, delicate choices about
power, responsibility, rules of conduct, and division of labor must be
made and enacted.61 The core challenge of coordination as a form of
administrative politics is rather simple: public institutions tend to be
recalcitrant.62 They are not purely rational-instrumental machines, in
which all employees know what to do, when to do it, and actually do
what is expected of them. Neither are they devoid of parochial interests
and motives, and therefore are not automatically inclined to fall in line
with the pursuit of the presumably superordinate goal of a coordinated
crisis response. In short, if it is hard to manage one organization toward
some given goal, it becomes much harder to direct two (or more)
organizations in the same direction.63

And yet some crisis management operations display a remarkable
degree of order: crisis centers emerge, information is pooled, resources
are allocated, cooperation and improvisation prevail (the 2004 tsunami
emergency response operation may well become a textbook example of
successful coordination).64 This coordination is rarely imposed by
leaders; it emerges almost as a natural by-product of crisis. A coordinated
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operation emerges, as Chisholm notes, “through a system of informal
channels, behavioral norms, and agreements.”65

This is less strange than it seems if one considers the function of crisis
coordination: it helps to fill a social vacuum.66 Crisis has a disorienting
effect on people. In a sea of uncertainty, people must deal with a threat
and they must do so immediately. Individuals’ primary inclination in
crisis situations is to reduce uncertainty.67 But a crisis by definition
deprives individuals – victims, responders, citizens, policy makers – of
conceptual anchors that can guide their behavior.68 The social system
that under normal circumstances provides the means to coordinate
social behavior and address uncertainty has also been “dislodged.”
Coordination is required to restore these crucial functions in order to
reduce uncertainty.69

A useful way to approach crisis coordination is to see it as a by-product
of the collective search for information – in order to deal with uncertainty
– and the mutual adjustments in that search.70 Some people urgently
need certain pieces of information; some people possess information that
is crucial to others. As people begin to seek and exchange information,
so-called “information nodes” emerge. These are places where infor-
mation seekers and givers interact. Once an emerging information node
begins to attract additional information seekers and givers, and in fact
becomes known as a place where information is to be gotten or delivered,
a first and crucial step is set on the path toward effective coordination.
Further development then depends on the rapid emergence of pro-
cedures and rules, which help to channel information exchanges, sep-
arate “data” from information, and “translate” this information into
crisis management action. Effective crisis coordination, in other words,
resembles something of a super-accelerated institutionalization process.

Such processes are governed by feedback (or the lack thereof). Each
step toward increased coordination is informed by positive feedback
signalling both the functionality and the legitimacy of the standing
arrangement. This is not a unidirectional process. For instance, the
emergence of an information node is likely to attract more information;
but if this increase in information swamps the node, alternative nodes
will emerge. The ill-functioning node disappears.

Coordination is most likely to emerge from crisis-induced chaos when
crisis leaders nurture the right conditions. One such condition is that
actors should be motivated to share their information with others in the
emerging node. People must trust the “information marketplace” and
the people associated with it if the node is to become the center of a
coordinating network. Trust is, of course, hard to come by and easy to
lose – and many factors affect the trustworthiness of existing or emerging
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organizational practices.71 It suffices here to note that the absence of
trustworthiness is a rather certain way to nip an evolving coordination
process in the bud.

A second condition that fosters coordination is the availability of
knowledge and capacity. To embed an information node into a physical
structure (building, food, information and communication technology,
supporting staff) requires resources. It would be a mistake to think that
rich communities by definition enjoy better crisis coordination than poor
communities. At the same time, one cannot expect highly effective
coordination of a large-scale crisis response operation without phones,
faxes, and internet being available.

The rapid emergence of a coordinated response can give rise to what
we call the paradox of effective coordination. As the initial structuring of
information, communication, and command flows is perceived as suc-
cessful, the emerging coordination structure is endowed with legitimacy.
This, in turn, firmly establishes the initial structuring. In no time, there
is only one way to manage the crisis at hand. This “instant institutional-
ization” may be beneficial in the early crisis management phase, but the
more beneficial it is, the more established the crisis management struc-
ture becomes. This may close the crisis decision making arena off from
other actors, which, in turn, can undermine long-term coordination.

Alan Barton describes the result of this paradoxical effect, which he
refers to as the “bureaucratization of altruism.”72 In time, the threat of
crisis evaporates and attention is focused on a return to normalcy,
damage compensation, victim assistance, and lesson drawing. These
functions of crisis management typically introduce other institutional
actors than the ones involved in the early crisis management phases.
Yet it may be hard for these new actors to become involved in a crisis
network that has built up a good track record. The shift from immediate
concerns to long-term concerns then sets the stage for bureaucratic
infighting, distorted information flows, and a breakdown of crisis
management effectiveness.

A successful response operation can thus become redefined over time
and enter collective memory as a failure. A good example is found in the
aftermath of the 1992 Amsterdam air crash. The initial crisis response
was widely praised. The structure of the crisis management operation
was clear – both inside and outside the command center. After several
weeks, new problems began to emerge. The promise issued in the
immediate aftermath of the disaster that Amsterdam would act as a
“caring government” and the subsequent promise not to prosecute
illegal immigrants who lived in the disaster area unexpectedly led to a
massive inflow of illegal immigrants who claimed that they lived in the
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area. They demanded shelter, new housing, and a resident status. The
coordination of this crisis management phase proved much more diffi-
cult as new actors became involved who had not shared the “adrenaline
rush” of the first phase. In due course, people in the area began to report
(rather vague) health complaints. By this time, the crisis management
operation had been bureaucratized, which solicited bitter complaints
from the victims who felt left behind. Years later, a parliamentary inquiry
would criticize the lack of coordination that characterized the later phase
of the Amsterdam air disaster.73

Thus we arrive at a third condition: the formalization of the coordin-
ation process. The initial phase of crisis coordination can do without
rules, but successive phases require a few key rules that facilitate the
interaction between the various actors and structure information flows.
In the absence of these rules, the fragile state of evolved coordination can
easily collapse under the pressure of multiple actors and increased pol-
iticization (see Chapter 5).74 Top-level leaders can play a key part in this
process by making crucial decisions, keeping the decision-making pro-
cess on track, guarding the quality of the decision-making process, and
acting as the “external face” of the crisis management operation. Like-
wise, leaders of the various organizations involved in the coordination
process can facilitate or hinder coordination efforts by conveying to their
rank and file a cooperative versus obstructive attitude toward other
organizations in the crisis response process. Leadership, in itself, does
not guarantee effective coordination; its acid test comes at ground level:
do organizations actually align their behavior and exchange pivotal
operational information?75

3.6 Putting crisis leadership in its place

Most crisis response operations are characterized by a remarkable degree
of improvisation, flexibility, effectiveness, and sometimes even heroism.
Especially when crisis circumstances – uncertainty, threat, and urgency –
are taken into account, one is bound to be impressed with the efforts
of crisis responders, which, of course, may not always avert disaster.
After detailing the many failures in the crisis response, the 9/11 Com-
mission had this to say about the flight controllers and their military
counterparts:

We do not believe that the true picture of that morning reflects discredit on the
operational personnel at NEADS or FAA facilities. NEADS commanders and
officers actively sought out information, and made the best judgments they could
on the basis of what they knew. Individual FAA controllers, facility managers,
and Command Center managers thought outside the box in recommending a
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nationwide alert, in ground-stopping local traffic, and, ultimately, in deciding to
land all aircraft [4,500 airplanes, authors] and executing that unprecedented
order flawlessly.76

The persistent myth in popular conceptions of crisis management
holds that crisis leadership is the most important “driver” of crisis
response. In this conception of leadership, crisis management consists
of planning and control: the plan gives rise to effective coordination;
leaders manage the coordinated network from their crisis centers. When
the response is perceived to fail, there is a call for better coordination and
stronger leadership. The result is more plans, which emphasize further
centralization of authority: bureaucratic pyramids and a boss-of-the-
bosses are supposed to forge coordination where it is not forthcoming
spontaneously. Recent examples include the formation of the United
States Department of Homeland Security and the appointment of an
“anti-terrorist Czar” in the European Union.

In reality, the quality of the crisis response has less to do with
planning and top-level control than these policies of centralization
assume. A truly effective crisis response cannot be forced: it is to a large
extent the result of a naturally evolving process. It cannot be managed in
linear, step-by-step and comprehensive fashion from a single crisis
center, however full of top decision makers and stacked with state-of-
the-art information technology. There are simply too many hurdles that
separate a leadership decision from its timely execution in the field.

In this chapter, we have attempted to put into proper perspective
the role that leaders play in crisis response. Leaders are important –
not as all-powerful decision makers but rather as designers, facilitators,
and guardians of an institutional arrangement that produces effective
decision-making and coordination processes. We do not suggest that
leaders should simply rely on the innovative capacity of people and orga-
nizations to “emerge” in the wake of a crisis. Leaders must actively
monitor the response. They must try to identify decisions that are critical
to the quality of that response and which should be made by those who
carry political responsibility. The most effective crisis leaders involve
themselves quite selectively when it comes to making response decisions.

We argue that crisis leadership involves much more than only decision
making about the direction and implementation of government policy.
An understudied dimension of the crisis response process consists of
government efforts at “meaning making”: attempts to influence the pub-
lic’s understanding of the crisis. Such meaning making is critical because
crises by definition involve a high degree of uncertainty. Their very
occurrence exposes the limitations of existing institutional arrangements
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and the mental frameworks underpinning them. Crises threaten to
undercut the legitimacy of these arrangements and frameworks, as well
as the political support for the governments representing the established
order. The question is how policy makers deal with this loss of “taken for
grantedness.” To answer this question, we introduce a symbolic-political
perspective that stresses crisis governance as political meaning making.
We do this in the next chapter.
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4 Meaning making: crisis management as
political communication

4.1 Crisis communication as politics

In the months leading up to the invasion of Iraq, President George
W. Bush and Prime Minister Tony Blair repeatedly emphasized the clear
and present danger posed by Iraqi weapons of mass destruction
(WMD). As the conflict with Iraq escalated, and skeptical voices were
heard in the United Nations Security Council, presidential and prime
ministerial rhetoric intensified. The two leaders assured that there was
virtually no doubt that Iraq possessed such weapons and that only
military intervention could guarantee that these illicit programs, which
had allegedly eluded UN WMD inspectors, would be found.1 Both
leaders staked their personal credibility on this claim and managed to
drum up a considerable amount of political support at home for their
position. However, both leaders quickly became the subject of increas-
ingly bitter attacks from the opposition and from elements of their own
parties when no evidence of ongoing WMD programs was turned up in
the wake of the military intervention.

In a crisis, authorities often lose control, if only temporarily, over the
dramaturgy of political communication. They are literally overtaken by
events. The mass media rapidly generate powerful images and frames of
the situation, well crafted for mass consumption.2 The crisis turns into a
“symbolic contest over the social meaning of an issue domain.”3 The key
question of this chapter is why leaders succeed in some crises (George
W. Bush in the months following the September 11 attacks) whereas
they fail in others (Blair in the months prior to and following the invasion
of Iraq) in shaping people’s understanding of a crisis and thus in building
public support for their policies.

We refer to these attempts as “meaning making”: leaders, along with
other stakeholders in a crisis, attempt to reduce the public and political
uncertainty caused by crises.4 They do so by communicating a persua-
sive story line (a narrative) that explains what happened, why it had to be
that way, what its repercussions are, how it can be resolved, who can be
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relied upon to do so, and who is to blame. In this meaning-making
process, which unfolds during every crisis, public leaders coalesce and
compete with other political actors in shaping the public’s view of the
crisis. This question is especially intriguing in the context of democracies
and contemporary information societies, where channels of communi-
cation abound, and many other stakeholders other than governments
can transmit powerful facts and images of a crisis around the world in a
matter of minutes.

Leaders must excel in this communication dimension of crisis man-
agement. Our core claim is that crisis communication makes a crucial
difference between obtaining and losing the “permissive consensus”
leaders need to effectuate their policies and bolster their reputation.5 If
they do not get their message across to the public about the causes,
consequences, and cures of crises, others will. The political communi-
cation process is highly competitive: each and every detail of words,
pictures, gestures, and performance matters.

Effective crisis leadership cannot be brought about by simply “doing
the right thing” on the ground; it also presupposes a sure-footed ma-
nipulation of symbols that shapes the views and sentiments of the
political environment in ways that enhance leadership capacity to act.
In viable democracies there are, of course, legal and ethical as well as
practical limits to governmental “news management” in a crisis. Barring
total government control over the flow of information – as in situations
of military censorship6 – there are many ways in which news about the
crisis reaches an already aroused public.

Much of the existing literature deals with crisis communication in a
rather instrumental fashion. Textbook cases of communication failures
give rise to detailed and hands-on prescriptions.7 Many of these are very
useful and well borne out by decades of experience; most of them are
embedded in management and public relations analysis in the corporate
sector.8 What is missing, however, is a systematic understanding of the
specific challenges of crisis communication in the public sector, i.e. in a
political setting, which is what this chapter seeks to provide.

4.2 Crisis communication in a mediated political world

A crisis entails a breakdown of symbolic frameworks that legitimate the
pre-existing socio-political order.9 The pillars of “normal” life have
come down; what remains no longer seems to work. Crises cause mul-
tiple levels of uncertainty. At the personal level, affected individuals face
cognitive conflict: they still believe in the “normal” order but they
confront repeated and undeniable information that things are seriously
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wrong. At the societal level, this cognitive conflict is emulated in the
activities of multiple groups and organizations espousing different
definitions of the situation – offering different claims about its causes,
impact, and further development, and advocating alternative and often
conflicting strategies to deal with the situation.

All this may also occur at the international level. In the wake of the
accident at the Chernobyl nuclear reactor in April 1986, Soviet govern-
ment spokespersons struggled to play down the scope and depth of the
accident and the risk it posed to public health, as they tried to minimize
the domestic political ramifications of the accident. Meanwhile, the
American government viewed the disaster primarily in Cold War terms
and recognized an opportunity to demonstrate the hollowness of
Gorbachev’s perestroika rhetoric, which had received a lot of positive
play in Western media. The Americans sought to exploit the crisis to
dramatize that Soviet technology was backward, and that the current
Soviet regime was as callous and deceitful as its predecessors had been.
As a result, government spokespersons from the two sides offered
sharply contradictory figures and interpretations of the situation.

Even in Western societies, incidents involving controversial technolo-
gies or policies tend to exhibit this adversarial configuration – the gov-
ernment’s account of the crisis pitted against the one put forward by
environmentalist or victim groups – which exacerbates the crisis com-
munication challenge for leaders.10 People expect leaders to provide a
believable and authoritative account, which promises a way out of the
crisis. They must arbitrate the conflicting interpretations of the critical
events. Leaders who understand this try to offer “believable futures.” In
the Chernobyl case, the Reagan government set up a presidential com-
mission to investigate the accident and instructed US government scien-
tists to abstain from making public statements, leaving it to the
government to “speak with one voice.” The strategy worked, partly
helped by the haphazard Soviet information policy: American television
networks and newspapers overwhelmingly prioritized American sources
and the political messages they implicitly conveyed about the disaster.11

In the ever more densely “mediated” political context of crisis man-
agement, the capacity to capture public attention and a reputation for
accuracy and trustworthiness have become fundamental political-ad-
ministrative assets.12 The buzz word here is credibility, which has been
called “the most important key to political survival and influence.”13 For
policy makers who possess it, risky political ventures become possible,
and major political storms can be ridden out with relative ease. Without
it, even the most basic tasks become difficult and subject to intense
scrutiny by the media and other watchdogs. Communicative strategies
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of crisis management can be effective only if policy makers manage to
retain the attention and confidence of the intended audiences.

Credibility, however, does not automatically lead to effective crisis
communication. Many actors with their different angles clamor to make
the news. In a crisis, past performance records are easily and rapidly
undermined by emerging accounts of what went wrong. As a result,
governments and their leaders may find themselves targets of intense
criticism rather than being accepted by the public as authoritative
sources of information.

The context in which policy makers communicate is best conceived of
as a triangular relationship between political actors (governmental and
non-governmental), the mass media (i.e. news producers: journalists
and news organizations), and the citizenry (itself a pluralistic aggregate
of all kinds of individuals, groups, and subcultures).14 The bulk of the
communication between governments and citizens is mediated commu-
nication, transmitted through mass media in a setting where all other
political actors – parties, pressure groups, companies, trade unions, and
more – try to get mass media to convey their information and opinions to
the public.

Each of the constituents of this triangle sends, receives, and perceives
information about the crisis at hand. Each is subject to all kinds of
constraints to information processing and reality-testing. Moreover,
each actor faces a particular set of behavioral incentives flowing from
its position and role in the institutional context. Below we briefly
discuss each corner of the triangle and touch upon some of the most
distinctive features of its modus operandi in the crisis communication
process.

The mass media

Mass media are a pivotal force in discovering, conveying, and
(de)escalating crises. It is not uncommon for journalists to “discover”
a threat before the officials responsible for dealing with that threat are
even aware that something has happened. The defining example of
recent history must be Woodward and Bernstein’s exposure of the
Watergate burglary, which created the political crisis that ended Nixon’s
presidency.15

In so far as every crisis is at least partly caused or aggravated by human
and institutional flaws and failures, it provides a golden opportunity for
journalists and news organizations to “score.” Hot news stories sell well
to aroused and captive audiences. In addition, journalists can (and do)
claim to perform their civic roles as checks on public power in society.
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In his classic study on social control in the news room, Breed observed
that “newsmen are close to big decisions without having to make
them.”16 This is accurate only to some extent. We should not overlook
the fact that major crises also require tough calls on whether and how to
commit scarce journalistic resources under conditions of uncertainty
and time pressure. Moreover, crisis reporting involves serious risks for
journalists and media organizations themselves.17 Misreading the crisis
means missing the story that the competition does get. And when the
political stakes are high, blaming the messenger of bad – or badly
produced – news is a strategy that all kinds of parties frequently employ.
A classic illustration is the near accident with a nuclear reactor in
Harrisburg, Pennsylvania:

The press were at the center of Three Mile Island. They were charged with
interpreting the event for the nation. Strangely, for accepting this task, they came
under the most criticism of any group involved – criticism for sensationalism, for
being antinuclear, for being pronuclear and for not keeping reactor specialists on
the reporting staff. While the press was searching for information, some involved
agencies tried to provide it and others tried to hide it, even to the point of lying to
the press and, through them, to the American people.18

If a given media organization’s coverage is well received and widely
followed, the position of that organization is strengthened. If the cover-
age is poorly received and generally ignored, the position of the organiza-
tion is weakened. The widely watched and praised coverage of the Gulf
Crisis and War following the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1990 was a
major breakthrough for CNN. In contrast, the BBC suffered serious
reputation problems when one of its reporters, Andrew Gilligan, created
a political storm with a controversial choice of words (“sexed up” intelli-
gence) which he put in the mouths of anonymous government sources
talking about the alleged presence of weapons of mass destruction in
Iraq prior to the Anglo-American invasion of 2003.19

The central role of the media in creating and modulating crises is by
no means new. In recent decades, however, television and the internet
have added new layers to the media scene. The monopolies of national
public service companies have been broken in many countries. Techno-
logical developments – satellite television, the internet, mobile phones –
have globalized the media market. Communication, as a result, has
changed fundamentally. Contemporary leaders in many countries feel
the pressure of the “24/7” news cycle. The structure and culture of
media markets and organizations have become more competitive, more
sensationalistic, and more aggressive in their surveillance of political-
administrative elites. The ideal of independent, investigative journalism

Meaning making 73



as a watchdog of democracy holding elites accountable has diffused
rapidly and has become firmly entrenched in many, though not all, parts
of the world.20

There is much debate about the relative power of media and govern-
ment elites in the crisis communication process. Media are sometimes
portrayed as lambs, easily duped by devious political leaders and the spin
doctors who serve them. When “new” and unexpected forms of crises
emerge and media organizations lack specialized knowledge about the
technical and political problems at stake (and especially if non-govern-
ment experts are in short supply), they are temporarily disarmed by
knowledge disadvantages and temporarily left at the mercy of govern-
ment experts. (In today’s media climate, this situation tends to be short
lived.) Similarly, the prescriptive literature on communication and the
(sometimes self-serving) memoirs of retired spin doctors tend to empha-
size the possibilities for crisis managers to take control of the agenda and
lead the media in desirable directions.

The other extreme image portrays the media as more lion than lamb,
emphasizing their power in shaping public opinion. It emphasizes the
predatory and nihilistic nature of modern journalism, which casts the
politician or bureaucrat in the role of prey. Some analysts speak of
“attack journalism” where “packs” of reporters stray around as “junk-
yard dogs” (as opposed to the more benign “watchdogs”) looking for
consumable dirt on political leaders and other actors inside and outside
government. In line with this latter image, some communication
scholars argue that the force of contemporary political communication
imperatives – the message has to go out fast, it has to be packaged in
simple catchphrases, there is no room for any doubts or weaknesses –
threatens to undermine the quality of policy deliberation that goes on
inside governments as it breeds a garrison mentality in their dealing with
the news media.21

Journalists themselves appear to conceive of their roles in more benign
ways: as transmitters of vital public information (a role more likely to be
adopted during the acute phase of civil emergencies), as watchdog and
critic of public authorities (more likely to be adopted during politically
charged crises such as civil disorder, policy fiascos, and scandals), or as
providers of entertainment and human interest stories (crises tend to
create a public climate receptive to sensationalism and emotionalism).22

In practice, the tone of the mass media’s crisis reporting varies widely
between news organizations, from crisis to crisis, and sometimes even in
the course of a single crisis: the spectrum ranges from grim “fault-
finding” to uncritical echoing of government pronouncements. Aside
from political ideology and editorial policy, the character of crisis
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reporting is also influenced by organizational factors, such as reporting
styles and traditions, and news organizations’ crisis response capaci-
ties.23 Some news organizations are better equipped to mobilize quickly
and massively than others; others may be better at maintaining rigorous
reporting standards even in hectic circumstances. This is not just a
matter of resources. It also has to do with the quality and experience of
pivotal decision makers within news organizations. Some editors, for
example, understand better than others the need to balance short-run
and long-haul considerations – a familiar tension for policy makers in
crises.

The public

Citizen responses to one and the same crisis tend to vary widely, not just
according to what information about the events gets through to them but
also by virtue of their demographic and social position or cultural orien-
tation.24 Moreover, in some types of crises – such as civil disasters or
social conflicts – citizens play various roles. As spectators, they are the
objects of media and political efforts to inform and influence them. As
victimized actors, they search for information. As witnesses, they are
irresistible sources for journalists, so much so that in the wake of major
crises debates often arise as to the ethics of sensationalist “human
interest” journalism.

Public authorities often rely on rather crude stereotypes and myths
about citizen behavior during crises in devising their crisis responses and
communication strategies. For example, one persistent myth that has
proved nearly impossible to dispel is the idea that citizens panic in a
disaster. This is striking because scores of studies have consistently
shown that citizens tend to act quite rationally even in the most extreme
circumstances. Much of the behavior that authorities – and journalists,
for that matter – describe as panic is better understood as rational
improvisation under conditions of very limited or contradictory know-
ledge about the situation at hand. Authorities who realize this and want
to prevent citizens from “panicking” in case of civil emergencies, terror-
ist attacks, or financial crises are much more inclined to be proactive in
providing citizens with information they actually need.25

The average citizen is no expert in the technical intricacies of the
complex systems in which crises occur. But the ordinary citizen (voter)
is no fool, as V. O. Key once observed.26 Even if the public’s ability to
make sense of complex issues is limited, in a pluralistic democracy,
authorities and journalists cannot mislead the public for a long period
of time and get away with it. As Halper explains:
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In crisis situations, the public’s interest rises sharply, but its knowledge remains
at a fairly low level. Initially, then, crises are apt to make the public even more
receptive to information emanating from a legitimate government because citi-
zens demand news, and yet are unable to evaluate it adequately. But precisely
because the public does tend to be more interested during crises, it becomes more
alert to basic discrepancies and inconsistencies contained in the official versions,
particularly if these flaws are pointed out by a critical press or by well-known and
respected political figures.27

The government

In every crisis, government actors seek to direct or influence the behavior
(and opinions) of the citizenry. For example, governments tell citizens
how to protect themselves during a natural or technical disaster. Such
instructions might include when and how to evacuate a stricken area,
how to cope with or avoid contaminated food, or how to avoid contract-
ing an infectious disease such as SARS. Even this relatively straightfor-
ward operational crisis communication is often more difficult than it
seems, if only because governments cannot communicate to their citi-
zens directly but have to work with the mass media whose crisis behavior
has its own logic.

Many public leaders and organizations are ill equipped for crisis
communication, not just politically but even in the most basic oper-
ational sense. Normal communication infrastructures and mechanisms
generally cannot cope and must be reinforced from other parts of the
organization or with outside help. The pace and pressure are often
greater than anticipated. It is, in other words, a constant struggle to keep
up, and in the best case take the initiative in crisis communication.
Under these conditions, policy makers can easily fall into a reactive
mode of “fire-fighting,” which causes them to lose track of the big
picture. Three factors are particularly important in determining the
effectiveness of governmental crisis communications efforts:

• Degree of preparedness. Lack of preparedness translates into a loss of
speed and coherence in the first, critical stages of an acute crisis:
authorities will be trailing the crisis story instead of shaping it. Lack
of preparedness also tends to produce logistical chaos in dealing with
the large army of reporters that besieges authorities in a crisis. It
increases the chance that officials who emerge in the front line of the
communication effort have no competence or authority to be effective
in this role. A classic flaw in this vein is putting technical experts on
air without proper training: they use technocratic language that
many do not understand and that therefore will be wide open to
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misinterpretation. Information intended to reassure may thus have
exactly the opposite effect. For example, following the Chernobyl
nuclear accident, Finnish and Swedish government experts told citi-
zens that measured levels were only a few hundred times the normal
background levels – a degree of contamination that experts knew to be
harmless but which sounded ominous to the uninitiated and which
exacerbated public confusion.28

Feedback is essential if the organization is to quickly identify and
correct information distortions and unsubstantiated rumors, and re-
spond to developing public concerns. Yet our research suggests that
proactive monitoring and rumor-control efforts are often lacking,
particularly in organizations that have not planned in advance for
performing this function.

• Degree of coordination of outgoing information. As we have seen in
Chapter 3, multi-actor, multi-level governance is a typical character-
istic of crisis response. In most crises, there are different places where
authorities congregate, decide, and act, if only because of the common
differentiation in strategic and operational crisis centers. Reporters
will target them all. Moreover, many of these units will feel the need
to communicate their part of the story to the public. Coordination
among these various units is often limited. In many cases there is even
rivalry between them, and there might be political and legal incentives
for them to start pointing fingers at each other. In some crises, open
information warfare breaks out between various parts and levels of the
government, generating an escalation cycle that makes all the partici-
pants look bad.29 Improving coordination and “message discipline” is
a common mantra of public relations and political consultants. At the
same time, government communication that proves ill founded or
deliberately misleading is as deadly for its meaning-making efforts as
internal division.30

• Degree of professionalization. Governmental communication has
become the domain of public relations (PR) professionals. In times
of crises, these PR professionals are put to the test: the need for a
professional approach dealing with the mass media is larger than ever,
but at the same time the political imperatives to keep the media at
arm’s length or even manipulate them may also increase. Professional
spokespersons always run a risk of getting trapped between the con-
flicting demands of their political masters and their journalistic audi-
ences; in crises, with the stakes of meaning making even higher than
during politics as usual, these risks increase exponentially.
The operational challenge of crisis communication is hard enough:

absorbing the massive onslaught of the media in odd places and at odd
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times in such a way as to avoid hindrance to the crisis response. The
frenetic pace of deadlines-driven journalism must be met with well-
timed and thoughtfully packaged pieces of information. In seeking to
accomplish this, PR officials often lack the authority that others derive
from their badge or their technical expertise. To reporters, PR officials
form the impenetrable barriers between the crisis managers and the
sound bytes they want them to produce. Contemporary reporters are
easily irritated by what they see as an unprofessional communications
operation, which is characterized by inadequate provision of logistic
facilities for the media, PR officials who possess limited knowledge
and information about the issues at hand, PR officials who do not
speak proper English (let alone German, Spanish, or French), and PR
officials who are more preoccupied with fencing off and protecting the
policy makers than with facilitating a dialogue between the media and
the authorities.

4.3 The battle for credibility

The most important factor that determines the effectiveness of govern-
mental crisis communication efforts is, of course, the degree of credibil-
ity that governments and their spokespersons possess. If leaders want to
shape public and political meanings attached to crises, they must be seen
as credible, trustworthy sources of information.31 When leaders are
trusted, their actions and words are more easily perceived as sincere,
competent, and signs of good faith. Where trust has broken down, all
actors involved will scrutinize the words and deeds of the “untrust-
worthy” leader; they will be less likely to believe official announcements,
let alone act upon them.

Dynamics such as these can easily become self-reinforcing – distrust
breeds low credibility, which breeds fault-finding interpretations of past
and current behavior, which in turn reinforces distrust. Pre-existing
credibility deficits, or those which emerge early on in a crisis process,
are thus likely to be particularly destructive – they make everything else
that comes after more difficult.

Policy makers want to be seen to be in control of the crisis. This is
quite a challenge because if they really were in control, there would
presumably be no crisis. Yet they need to get across the idea that “yes,
it is tough, but we are hanging in there, and will be able to deal with the
problem.” In dealing with the escalating oil spill on the shoreline of
Prince William Sound in Alaska, which was caused by the grounding
and rupture of the Exxon Valdez in 1987, the company (Exxon) initially
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ignored the mass media as much as possible. When this strategy clearly
compounded Exxon’s problems, it started to use dramaturgical means.
One of those was creating ritualistic spectacles of a clean-up in full
progress. Davidson reports:

Scores of workers were helicoptered to a remote beach on the Kenai Peninsula
two hours before a USA Today film crew arrived to film beach cleaning. When
asked if this was a made-for-TV cleanup episode, Exxon representative Dean
Peeler said, “A planned media event? No way.” But within an hour of the time
the television crew left, three helicopter flights swooped off ten to twelve workers
at a time, and another four left by skiff. Said one of the cleanup workers who had
been shuttled to and from the beach, “Exxon was definitely putting on a
show.”32

When faced with indicators of potentially critical problems that run
counter to their policies, leaders may be tempted to play down the
gravity of the problem. This is what the British agriculture minister John
Gummer tried to communicate by eating a beefburger and by feeding
one to his reluctant four-year old. This spectacle was broadcast on
television at the time of growing worries in the UK about Creutzfeld
Jakob disease (also known as “mad cow” disease). At the time the move
seemed simple, straightforward, and effective. In retrospect, knowing
the cycle of escalation that was to follow, the gesture seems preposter-
ous. And even after the escalation of the crisis, ministers continued their
attempts to reassure the public and their EU partners. Gummer’s
successor, Douglas Hogg, for example, stated in November 1995 that
“British beef has never been safer,” referring to new and tougher safety
measures, but completely ignoring the fact that there might already
be hundreds of thousands of older infected cattle in the food chain.
By simultaneously and inexplicably extending the existing offal ban
to include food from the spinal cord and mechanically recovered
meat, the minister heightened concerns that the existing ban had been
inadequate.33

The inherent features of crisis put pressure on a government’s mean-
ing-making capacity: spectacles of dead bodies, mass destruction of
property, people in distress, widespread violence, and stock exchange
panics allow for only so much “spin.” If they are lucky, the press does not
immediately blame policy makers for the negative event or threat in
question. This grants them a “breathing period” in which the so-called
“rally around the flag” effect may prevail: political actors, the media, and
the general public alike tend to suspend their disbelief and criticism, and
lend their support to the government. Which factors account for these
different patterns?
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Sources of credibility

First, the history and reputation of organizations and their spokespersons
shape pre-crisis images, which, in turn, affect the ways in which media
representatives and the public at large interpret their credibility. Past
performance weighs into these equations. Well-publicised instances of
successful crisis management during similar contingencies increase per-
sonal or organizational credibility. And vice versa: spokespersons for the
Swedish navy, for example, had a hard time convincing Swedish media
that foreign submarines were covertly violating Swedish territory on a
regular basis after a series of controversial and fruitless anti-submarine
hunting operations during the 1980s and early 1990s.34

Second, the initial responses set the tone. Even when the unimaginable
or the “impossible” has occurred, do policy makers sometimes continue
to engage in denial or wishful thinking? They play down the crisis and
mask or embellish the course of crisis response operations. While very
strong reactions to signs of (imminent) trouble can be liable to charges of
overreacting or attempting to escalate and exploit a contingency, the
media and mass public tend to be more forgiving of overreaction than
denial and innuendo. It is much easier to be in the position of saying that
precautionary actions proved superfluous (“it wasn’t as bad as we
thought”) than to have to admit that opportunities to mitigate an
emerging contingency have been missed (“it was worse than we
thought”).

Immediately after being informed of the tsunami catastrophe in Asia
involving many German holidaymakers, German chancellor Gerhard
Schröder cancelled his Christmas holidays, returned to Berlin, and
promised €.5 billion of aid – deferring any worries he might have had
about how the already strained government budget would pay for this.
This picture of compassion and decisiveness gave him much credit
domestically as well as abroad. In contrast, Swedish policy makers
displayed a remarkable lack of empathy and communication savvy
during the first days after the tsunami. They remained publicly invisible
for more than a day, continued their Christmas leisure routines, and
when they finally started talking, they seemed to be understating the
gravity of the crisis, which after all affected thousands of Swedish holi-
daymakers in Phuket, Thailand. The image of a cavalier attitude on the
part of the government in the first period of the crisis was reinforced by a
dramatic public statement from the Swedish king, who managed to
strike the right tone of concern and compassion. The onus of negligence
would not die away in the aftermath, and caused severe political
problems for the prime minister and the minister for foreign affairs.
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The timing of messages makes a tremendous difference in the way they
will be perceived. If an organization that discovers embarrassing facts
about its performance voluntarily discloses this information before the
media do, it will at least be credited for its openness. If the same infor-
mation is presented after the story has already broken in the media, the
organization will be suspected of attempting to cover up or “spin.”

Detailed knowledge of news cycles and typical rhythms in media
behavior allows an organization to select the optimum time for sending
out a particular type of information. For instance, when policy makers
feel they need to disclose unflattering information “for the record,” they
may elect to release it at times when the news organizations are likely to
be less alert or already preoccupied with other crises. When it was
discovered that many alleged acoustic signals of foreign submarine
activity were probably caused by swimming minks rather than foreign
(read Russian) submarines in 1994, the Swedish Defense Staff released
the information in the form of a tersely worded press release, given out
on a Friday afternoon during the summer vacation. The press did not
pick up on the story, but the organization had at least acquired an
insurance policy for itself. Should the story leak eventually, defense
officials could always point to the press release to prove that no cover-
up had been intended. Later, when it was established beyond all doubt
that the culprits were in fact minks in a large number of cases, the
Swedish defense minister held a “prime-time” press conference during
which he frankly disclosed the errors made.35 This proved an effective
strategy.

Credibility management in crisis communication

Leaders may fall into a so-called credibility trap – a self-created decline
in one’s perceived trustworthiness – through ill-advised crisis communi-
cation: this happens when they succumb to the temptation of espousing
myopic, highly partisan readings of the situation; deny unwelcome, yet
widely covered aspects of crisis reality; or make imprudent public com-
mitments of government resources and results. This may work in the
short run, but it is sure to erode credibility in the longer run.

One classic error is overemphasizing rosy scenarios. When leaders pre-
sent constituents with unqualified optimistic prognoses, their future
credibility becomes a hostage to the accuracy of the prognosis in ques-
tion. A recent example was when George W. Bush prematurely declared
the end of military hostilities in Iraq in a widely publicized, but ill-
advised, public relations stunt aboard the aircraft carrier Abraham
Lincoln. From the flight deck, under a banner proclaiming “Mission
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Accomplished,” the president declared that “Major combat operations
in Iraq have ended.” Even though Bush did caution that difficult work
was still to be done, this episode left the US public ill prepared for the
ensuing guerilla war, which would see many more US casualties than the
initial invasion had done.

Second, there is the temptation to appear decisive. The media and other
crisis actors pressure leaders into making strong statements about the
crisis and how they will handle it. It is always tricky to “shoot from the
hip” when dealing with complex, intractable issues; it is outright foolish
to claim publicly that critical problems will be brought under control
swiftly when no time has been made for reliable expert advice to ascer-
tain whether such a claim can be backed up. Quick promises – to salvage
a sunken ferry and recover the hundreds of bodies (following the tragic
MS Estonia disaster in the Baltic Sea in September 1994), to capture and
convict a political assassin (Olof Palme, Prime Minister of Sweden, was
shot and killed in February 1986), to “crush terrorists” – often prove
embarrassing and painful to actors and stakeholders alike when it turns
out they are impossible to deliver.

4.4 Meaning-making strategies: symbolic crisis
management

Meaning making in crises is not just a matter of following existing
contingency plans or implementing strategic choices made at the outset
of a crisis. It also entails intuitive and improvised public communication
by leaders who are suddenly cast into the hectic pace of crisis reporting.
Whether by preconceived plan or by skillful improvisation, seasoned
politicians and other crisis leaders employ deliberate and concerted
moves to influence public perceptions and emotions. The literature on
symbolic politics and political communication identifies such recurrent
strategies and the conditions under which these are successful.36 We
have selected three for discussion: engaging in framing, using crisis
rituals, and masking dimensions of crises and crisis response operations.

Framing

Those who successfully “frame” what a crisis is all about hold the key to
defining the appropriate strategies for resolution.37 Framing typically
involves the selective exploitation of data, arguments, and historical
analogies; actors also seek to frame a crisis by forming “discourse coali-
tions” with like-minded groups.38 Leaders typically use rhetorical and
judicial languages in the open arenas of political meaning making.39
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Strong rhetoric full of metaphors and emotive concepts is used to
increase or dampen collective anxieties – the very act of labeling a
particular set of social conditions a “crisis” is in itself a major communi-
cative act with potentially far-reaching political consequences.40 It
makes quite a difference whether one labels events in terms of an
“incident,” an “accident,” a “tragedy,” a “disaster,” or a “crisis.” These
terms convey different assessments of the situation in terms of its ser-
iousness and the allocation of responsibility for it.41 Labels such as these
invoke “archetypical narratives” that shape people’s expectations about
what is to follow, who is in charge, who are the heroes, and who are the
villains of the story.42 Buzan and colleagues talk about framing events in
terms of “securitization,” which is aimed at increasing leaders’ political
room for maneuvering: “In security discourse, an issue is dramatised
and presented as an issue of supreme priority; thus, by labelling it as
security, an agent claims a need for and a right to treat it by extraor-
dinary means.”43 Or as Edelman puts it: “Any regime that prides itself
on its capacity to manage crises will find crises to manage.”44 The Bush
administration, for example, was surprisingly quick and energetic in
dramatizing the scope and immediacy of the dangers posed by
Saddam Hussein’s regime’s alleged possession of weapons of mass de-
struction, right after its successful operation against the Taliban regime
in Afghanistan.

From the perspective of power-holders, an important function of judi-
judicial language is to de-politicize the crisis by employing a non-parti-
san channel for defining the situation and assessing success and failure.
This strategy proved quite effective in Great Britain throughout the
1980s and 1990s when the country experienced a series of inner-city
riots as well as a disturbingly high frequency of man-made disasters (a
plane crash, a ferry disaster, an oil-platform explosion, a boat collision on
the Thames, several major railway crashes, an underground station fire,
a stadium crowd disaster). In each case, official inquiries were called for
by the government and performed by judges, who – whilst being ten-
acious and objective in their pursuit of the immediate causes and impli-
cations of these events – by the very nature of their position and terms of
reference steered clear of underlying political issues and conflicts.45 In
addition to judicial language, framing critical events in terms of scientific
discourse has proven to be an effective way of de-politicizing them.46

Once a problem is framed and politically adopted in terms of “critical
choices,” the hard facts and cold risks become less salient in deciding
what should be done; the psycho-political imperatives weighing upon
the senior policy makers win in importance. This was exemplified by the
Swine Flu crisis during the Ford administration, when the decision was
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made to embark on a massive inoculation program designed to reach
every American citizen; it was also sure to kill a few people because of
side effects: “It mattered a little that the experts could not tell whether
the chance of pandemic influenza was 30 percent, or 3 percent, or even
less than 1 percent. What the assistant secretary for Health, the secretary
of [the department of Health], the president, and Congress heard, was
that there was some chance of pandemic flu and this was enough. No
responsible politician wished to put himself in the position of opposing
the program, thus running the risk that pandemic illness and death
might prove him a villain.”47

Successful crisis-framing efforts relieve policy makers of the pressure
or urge to reflect upon and publicly defend the normative underpinnings
of their policies. When an issue is widely defined as a struggle against an
evil threat, much – though not anything – goes, including policies that
harm people or interests that have been stigmatized as enemies and
“outgroups,” or simply have been discounted in the “big picture.” In
the long run, the normative simplification that framing enables may
come to haunt policy makers, but in the (self-imposed) heat of the crisis
response it increases their freedom to maneuver.48

The framing of issues in terms of crisis thus generates a self-binding
dynamic. This might lead to highly ineffective and costly policies, but if
carefully staged may also be put to political use. In many instances, it
makes good political sense to first dramatize the seriousness of the
situation, for example by personifying threats and constructing diabol-
ical enemy images, before going on to propose bold, even extreme,
courses of action that under normal conditions would never stand a
chance of being accepted.49 In doing so, stakeholders may appeal to
deep-rooted “threat biases” in how people perceive their environment:

If a widely publicized event can be interpreted as confirmation that a conspicu-
ous enemy is dangerous, a political coalition can usually be broadened. When
Russia shot down a Korean airliner carrying 267 passengers in 1983, the officials
of the Reagan administration who spoke in public of their anger and revulsion at
the action also benefited from the occurrence of an event that could be used to
mobilize public support for defeating a nuclear freeze resolution in Congress,
building the MX missile, and increasing the arms budget.50

Rituals

Crisis responses are also shaped by rituals, defined as symbolic behavior
that is socially standardized and repetitive. Rituals follow highly struc-
tured, more or less standardized sequences and are often enacted at
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certain places and times, which themselves are endowed with special
symbolic meaning. They are an important component of social and
governmental responses to many different types of crises, as indeed they
are of government and politics in normal times (think of election cam-
paigns, annual budget speeches, parliamentary debating procedures).51

Crisis rituals both shape and conform to public perceptions of grave
disturbances of the existing order.

The laying of wreaths at the site of an accident or attack, or another
symbolic spot, is an obvious example. The Hillsborough Soccer stadium
crowd crush in 1989 that killed more than ninety Liverpool fans sparked
a symbolic mourning ritual. Starting hours after the disaster occurred in
Sheffield, the Spionkop side of Liverpool’s Anfield Road stadium
became a shrine for the thousands of people coming in to pay their
respects. More organized forms of mourning rituals followed later, with
public masses in both Sheffield and Liverpool, and a one-minute pause
at the start of soccer matches throughout Britain.

Official state funerals for political leaders are among the most power-
ful and politically significant forms of crisis-related ritual, as evidenced
by analyses of the funerals of Mahatma Gandhi, John F. Kennedy, and
Indira Gandhi.52 An essential symbolic strategy for leaders in response
to an acute and large-scale crisis is to inspect the relevant sites and visit
victims and operational staff.53

The symbolic importance of publicly displayed compassion for those
suffering hardship and those working under dire circumstances cannot
be overstated. Failure to engage in this ritual amounts to a serious
underestimation of the collective emotion that such crises generate. It
is sure to bring officials instant and intense public-relations problems,
and, occasionally, political embarrassment.54 In countries with a high
frequency of major incidents and emergencies, it is often well-estab-
lished good practice for dignitaries to visit the site of major disasters
and terrorist attacks.

The Dutch home office minister received a blaze of media and polit-
ical criticism when he initially declined to travel to the tsunami-hit areas
in Thailand despite being on vacation in the country at the time. He
complained bitterly that his decision was sound since there was nothing
he could have done to facilitate local response operations. He thus
clearly misunderstood the symbolic imperatives of crisis management
in the media age. A notable example of an organization that did under-
stand what was required of it was Japanese Airlines (JAL) in its response
to a big plane crash in 1985 during which 520 people perished: “The
airline followed an elaborate protocol to atone. Personal apologies were
made by the company’s president, memorial services were held [at a cost
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of over $1.5 million to the company, authors] and financial reparations
paid . . . At the memorial service, JAL’s president, Yasumoto Takagi,
bowed low and long to relatives of the victims and to a plaque bearing
the victims’ names. He asked forgiveness, accepted responsibility and
offered to resign.”55 The chief maintenance officer took it one step
further, and – in keeping with a streak in Japanese culture – committed
suicide. Overall, JAL’s response was seen and depicted by the media to
be humane, caring, and responsible. After the initial major loss, the
company fully recovered its market share.

Another classic ritual in crises is to unleash an official investigation.
Writing against the backdrop of the massive street protests and riots of
the late 1960s in the United States, Edelman argued that such rituals –
including judicial rituals resulting in the punishment of perpetrators –
help reduce anxiety levels and give the impression that people can exert a
certain degree of control over their lives, even though their actual influ-
ence is negligible.56 Ritualized and seemingly dispassionate inquiries
thus reinvigorate public belief in the rational procedures of government.
The terminology used is appropriately evocative: a “full-scale, objective
inquiry” to be conducted by “independent experts” or “wise men”
where “no expense will be spared,” and so on. Such attempts to salvage
rationality myths from the turbulence and anxiety of crisis are further
amplified by employing a language of “learning.” If “the lessons” of the
present crisis will be distilled, concerned citizens can at least hope that
every effort is made to prevent new traumas (see further Chapter 6).

The leaders of governmental crisis response might also have to cope
with rituals enacted by opponents. The burning of enemy portraits and
flags is standard practice in international conflicts, whilst anti-police
demonstrations, identifying police as “pigs” or “Nazis,” are among the
standard animosity rituals practiced by protest groups. More recently,
Iraqi terrorists have harked back to ancient rituals by beheading their
hostages – only today they distribute the pictures to the mass media and
the worldwide web, maximizing the psychological effects in the West.

Masking

During crises, as one analyst has noted, “officials may sometimes see
greater advantage in concealment than exposure.”57 Some officials self-
consciously maintain that crises bestow upon governments the “right to
lie.”58 If crises expose deep-rooted conflicts and vulnerabilities of the
established social order, it follows that one important dimension of crisis
response by status quo-oriented officials and agencies is to counteract
such exposure or to dampen its impact. They will engage in a specific
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form of impression management called masking: not telling the full
story, downplaying the seriousness of threats and damages, obscuring
sensitive aspects of their own crisis response operations. Authoritarian
regimes have a long history of masking – up to the point of flatly denying
the occurrence of major nuclear accidents and environmental disasters.
In times of crisis and war, democratic governments may also go down
this path. The United States government, for example, did everything it
could to prevent the media from monitoring its treatment of alleged
terrorists in Guantanamo Bay.

Masking efforts may succeed and buy the official or agency time or
political credit. Yet short-term success is not all that counts. If successful
masking is not followed by more substantive remedial actions, it may
generate severe backlashes when in the longer run the “real” problems
surface (the My-Lai and Watergate “cover-ups” come to mind, as do
many corporate scandals such as Enron). Again, timing is crucial. If
masking does not help to alleviate short-term concerns, its very failure to
convince people tends to aggravate the situation: it raises questions
about incompetence and it breeds distrust. This kind of masking failure
occurred in the immediate aftermath of the Three Mile Island nuclear
incident. The persistent denial and innuendo in the first instance, and
subsequent uncoordinated admittance of serious problems on the part of
most notably the Metropolitan Edison Company that operated the
plant, outraged both state and national politicians, contributed to ser-
ious collective stress among local inhabitants, infuriated the media, and
precipitated a confusing parade of radiation experts who all made differ-
ent claims about what was going on and what might happen. The fact
that at the time of the accident a major Hollywood movie (The China
Syndrome), which powerfully depicted concerns about the risks of
nuclear plants, was screened around the nation certainly did not help
any kind of masking effort.59

4.5 Conclusion

Crises generate a context of fundamental ambiguity, confusion, and
speculation, conflicting beliefs, and collective arousal. In these circum-
stances, it is both essential and exceedingly difficult for policy makers
to shape the societal and political meaning-making process by which
crises come to be labeled, understood, and evaluated – not just in their
own right but also in what they tell us about the social and institutional
status quo.

The picture of crisis communication that emerges from this chapter
is one of delicate, negotiated order. Policy makers and their PR
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professionals understand that management of media reporting is pivotal
to their communications strategies, but at the same time they are often at
a loss in doing just that. Journalists may be willing to swallow the
treatment they get and publish what information is provided by policy
makers, but only as long as they have either no time or no opportunity to
do something else, or feel that the access and information given to them
produces stories that are likely to satisfy their editors and audiences.
When they feel this is not the case, at least some of them will start
digging for context and background. By doing so, journalists shape the
story, at least partly, which complicates the policy makers’ ability to
dominate the meaning-making process.

Even if they are able to handle the media onslaught in a professional
way, policy makers should perhaps not overestimate their capacity to
control the public’s understanding of a crisis. In the internet age, con-
ventional and national mass media have become just one among a
plurality of information sources. There is little that leaders can do to
stop people from believing what they see and read on the web, even if
some of this amounts to the most outlandish conspiracy theories. Des-
pite these clear limitations, however, leaders and their governments will
continue to engage in meaning-making efforts for the simple fact that,
apart from pure despotic regimes, all public power-holders need public
loyalties.60
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35 Brändström (2000).
36 See, for example, Pfetsch (1998).
37 Reversely, for those who seek to instigate changes, it is vital to aggravate the

sense of societal crisis in order to foster a psychological and political climate
receptive to non-incremental changes.

38 See, among others, Lebow and Stein (1994) and Brändström et al. (2004).
39 Administrative and bargaining languages form the vehicles for behind-the-

scenes striving for advantages and deal making (Edelman, 1964; 1977); cf.
Entman (1993); Iyengar (1996).

40 Edelman (1977) uses the term “semantically created crisis.”
41 See, for example, Wilkins (1989); Millar and Beck (2004).
42 Heath (2004).
43 Buzan et al. (1998: 26).
44 Edelman (1977).
45 Cf. Platt (1971); Lipsky and Olson (1977); Dekker (forthcoming).
46 See, for example, Snider (2004).

Meaning making 89



47 Silverstein (1981: 135), cited in Jervis (1992: 191), orig. italics.
48 Compare, for example, Turner and Giles (1981); Janis (1982).
49 Edelman (1977: 14); White (1986); Edelman (1988: 66–89).
50 Edelman (1988: 70).
51 See Bennett (1980); Nimmo and Combs (1990: 54ff).
52 Shils (1968); Combs (1980: 41–7); Kertzer (1988: 140–4).
53 Leaders who fail to do this may suffer the consequences. President Putin’s

continued vacation in the wake of the Kursk crisis in August 2000 is a case-
book example. Putin was typecast in the media and by political opponents as
“cold” and “indifferent.” Similarly, the German contender for the chancel-
lorship, Edmund Stoiber, lost his lead in the final stage of the 2002 election
race against incumbent Gerhard Schröder when he – unlike Schröder –
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56 Edelman (1971); see also Elder and Cobb (1983: 116ff).
57 Halper (1971: 16).
58 As argued by Assistant Secretary of Defense in the Kennedy administration,

Arthur Sylvester. Quoted in Halper (1971: 17).
59 Stephens (1980).
60 Robertson (2001), quoting Price (1995: 3).

90 The Politics of Crisis Management



5 End games: crisis termination and
accountability

5.1 It ain’t over till it’s over

In July 1995, Bosnian-Serb forces took the town of Srebrenica, a UN
safe haven, after a long siege and a brief military campaign.1 The Dutch
military contingent (Dutchbat), which acted as UN protector of the
enclave, surrendered and was allowed a safe retreat. The Netherlands
sighed with relief that this brush with war had not resulted in a Dutch
blood bath. Upon return, the Dutch troops were welcomed as national
heroes by their families, the Prime Minister, and the Crown Prince. For
the Minister of Defense, who had spent several days and nights in “the
bunker” where the military commanded the besieged troops, the crisis
was finally over.

At least, that is what he thought. Within days, it became clear that the
Serbs had committed heinous crimes after taking over the Bosnian
enclave. Upon investigating the role of the Dutch men in uniform, media
reporters began to assert that they had not done much to defend the
enclave. Rumors began to circulate to the effect that the Dutch had
condoned and even cooperated with the Serbs in their ethnic cleansing.
The world learned that 7,000 men had been murdered, many of them
while the Dutch battalion was anxiously awaiting its safe passage home.
The Minister of Defense would spend the remainder of his political
career defending the decision to surrender and leave. Many investigation
reports were conducted (most of which were published), yet doubts
lingered on in the public mind. Finally, an official inquiry was initiated.
After the commission published its report in the spring of 2002, clearing
the army of the cowardice charges, the government resigned. Seven years
after Srebrenica, the political crisis was finally over, while the human
drama continued.

After the worst has passed – hostilities have ceased, the fire has been
extinguished, the threat averted, the wounded are in the hospital – one
would expect a crisis to wind down. But crisis leaders often discover,
to their bewilderment, that the worst for them is yet to come. They
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may have negotiated the challenges of sense making, urgent decision
making and meaning making, only to encounter what may be the
biggest challenge of all: ending the crisis. They discover that operational
heat gives way to aftermath complexities. The early phase of 9/11 ended
with an outpouring of sympathy for rescue workers, but the political
aftermath continues to the day we write this. The first Gulf War “ended”
with a glorious return of the troops, but it also brought home the Gulf
War Syndrome from which many soldiers still suffer. This is the case
even in natural disasters. The shared experience of adversity may foster
solidarity and unite people behind the common cause of victim assist-
ance and reconstruction, but these crises also provide opportunities for
critics of the existing status quo to “get to the bottom of this.”2

Some crises last for a surprisingly long time, others fade quickly into
oblivion. This chapter’s key question is: what factors make the difference?
It is tempting to think that the scale of the crisis and the skills of the crisis
leaders explain why the Srebrenica crisis lasted longer than the Y2K
crisis, which ended effectively with the start of the new millennium.3

However, the number of deaths and the crisis performance of leaders do
not fully determine the intensity of crisis – certainly not in the long run.4

Crisis termination depends to a considerable extent – and this is our key
claim – on the way leaders deal with the accountability process following
the operational phase of crisis.

The Srebrenica case shows that the accountability process may be a
lengthy one, and that judgments about the performance of crisis actors
are not cast in concrete as long as investigations and debates continue:
today’s heroes may be tomorrow’s villains (and vice versa). Policy
makers cannot take for granted that a perfect correlation exists between
what actually happened prior to and during a crisis, and the political
distribution of praise, blame and sanctions that follows in its wake. A
deeply institutionalized system of accountability sets democratic polities
apart from non-democratic ones (as argued in Chapter 1), but this in
itself does not guarantee that democratic accountability works after
crises in ways that are predictable, fair, or controllable.

Crisis leaders can be competent and conscientious, but that alone says
little about how their performance will be evaluated when the crisis is
over. Policy makers and agencies that failed to perform their duties prior
to or during the critical stages need not despair, however: if they
“manage” the political game of the crisis aftermath well, theymay prevent
losses to their reputation, autonomy, and resources. Crises have winners
and losers. The political (and legal) dynamics of the accountability
process determines which crisis actors end up where.
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5.2 The political challenge of crisis termination

Crises are fuzzy and indeterminate; identifying and framing them is not a
self-evident or unproblematic act, as we saw in Chapter 4. Neither is
deciding when they are over. Some actors may find it expedient to move
back to normalcy – however defined – as soon as possible, whereas
others may seek to stretch the life span of an ongoing crisis as much as
they can. How, may we ask, do crises in fact evolve over time? And how
do they come to an end?

These questions require us to think about crises as episodes, some-
times even epochs, and not as one-shot events. Crises develop, escalate,
and end in dynamic processes. Some crises smolder and flare up again.
Some are like weeds: they constitute a constant threat or nuisance that
is hard to eradicate, and if neglected can do much damage. Others are
like bolts from the blue: they come and go in no time. Thinking about
crisis termination in this processual manner opens up possibilities
for discerning different types of crisis trajectories. We begin by discern-
ing two main ideal types: the fast-burning crisis and the long-shadow
crisis.

The fast-burning crisis

The key characteristic of a fast-burning crisis is that the termination of
operational response efforts also marks the political end of the crisis. The
natural disaster – earthquake, hurricane, tsunami – is often cited as a
textbook example: it suddenly arrives and visits only briefly.5 After the
source of destruction is gone, the stricken community can bury the dead,
care for the surviving victims, and repair the damages. This crisis is
intense and short, even though it will certainly be remembered as a
painful and time-defining calamity. It is not clear whether crises ever
conformed as a rule to this paradigmatic type, but it is fairly certain that
the fast-burning crisis will be the rare kind.

Other paradigmatic examples of fast-burning crises include hijackings
and hostage-takings that are met with swift military intervention or a
quick, negotiated solution. The conspicuous success of complex and
risky raids on hijacked planes at Entebbe (1976) and Mogadishu
(1977) have set some sort of standard for effective crisis management:
rapid interventions through commando operations are to be preferred
over long-winding, exhausting negotiation processes. If they succeed,
everybody basks in glory: a victory without concessions and with min-
imal pain. If they don’t, they may still be construed as heroic failures,
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especially in a crisis when leaders who try but fail tend to be more
respected than those who fail to try.

Fast-burning crises have cathartic effects, as has been noted in cases of
international confrontations between major and minor powers. The
latter gradually up the ante by continuing to challenge the former; the
major power then decides it has had enough and intervenes militarily
(Libya and Grenada versus the United States in the 1980s are key
examples). Some trade disputes and other major international negoti-
ations follow this pattern: disputes build up over a long period of time,
then a protracted period of back-door negotiation follows, deadlock
results, tensions escalate, and the resolution has to be brought by the
(self-imposed) deadline of a major summit, during which frantic last-
minute negotiations take place. When these are successful, the dispute is
suddenly over.6

Three conditions in particular seem to facilitate a rapid termination of
crisis. A first condition conducive to “fast burning” is the run of the mill
nature of a crisis. When the scope and impact of a crisis do not transcend
widely shared notions of what can be expected and do not overtax the
capacities of response services, it will quickly lose its critical properties
once the operational flurry has died down. Some communities, in which
certain types of crisis happen more often, develop resilient subcultures.
An earthquake in Japan, a tornado in Florida, a bomb explosion in the
Basque country, a rail crash in Britain – these crises are unlikely to
continue very far beyond the operational crisis horizon.

A second condition for rapid closure is the absence of democratic fora
required for accountability processes. This absence allows a leader
to simply declare the crisis to be “over.” This does not necessarily mean
that the episode is erased from public memory. The emergence of
democracy may create an opportunity for citizens to demand justice, as
happened when the Argentinean military leaders gave way to elected
leaders. In the summer of 2004, a Mexican prosecutor charged senior
politicians of the opposition party PRI with manslaughter during the
riots of 1971 in Mexico City. This fast-burning crisis thus became
political dynamite well over three decades after it was terminated (this
instructs us to be careful in using the label).

A third condition for rapid crisis termination is the emergence of
something bigger or worse. After the deadly Al Qaida attack on com-
muter trains in Madrid (March 2004), the government’s anti-terrorism
policy was firmly redirected toward Muslim terrorism. The creeping
crisis of the Basque independent movement ETA’s terrorism was
relegated to secondary status, at least temporarily.
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The long-shadow crisis

Not all crises are over when the operational challenges have been met.
The long-shadow crisis demarks that category of crises that remain alive
in political and societal arenas, even though the threats that gave rise to
the crises no longer exist.

The US and Soviet predicaments in Vietnam and Afghanistan, re-
spectively, constitute classic illustrations. Lured by lofty ambitions yet
faced with an entropic reality on the ground, American and Soviet
leaders repeatedly escalated their commitment to prevail in a conflict
they could not win. De-escalation in these circumstances takes time,
which is needed to readjust ambitions and expectations, and to prepare
mentally for embarrassment and defeat. Extricating themselves from
these foreign quagmires became a major challenge in both countries,
which they accomplished only slowly and with enormous human
and political costs. Years after the last soldiers departed, these wars
continued to cause crises at home.

Sometimes it is the other way round: operational challenges remain
after political closure seems to have been achieved. Environmental
crises, for instance, tend to be chronic rather than short lived. Solutions
involve much trial and error, radical U-turns after political turnovers,
symbolic gestures, and rearguard battles during implementation. Polit-
ical attention may decrease through sheer exhaustion of the attention of
mass media and political actors, as well as through the emergence of
newly “discovered” crises. The global AIDS epidemic lost its crisis
status in the Western world through a combination of painstaking scien-
tific progress and a slowdown in the number of newly HIV-infected
people. It remains, however, a crisis of massive proportions on the
African continent, but Western attention for it is fleeting and at best
erratic.

Some crises are of such large scope and significance that they retain a
special place on governance agendas indefinitely. These “endemic”
crises include global warming, overpopulation, deforestation, and water
management. These crises are essentially “unmanageable,” at least from
a national, short-term perspective. Transnational in origins and impact,
these crises defy existing institutional orders. Combating their origins
requires draconic measures that few powerful actors are willing or able to
implement. As a result, the problems do not go away and may come to
haunt future leaders and policy makers.

Crises cast a long shadow when they come to be seen as indicators of
deeper problems or when they “connect” with critical issues in other
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organizational or policy domains. They may expose flaws in existing
prevention and preparedness arrangements, which trigger intense scru-
tiny of institutional structures. In some cases, they escalate into full-
blown institutional crises, i.e. fundamental challenges to organizational
structures or policy paradigms.7 Three distinctive types of crisis have this
capacity for political and institutional “endurance.”

The “incomprehensible” crisis openly defies existing political-bureau-
cratic repertoires of crisis prevention and response. The sense of shock
generated by an aberration tends to produce an unusually thorough
search for the causes of the incident. In turn, the investigations under-
taken typically reveal deep-rooted causes, which raise thorny issues
about leadership, responsibility, and future improvement. The 1986
murder of the Swedish Prime Minister Olof Palme is a paradigmatic
example. Its very occurrence in one of the most enduringly peaceful
polities on earth was as baffling as it was traumatic to the Swedes. The
subsequent police investigation caused yet another shock: it was unsuc-
cessful and exposed hitherto invisible and bitter infighting within the
Swedish criminal justice system.8

The “mismanaged” crisis When the response to an incident is widely
perceived as slow and inadequate, the image of failure may continue to
fuel the crisis. The filmed beating of Rodney King by a group of officers
from the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) is a perfect example.9

The LAPD downplayed the incident and tried to explain (in vain) that
King had represented a threat to the officers, as he refused to obey direct
orders. The home movie, televised over and over again, merely con-
firmed the dominant perception that the black population of LA held of
its police force. A year later, in 1992, a jury acquitted the policemen. Los
Angeles erupted in violence; the rioting lasted for days. The LA author-
ities had failed to deal properly with the King incident, which led to a
much bigger crisis for them.

Mismanaged incidents also pertain to the many cases where victim
groups feel they have not been adequately cared for, and undertake
political and legal action against authorities. This gives rise to protracted
legal battles and negative publicity, which may easily take a decade or
more. The case of the 1984 Bhopal petrochemical explosion, which
caused thousands of deaths in this Indian town, is a case in point: court
battles between Union Carbide (the American mother company), Indian
regional authorities, and victim organizations were finally concluded 20
years after the disaster.

The “agenda-setting” crisis has a “frame-breaking” quality. It becomes a
symbol of hitherto unknown or neglected risks and vulnerabilities. It
provides a major opportunity for issue advocates to shape the problem

96 The Politics of Crisis Management



definition and salience of some issue for years to come (“see what
happens if you turn a blind eye to. . .”). The accident at the Three Mile
Island nuclear power station provoked a major scare even though there
were no victims. The incident repoliticized the use of nuclear energy in
the United States.10 The industry never really bounced back from the
episode. One cost estimate puts losses at $500 billion.11

When a disaster takes place in a predominantly ethnic neighborhood,
it can easily expose the surprising intricacy and complexity of governing
multi-racial, multi-cultural urban areas, and “boost” these as political
issues. After the Amsterdam air crash in 1992, for example, the Dutch
suddenly learned about the large number of illegal aliens in their coun-
try, contributing to a marked change in the political environment of
immigration policy that took place during the 1990s.

To end a crisis: the delicate art of timing

The discussion of the various types of crisis dynamics suggests that the
termination of crisis is “completed” only when closure has been achieved
on both the operational and political dimensions of crisis management.
From an operational perspective, the key challenge in crisis termination
is to make an accurate and balanced assessment of the need to keep the
crisis response infrastructure in place (the legal framework of emergency
procedures and by-laws; centralized modes of decision making and the
mobilization of resources). At some point, this state of emergency is no
longer necessary. It is a leadership task to determine when that point in
time has arrived.

Leaders must also assess the political expediency of crisis termination.
The key challenge is to recognize when the breakdown of symbolic order
has been restored. They must decide whether there is strategic or tactical
mileage in extending rather than dampening the crisis mood, and in
continuing rather than abolishing the crisis governance regime. This
judgment depends on many considerations, including the perceived
political success of the crisis management effort so far (as conveyed
in the mass media and reflected in public opinion data), the positions
and resources of oppositional forces and rivals, and their presumed
ability to keep controlling the public perception of crisis and its policy
implications.

If we juxtapose the operational and political dimensions, we can
sketch various states of “closure” (see Figure 5.1). Perfect closure is
achieved when operational demands cease while the political and public
sense of crisis dissipates as well. This was roughly the case in several
Western European countries immediately after World War II, including
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the Scandinavian countries and the Netherlands: after hostilities had
ended, the widespread inclination in societal and political circles was
to move on and rebuild. As long as operational definitions of crisis fit
with political and societal perceptions, a crisis continues. This has been
the case in many Western countries – not to speak of Afghanistan and
Iraq – after the 9/11 events sparked a “global war on terror.”

The most interesting cases are found in the mismatch between oper-
ational and political definitions of crisis. Operational closure often in-
vites termination at the political end of the crisis spectrum, but this rarely
happens without a glitch. The Waco crisis provides one of many
examples. When members of the Branch Davidians Sect barricaded
themselves into a house in Waco, Texas in 1993, Federal Bureau of
Investigation (FBI) and Alcohol, Tobacco, and Fire-arms (ATF) agency
forces fought their way into the compound, ending the operation quickly
with a death toll of seventy-four men, women, and children. For the
FBI, the ATF, and attorney-general Janet Reno, however, the crisis had
only just begun. The botched operation (which had taken the lives of
four ATF agents) provoked a political crisis complete with high-profile
investigations and criminal proceedings.12

Sometimes, political closure is achieved while in an operational sense
the crisis continues unabated. Think of the forgotten crises of food short-
ages and warfare – crises that continue to beset the African continent.

From this discussion, two major “timing deficits” emerge. On the one
hand, leaders may terminate the crisis regime prematurely. This occurs
when they underestimate the complexity and tenacity of the problems at
hand, or misread the residual stress level existing in the affected com-
munity. The danger of premature revocation of the crisis regime is
twofold. First, it may create vacuums in policy making and service
delivery. Focused, large-scale and quick activities give way to politics
and bureaucracy as usual: disjointed, incremental, slow. In other words,
the effectiveness of the crisis operation may be undermined. Second,
premature closure is likely to invite disbelief, disappointment, and in-
tense criticism. Especially in a community that is still experiencing acute

Figure 5.1. Four ideal-typical states of crisis closure.
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needs and stress, premature closure exposes policy makers to charges of
being “insensitive” and opportunistic (“they forgot their promises as
soon as the cameras were gone”).

The alternative risk is that of overextending the crisis. Leaders may
become so focused on the operational dimension of the crisis that they
lose sight of the big picture. This happens, for instance, when they get
caught up in the myopia of the “bunker syndrome” (see Chapter 3).
They sit in a command center for weeks on end, where they “manage”
the crisis and lose themselves in streams of seemingly urgent communi-
cation. The world outside moves on to other concerns, but the author-
ities have cut themselves off from that part of reality by continuing to
allocate all their attention to a crisis that in many ways is no longer
“hot.”

Leaders may also elect to delay termination for purely political
reasons. In the last century alone, authoritarian leaders of all stripes
and colors have routinely invoked and subsequently prolonged states
of emergency to consolidate their positions, and to vilify and persecute
political opponents. Such leaders risk overplaying their hand when they
stick to the crisis mode when most perceive that the “real issues” lie
elsewhere. It leaves them open to charges that they are exploiting the
crisis politically as a means to deflect attention.

5.3 Crisis termination and the challenges of accountability

Leaders cannot control the evolution and termination of crises. For one
thing, they are, of course, at the mercy of the developments on the
ground: when the crisis continues for all to see, leaders cannot declare
on television that the situation is under control. The immediate conse-
quence is then measured in the currency of rapidly declining trust. In an
example both tragic and comical, the mayor of the Dutch town of
Uithoorn was interviewed live against the backdrop of a burning factory.
Just as he declared the crisis to be under control, the viewers could see
black smoke bellowing from the factory in the background, instantly
disqualifying the mayor as a credible crisis leader.13

Leaders are also constrained by institutional routines and rituals. As
we saw in Chapter 4, the extraordinary and impressive character of crisis
requires that leaders explain what happened, what went wrong, and
where to go next. The existing procedures and codes of debriefing,
investigation, and accountability provide key channels for this mean-
ing-making process. There is a societal expectation that policy makers
will account for their actions in these circumstances, and there are often
political and legal pressures to do so as well.
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The accountability process is not just a way of bringing closure to a
crisis; it can also extend its life span, and transform it. In many cases we
have studied, crisis-induced accountability processes give rise to a verit-
able “crisis after the crisis.” They lift the original set of events from the
level of operations to the levels of policy and politics. What began as an
accident or a series of incidents turns into a story about power, compe-
tence, leadership, and legitimacy (or lack of it). Hence the difference
between crises that end quickly and those that do not depends in large
part on the peculiar dynamics of investigation and accountability. In this
intensely political phase of crisis management, leaders must negotiate
the challenges of accountability in order to preserve the legitimacy of
governance. It is to these challenges that we now turn.

Leaders face something of an upward battle here, as successful in-
stances of crisis prevention and mitigation draw little attention. These
are, by definition, “non-events.” To claim credit for things that have not
happened is hard in a media environment obsessed with finding fault
and a political arena that is geared to addressing problems rather than
praising policy makers (as we saw in Chapter 4). In contrast, when
things do go wrong they meet with a blaze of negative publicity and
critical scrutiny.

The situation is compounded by the fact that success and failure are
judgments, made by observers and parties with an interest in repre-
senting the story of a crisis in particular ways. Efforts to shape the
public understanding of the events generally start in the very midst of
the acute stage (see Chapter 4). But it is not until the immediate threats
have been dealt with that impression management really becomes the
most important game in town. And no professional crisis actor can
afford to shun that game. For those who think that their actions speak
for themselves, the accountability process may harbor unpleasant
surprises.

After all, rendering account involves a delicate blend of factual recon-
struction, manipulation of images, and lesson-drawing. Reconstructing
and assessing complex governance episodes is hard enough in normal
circumstances. In the context of major crises, it is nearly impossible to
do so without encountering major political headwinds. Because of their
dramatic and disruptive nature, crises give rise to tough questions that
defy simple answers: why did this happen? What was done to stop it?
What should happen next?

These questions are shaped in the mass media and the public mind, as
well as in the political-bureaucratic arena and the legal system. The way
they are dealt with is intimately connected to pre-existing public views
about the role of nature, chance, control, and responsibility in social life.
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Take, for example, the attribution of causes. In the twenty-first century,
fatalistic ideas about natural forces and divine supremacy have lost
currency in large parts of the Western world.14 Technology has become
the principal tool to tame fate. Yet technology can be applied adequately
or inadequately, and sometimes the application of certain technologies
itself generates new risks (nuclear energy, genetic engineering). It is now
also commonly understood that the responsibility for handling this
technology does not rest solely with the operators: “many companies
now realize that almost every accident is due to a management failing,
and they will not accept human error as the cause of an accident.”15 Nor
will political investigation committees and judiciary bodies.

Characteristics of accountability

The accountability process is subject to change, as evidenced by the
creeping juridification and the development of tort law in Western soci-
eties. It has essentially moved from a fatalistic no-claim to a high-
accountability, high-remedy system offering more and more scope to
victims of accidents to seek compensation. Modernity has, in other
words, raised the stakes for public policy makers and organizations.
People may still accept that public leaders cannot eradicate fate and
fortune altogether, and they do not expect perfect crisis prevention,
yet, the burden of the argument has shifted to the regulators and man-
agers: they have to establish beyond doubt that they cannot be held
responsible. When it comes to crisis response assessment, the margins
for excusable failure are even smaller. Governments are assumed to be
well prepared for critical contingencies, and to take effective measures
that protect the public, limit harm, and compensate damages. Any
behavior that deviates from this generalized expectation is treated with
suspicion and indignation.

If a post-crisis investigation identifies “failures” of prevention or re-
sponse, the situation becomes politically delicate. Two types of reaction
modes compete for dominance in the public arena. The debate may
highlight the need to learn from past mistakes and induce organizations
and policies to improve accordingly. Or it may zoom in on questions of
responsibility and guilt.

The first mode is premised on the idea that crisis management is all
about optimizing societal abilities to prevent and absorb extreme cir-
cumstances. In this line of thought, accountability performs two import-
ant functions. First, it offers an opportunity for catharsis that enables all
involved to demarcate the end of the crisis and prepare for an altered
future. Without it, crisis-induced anxieties and tensions would continue

End games: crisis termination and accountability 101



to linger. Post-crisis debriefings and investigations provide a controlled
format for professional criticism, expressions of (self- )pity, and emo-
tional outbursts deemed odd or unacceptable at other times. Precisely
because it is controlled in terms of more or less routinized organizational
and political protocols, it can perform a sanitizing function. Second, the
process provides crucial inputs to organizational learning. Crises in this
view can be viewed as natural experiments, testing the resilience of
people, organizations, and governance systems. Evaluations then pro-
vide the feedback needed to assess and improve the level of this resilience
(see further Chapter 6).

The second mode treats the accountability process as an extension of
crisis politics. Politically speaking, the “aftermath” should be considered
a crisis in and of itself, because it is then that the tough questions about
performance, leadership, and responsibility get asked. On one level, this
accountability process is simply an enactment of democracy. The rule of
law and the constitutional checks and balances on executive power
reassert themselves after a period where the need to respond effectively
to a perceived threat has dominated all other considerations. The polit-
ical accountability process is always fragile, if only because parliamen-
tarians themselves may have been supporting the very laws and policies
that they need to scrutinize in exercising oversight.

Accountability is hollow when the investigation and debate that lie at
its heart become ritualized. Realpolitik often dictates that majority fac-
tions in parliament support the political leaders, particularly with regard
to a highly salient issue such as a crisis, irrespective of how those leaders
actually performed. Leaders, in turn, may play along with the script of
being called to account if they think they can mask embarrassing facts
from public view, and if they are convinced their political support is
secured in advance.

The accountability process, however, not only takes place in the
controlled setting of parliaments. It also plays on the volatile stage of
public opinion, which is potentially much more dangerous to policy
makers. Publicity waves and media hypes alter the way people see and
remember a crisis period.16 Media hypes are difficult to control, per-
petuated as they are by the sheer number of media and the competition
between them. Aggressive media reporting about crisis management
performance puts strong pressure on even the most docile legislatures
to assume a more assertive and critical stance.

These different modes – learning and reflection versus accountability
and blame – come with their own discourses, which tend to intertwine
during the accountability process. This does not make things easier for
crisis leaders:
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The knowledge that responsibility brings accountability and that blame for
accidents and disasters will be laid, and possible legal sanctions invoked, may
be needed to motivate organizations and individuals to examine their activities
and act in good faith. On the other hand, if a “culprit” has to be found whenever
an error has occurred, the processes of political sense-making [in this study we
use the term meaning making to denote these processes, authors] will emphasize
avoidance of blame rather than critique and honesty.17

5.4 Blame games and the politics of meaning making

A study of post-crisis accountability processes reveals what may be called
the paradox of open societies: the more “open” the accountability pro-
cess to interested actors, the longer it takes for a crisis to end. Free press,
political democracy, and bureaucratic pluralism may even help crisis
investigations and accountability processes degenerate into blame
games.

The term “blame game” refers to the interaction between actors who
are out to protect their self-interests rather than to serve the common
good. When efforts to investigate crises turn into blame games, truth-
finding through dialogue and debate loses out against defensive ration-
alization (“we made no mistakes”), deliberate silences, and factual
distortions. As a result, democratic accountability is perverted and insti-
tutional learning capabilities are impaired.

Many crises do give rise to political and bureaucratic blame games.
This poses a dilemma. The evaluation process has to be guarded against
the danger of runaway politicization, but in the context of a major crisis,
who has the authority and is sufficiently motivated to play the guardian
role? Brändström and Kuipers picture a crisis-induced blame game as a
decision tree that consists of the strategic choices actors face in the
accountability process.18 All actors make choices on three dimensions:
severity (how bad was the situation?), agency (how could it happen?),
and responsibility (who is to be sanctioned?). First, they must assess
the events: what values and interests are at stake and in which respect
have these been violated or threatened? When they conclude that core
values have been violated, or when the dominant opinion among other
powerful actors suggests this has been the case, they need to position
themselves by giving accounts of their own behavior and that of
others.

The second key question is whether the situation should be seen as an
incident – which it is when it can be argued that it was produced by ad-
hoc failures at the operational level – or as a symptom of underlying
policy failures. In the latter case, the crisis is usually depicted as “an
accident waiting to happen” for which neither operators nor executive
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agencies should be blamed but rather those officials and institutions that
designed the contested policy.

The third question is how central any single actor (individual but
more likely organizational) was in producing the undesirable situation.
Were the crucial acts or omissions produced by a single organization or
an entire network of organizations?

The dominant judgment which results from the combination of
choices that the various participants in the blame game make can take
four forms (outcomes A–D in Figure 5.2). When the participants arrive
at outcome A (scapegoating), blame is deflected toward specific sec-
toral or crisis-response agencies (see further below). When they collect-
ively decide on network failure (outcome B), sanctions against an entire
range of operational organizations become a possibility. This may set
the stage for adjustment of policies, rules, and procedures that govern
the implementation network in the policy sector at hand.

The politically most explosive outcome, at least from a blaming per-
spective, is C. The crisis is interpreted as a product of errors or other
shortcomings that a set of clearly identifiable senior policy makers have
committed. From a dispassionate researcher’s position outcome D is
perhaps the most salient one. This collective judgment implies that not
individual human errors or misjudgments but rather flawed systems of

Figure 5.2. Actor choices in crisis-induced blame games.
Source: Brändström and Kuipers (2003: 302).
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policy making or service delivery lie at the heart of the crisis. “When
crises are defined in this manner, some sort of institutional reform or
major policy change becomes hard to avoid, irrespective of the political
fate of the incumbent elites.”19

These assessments are not arrived at through a smooth process of
evidence taking, polite argument, and rational decision making. Crisis-
induced accountability processes are better understood as episodes of
high politics where not just the careers of individual office holders
but the futures of entire organizations, policies, and governance net-
works are at stake. Politically astute actors are acutely aware of these
stakes (but not each and every group or agency involved in a crisis is
necessarily politically astute) and act accordingly to try to protect their
interests.

In the political arena of crisis investigation, actors apply a wide range
of rhetorical tactics and arguments (see Table 5.1). The viability of any
particular tactic or argument varies: when they are used (timing), where
they are used (forum), by whom they are used (credibility), and how well
they are presented (staging, delivery). Nor are these tactics mutually
exclusive. They are used simultaneously in various fora addressing dif-
ferent accountability questions. They can also be used sequentially, for
example when the emphasis in the blame game gradually shifts from
issues of agency to issues of responsibility, or when earlier use of
particular tactics has proved to be ineffective.

How likely are the various actors in a crisis to assume the various
positions described above? Let us review the position of the most import-
ant stakeholders in crisis-driven accountability processes and review their
relation with crisis leaders. After all, the political survival of crisis leaders
depends to a considerable extent on the positioning of stakeholders in the
post-crisis accountability process.

Media

The mass media are “all over” the accountability process, ready to cover
new information about risks, dangers, mishaps, failures, and flaws that
may sustain or transform the running story of the current crisis. Media
representatives therefore play a powerful role in shaping the dominant
interpretation that will emerge from accountability processes. The same
rule applies here as it does for initial phases of meaning making:
accountability processes do not speak for themselves; they must be
interpreted. And media representatives know how to reduce a complex
analysis of cause and effect to a simple, evocative story of heroes and
villains.
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The media comprises a wide variety of professionals. Some report in
fairly objective terms, leaving their audience with the opportunity to
make up their own minds. Some assume a more proactive stance and
try to get to the bottom of the case. Yet others turn into crusading
entrepreneurs who exploit the openness of the accountability process
in order to argue their preconceived position. All media will be open
to “deep throats,” which are inherent to any crisis. Leaders, in other
words, cannot presume that the accountability process is one of recon-
struction and fact; they must expect the worst if they want to come out
unscathed.

Executive organizations

Perhaps even more so than their political masters, agencies charged with
day-to-day policy implementation are put to the test when they get

Table 5.1. Playing the blame game: argumentative tactics
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drawn into a crisis. The immediate response phase usually requires
transformation. Most agencies tend to be more or less autonomous
and professional service-delivery organizations, used to processing
individual clients or case files sequentially into nodes. During a crisis,
these bureaucratic agencies are thrown into tightly coupled inter-
organizational networks that deal with numerous cases simultaneously
under time pressure.

The accountability process may bring two types of charges. When a
crisis occurs on their turf, so to speak, they face charges of having failed
to prevent it: why did they not foresee the crisis, and why were they
unable to prevent simmering problems from escalating? Think of the
criticism directed toward the US intelligence community after the Sep-
tember 11 attacks. Or think of the Chinese public health agencies, which
stood accused of underplaying the dangers of SARS and misinforming
their political superiors and international colleagues about the scale of
the problem in China. But even when an agency had nothing to do with
the outbreak of crisis but was called in to help combat it, it can be
criticized as an ill-prepared, sluggish, and uncooperative partner in crisis
response. For instance, specialized crisis response agencies such as the
police or the fire brigade often complain about the disorganized or rigid
“bureaucratic” nature of the non-emergency services (housing services,
social work, public transport, public utilities) they must work with
during major disasters.

Much depends on the formal division of labor and responsibility
between policy makers and agencies. When policy implementation and
service delivery have been delegated to private actors, quasi-independent
agencies, or lower levels of government, it is easy for policy makers to
deflect blame on them. Seen in this light, a side effect of decentralization,
delegation, outsourcing, and other techniques of new public manage-
ment that became en vogue in the 1990s is that they provide policy
makers and regulators with protective coating in cases of failure
and crisis. Policy makers will not hesitate to point out that they were
no longer the “agent” determining the nature, level, and quality of policy
implementation. They were far removed from the source of trouble;
hence their causal impact on the crisis outbreak was negligible. They
redirect questions to the implementing actors.

Whether this strategy of blame deflection actually works in this fashion
depends on many factors.20 But there are certainly telling examples of
instances in which it did. When the British prison service faced a string
of embarrassing incidents in 1994–95, Home Secretary Michael Howard
argued that he could not be held responsible for incidents. Pointing to
the operational responsibilities of the prison agency, the Home Secretary
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removed Director General Derek Lewis from his post in the Prison
Service. Lewis did not go quietly, but Howard survived.21

Crisis response agencies

For crisis response agencies, a crisis is both a challenge and a blessing. It
is a challenge in the sense that of all the actors in the crisis network they
are held to the highest standards of preparedness, speed of mobilization,
smooth communication and coordination, and effective service delivery.
Crisis response is what they are all about, so they had better be good at it.
A crisis also presents a welcome opportunity to demonstrate relevance
and confirm performance capacity. Without such opportunities, these
organizations risk “unlearning” the capability to perform, as organiza-
tional memory fades and the experienced crisis commanders move to
other positions.

Crisis response organizations thus have much to gain from crises and
the accountability processes that they entail – provided they do well, or
are seen to have done well, in performing their duties. Credit-claiming
behavior is to be expected in these circumstances, particularly when the
agencies in question are not monopolists in their task area. They can flag
their successes and boost their image among budget providers, the press,
and the public. Effective agencies usually make sure their successes are
appropriately marketed to captive audiences, both during and after the
accountability process.

However, when their operations have experienced problems, the ac-
countability process is not so much an opportunity as a major threat.
Since being good at containing crises is at the heart of their raison d’être,
any evidence to the contrary erodes their legitimacy. At the very least, it
gives their competitors a chance to discredit them. In such circum-
stances, beleaguered agencies may resort to cover-up, blame-avoidance,
and blame-shifting tactics during the accountability process.

Legislators

The accountability process following crises is a mixed-motive game for
the members of the principal accountability fora themselves (legislators).
On the opportunity side, the legislature as a whole, as well as certain
groups (notably opposition parties) and individuals (ambitious political
entrepreneurs) within it, welcome crises as opportunities for self-
dramatization. Legislators seize upon a crisis to show their ability to
monitor and control government, to demonstrate their toughness as a

108 The Politics of Crisis Management



countervailing power, and, in partisan mode, to inflict damage upon or
create dissensus within the opposing camp.

Legislators can take this proactive stance only when their hands are
free – that is, when in their role as (co-)regulators they were not involved
in making and approving the very policies and agency statutes they now
want to criticize in light of the crisis experience. Past involvement, in
other words, diminishes the opportunity for legislators to exploit the
post-crisis accountability process. Sometimes the reverse happens.
When today’s inquisitors are seen to be conveniently forgetting that they
were yesterday’s lawmakers, they are open to charges of hypocrisy.
These charges may come from the outside, notably the mass media,
but they also become the stuff of partisan squabbles within the legisla-
ture. When these occur, the accountability process is likely to suffer in
quality. The investigation efforts, the drafting of findings, and drawing
political conclusions from these findings: all risk being permeated by
internal bickering and power struggles.

Ad hoc commissions

Blue-ribbon commissions are often set up to provide “comprehensive”
and “independent” assessments of a crisis. These commissions define
the parameters for judgments on political, judicial, and financial ac-
countability. They construct – or at least pretend to – the officially
certified version of an important part of a nation’s recent history. But
they cannot always break the hold that the politics of partisanship and
defensiveness exert on the accountability process. In fact, their potential
roles as truth tellers, political conflict managers, and institutional agenda
setters easily turn the composition, mandate, and modus operandi of
crisis commissions into objects of political contestation. When the inves-
tigative work or the findings of commissions become controversial, the
post-acute crisis stage is fueled by allegations and counter-allegations,
which merely perpetuate different versions of the crisis story.22

These crisis commissions serve several purposes for the various stake-
holders; only one of these, and not necessarily the most important one, is
to contribute to governmental learning. The government’s position is
informed by symbolism and damage control; in some crises, the govern-
ment appoints an investigative commission with considerable fanfare in
the hope that the eventual report will draw much less attention. Para-
doxically, the implementation of recommendations tends to be a much
more arduous task involving much higher political risks than merely
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demonstrating commitment to “getting the facts straight.” We will
return to the role of commissions in Chapter 6.

Investigation boards

In various countries and in various sectors – such as transport, food
safety, and public health – governments have set up permanent investi-
gation bodies, with varying mandates and degrees of independence from
the ministries involved. These bodies are staffed with experts and often
command considerable budgets to conduct investigations into ongoing
practices and crucial cases in their respective sectors. They can do so
both on their own initiative and after government or parliamentary
requests, and they report to either or both of them. Bodies like these
are supposed to provide an independent, non-political, professionally
sound analysis and formulate recommendations. The more they are
viewed as independent, the higher the likelihood that their reports will
be regarded as authoritative by all parties concerned.

The position of investigation boards after a crisis is similar to the
position of response agencies. It is part of their core business to provide
high-quality input to the accountability and learning process triggered by
crisis, and therefore they experience pressure to perform fast, reliably, and
effectively. However, speed and accuracy rarely travel well together. The
situation becomes complicated when more investigative boards are in-
volved: interagency rivalry will speed up the investigative process, which,
we must assume, does not further the quality of the investigation.23

The board may want to move swiftly, but it will have to behave
cautiously at the same time. This could be named the Hans Blix di-
lemma, after the chairman of the UN weapons inspection team in the
2002–3 Iraq crisis.24 Like Blix and his team, investigation boards are
dependent upon all other actors to give them the necessary information.
They may have the means to enforce cooperation, but they still depend
on voluntary compliance to unearth all information needed for a con-
sidered assessment. When they push too hard, they may provoke coun-
termeasures, including efforts to hinder their performance, detract from
their credibility, and question their independence – which is exactly what
Blix experienced.

Citizens, victims, and interest groups

The role of ordinary citizens and interest groups in post-crisis account-
ability processes seems to have increased over time.25 In the not so
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distant past, accountability processes were less prominent and citizens
had little access to them. Enduring harm suffered by individuals, groups,
and communities tended to be dealt with in a rather low-key, bureau-
cratized manner, if at all. It was not easy to get public recognition, better
compensation, and a more intensive reconstruction support. Commu-
nities had to muster inner strength because they were more often than
not left to their own devices after the initial flurry of activity had died
down and the camera lights had been shut off.26 Those who wanted
more had a good chance of being bogged down in protracted legal battles
or simply being ignored by their political leaders.27

Today, citizens have stronger voices. They can quickly organize them-
selves into pressure groups. And they are more likely to use their voices
and organizational resources when the treatment received from private
and public actors involved in crisis response does not meet their stand-
ards. During floods, for example, political decisions to conduct pre-
ventative evacuations of endangered areas have become the topic of
intense controversy in various countries. Not only have governments
had a hard time persuading citizens to leave their houses, during the
aftermath they have experienced difficulties answering convincingly to
charges that they acted overly cautiously at the expense of citizens and
businesses.28

Citizens have learned to organize, mobilize media attention, and forge
coalitions with other segments of civil society as well as individual
political entrepreneurs seeking to call policy makers and politicians to
account for and to “re-open” the crisis, or create a new one. Journalists,
opposition politicians, interest group activists, and lawyers have plenty
of incentives as well as opportunities to empower citizens.29 The con-
temporary political climate favors restorative justice, which gives victims
a better chance of placing their suffering and traumas high on the public
agenda. They do not have to wait for the dust to settle and for formal
investigation and compensation procedures to run their course. Instead,
they appear on television instantly to make their claims or take their case
to court: from citizen to victim to claimant in a matter of hours.

5.5 Accountability, blame games, and democracy

Moral entrepreneurs, political ambulance chasers, spin doctors, cover-
up artists, bureaucratic zealots, and media guerrillas: the crisis account-
ability arena harbors a colorful cast of characters. Their interaction
provides for a dynamic process, which in and of itself is not guaranteed
to result in outcomes that pass the test of fairness, efficiency, lawfulness,
or citizen well-being. Crises put not just the response capabilities of
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authorities to the test but also the democratic authenticity of the govern-
ance systems in which crises occur. To what extent does the account-
ability process become a truth-finding dialogue, and to what extent does
it escalate into inquisition and blame games?

This chapter has documented a tension between the characteristics of
the accountability process and the “smoothness” of crisis termination.
Democracy requires both, but the practice of crisis accountability is
marked by trade-offs. To be open and transparent may be impossible
when it comes to accounting for the deeds and omissions with regard to
crises, greatly upsetting and therefore controversial episodes as they are.
A crisis tests the strength of the institutional mechanisms for calling
elites to account, certainly when they themselves prefer not to dwell on
what has passed.30

The latent tensions that exist in any polity between public, the oppos-
ition’s, and government interests do not melt away during crises. On the
contrary, since the visibility and political stakes of crises are so high,
these tensions will be even more pronounced than usual. Crises induce
or amplify divisions not just among and between (segments of ) society
and the government but also between officials, groups, and organizations
within government. One of the most obvious potential rifts is bet-
ween operational units, their managerial bosses at headquarters, and
their political or bureaucratic bosses at the peak of the government
hierarchy.31 The same leaders who seek to centralize authority and
decision-making powers during the crisis are quick to point out that they
cannot be held responsible for policies whose implementation they
themselves have delegated to agencies or local governments. These, in
turn, will seek to reverse blame by arguing that they might have been
given the tasks and the formal authority to deal with certain matters, but
they never obtained the necessary (financial) means or the de facto
freedom to maneuver. The big risk is that both parties end up sharing
blame and public embarrassment in a game where everybody loses.

To be sure, it is not all politics in the accountability phase of crisis.
Parallel to the bureau-political domain is the professional domain of
specialists in many different disciplines who look back on a crisis and
consider the possible lessons these events may harbor for the future. As
will be explained in the next chapter, learning requires a safe environ-
ment, where the drive for improvement and not the desire to score points
or avoid losses dominates. This is hard to accomplish when the profes-
sional accountability process is engulfed by the political domain, where
different rules apply. To complicate matters even further, both the
professional and the political domains of accountability may be “held
hostage” by the legal domain. When the crisis is taken to court, different
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rules, risks, and odds enter the picture. Of course, justice must be served
when people get hurt, but an unmitigated desire for justice may exact a
high price: the inability to learn for the next crisis.

There is no single, self-evident institutional design solution readily
available to overcome these tensions. Even independent investigation
boards cannot always fully escape the dangers of agency capture. Nor
can their reports substitute for parliamentary dialogue and legal judg-
ment. Ultimately, the quality of crisis accountability depends upon the
extent to which key actors display a sense of proportionality and self-
restraint in playing the game of meaning making.32 Political scientists
have argued that democratic accountability is not just a way of putting
structures of checks and balances in place; it is also about developing
and maintaining a culture in which transparency is the norm, and
political debate about past performance is not completely overshadowed
by politicking. This is particularly true in the context of political crisis
management. Only those who have the wisdom and the courage to
prioritize the effectiveness and legitimacy of the system as a whole rather
than their short-term personal and organizational interests can hope to
escape self-defeating blame games.
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18 Brändström and Kuipers (2003).
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6 Learning from crises and the politics
of reform

6.1 Never again!

The post-9/11 era has seen new policies, legal changes, and major insti-
tutional innovations that were pushed through the legislative processes
at unprecedented speed – in the United States, the European Union,
and many other countries. In the US, the so-called Patriot Act was
adopted in near unanimity, enacting policy changes in the judicial
system, in the handling of immigrants and resident aliens, and in the
allocation of government funds for national security and public safety.
In a major administrative reorganization effort, various security-related
agencies were merged at the stroke of a pen into the vast Department of
Homeland Security. The department harbors 170,000 employees and
has wide responsibilities in preparing for and dealing with different crisis
contingencies.1

The European Union learned and changed as well: the scope and
depth of cooperation in the field of justice and home affairs have
deepened markedly since 9/11 and Madrid. A uniform definition of
terrorism has been accepted; extradition rules for potentially terrorism-
related crimes have been extended. Police units can track suspected
criminals across national borders and, if necessary, act with full author-
ity on foreign soil. Europol, the European agency for police cooper-
ation, has been strengthened, and Eurojust, a similar agency designed
to foster cooperation in public prosecution, is in the making. The
EU has also accorded higher priority to the protection of its external
borders; the new member states receive strong support to upgrade their
border-control capabilities. A solidarity clause for mutual assistance
in terror attacks has been formulated for inclusion in the new, now
elusive, EU Constitution.

Conventional wisdom has it that progress requires learning from
failure. Crises provide clear-cut opportunities for learning and adapting,
so it is generally assumed. In a perfect world, the right lessons emerge
and policy makers adapt their organizations and policies accordingly.
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The real world does not always live up to conventional wisdom,
however. It is, to begin with, not so easy to determine what went wrong
and what should be adapted to prevent similar crises from happening
again. Many different and sometimes contradictory lessons are often
distilled from one and the same crisis experience. Moreover, it is not
easy to have stakeholders agree on what the right lessons are. As we have
seen in the previous chapter, the post-crisis period is not necessarily
one of unity and open inquiry. The adversarial politics of the aftermath
will affect the identification and selection of the lessons to be learned
from crisis. Even when there is agreement on certain measures to
be taken, there is no guarantee that lessons learned will actually be
implemented.

Yet it is clear that governments can and do learn from crises. The key
question of this chapter is what explains the capability to learn appropri-
ate lessons and implement the lessons learned. There are two sides to
this question: “puzzling” and “powering.”2 The “puzzling side” refers to
the capacity to learn: what went wrong, why, and what needs to be
changed so that it will not happen again? The “powering side” pertains
to the capacity to reform: can policy makers instigate substantive
changes in the wake of a crisis?

Strong leadership during crisis does not necessarily translate in the
effective management of post-crisis learning and reform processes.
Learning is an incredibly complex process, all the more so in the post-
crisis context of public organizations and high politics. The implemen-
tation of lessons learned poses entirely different challenges: research on
policy and administrative reforms shows how hard it is to break the hold
of incrementalist politics as usual and enact more far-reaching changes.3

Our core claim is that the capacity of governments to learn and change
following crises is constrained by the fundamental tensions that exist
between the imperatives of political crisis management and those of
effective lesson-drawing and reform craft.

Our argument unfolds in four steps. We begin by analyzing the oppor-
tunities and constraints that crises entail for governmental learning. We
then explain how the politics of crisis aftermath creates opportunities for
stakeholders to push drastic policy changes that may have little to do
with any lessons learned. We also explain why many leaders – contrary
to conventional wisdom – shy away from exploiting reform opportun-
ities (and why that may be a wise strategy for them). The final part of
our argument takes us to what perhaps is a somewhat pessimistic con-
clusion, as we posit our claim that crisis leadership, learning, and reform
craft typically demand skills and strategies that are at odds with each
other.
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6.2 Learning from crisis

Crises are often thought to stimulate learning. This is especially true in
the conception of crises as commonly experienced, exogenously induced
threats to a jointly valued status quo. In such situations – where no
thorny political and institutional issues arise and all parties concerned
are motivated to ensure that never again can such adversity reoccur –
“learning is a golden concept: everybody is for it.”4

Students of government have defined learning in many different ways,
but most would agree that it involves purposeful efforts to (re)examine,
(re)assess, and (re)calibrate existing and proposed beliefs, policies, and
institutional arrangements. The distinguishing feature of learning from
other forms of governmental activity is that it involves “puzzling”:
gathering new information and ideas, and applying them to policy issues,
and creating the conditions under which all this can take place.5 In order
to learn, governments need to have not only some institutional capacity
for lesson-drawing but also a (sustained) motivation to use this capacity
and work with its products.6

A well-developed learning capacity combines at least three types of
learning.7 The first type is experience based. Direct exposure to a crisis is a
powerful, to some literally unforgettable, experience. Vivid memories
may allow an individual or organization to develop insights with regard
to the causes of crisis and the effects of the coping operation. Experien-
tial learning presupposes memory: organized recording, recollection,
and retrieval of past events and actions. In addition, it requires some
sort of mechanism to translate memories into lessons.8 This type of
learning occurs most naturally within professions that more or less rou-
tinely deal with certain types of crises through standardized procedures
for recording and re-examining past experience.

Yet relatively few public leaders deal with more than one or two crises
in their careers, and hence their personal experience is often limited.
Crisis exercises give them some vicarious impressions, as do stories and
reports about how their peers handled recent and past crises. These are,
of course, nothing but supplements to the real thing.

A complementary form of learning is explanation based. Learning then
becomes a rational-scientific search for the causes of failure and the
effects of the response. This type of learning requires a critical mass of
people qualified to tease out cause-and-effect relations and determine
their validity. It also assumes a considerable level of autonomy to protect
these “crisis auditors” from political interference. Moreover, it requires
time and resources to allow them to do their job in an unhurried and
meticulous manner. Some inquiry committees actually manage to do all
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this. Some organizations have set up their own machinery to generate
explanation-based learning. For instance, NASA has an institutionalized
capacity to study and explain causes of even minor failures.9

A third type of learning is competence or skill based. When a crisis
exposes a deficit between a threat and the governmental capacity to deal
with it – crises almost by definition do exactly that – new skills and
competences may be in order. Emerging epidemics – AIDS, Ebola,
SARS – typically require that doctors and health workers learn new
techniques (the general approach to epidemics is well established).
Technology-driven crises – think of computer viruses or software
glitches such as Y2K – also demand fresh skills.

If one looks at the mechanisms by which crisis-induced learning in the
public sector takes place, several stand out. Learning is often pursued
through ad hoc commissions and the use of consulting firms or academic
research.10 In some sectors, institutionalized learning mechanisms are
well developed. For instance, in many countries some type of safety
board is set up for the transport sector. The US National Transportation
Safety Board is probably the best known: it leads post-crisis investiga-
tions into the causes of disaster, with the explicit aim of learning lessons
that will help to prevent similar disasters from re-occurring. How suc-
cessful are such efforts, and what factors enable learning to take place?
Here, as in other domains of crisis studies, optimists and pessimists
disagree.

Pessimists: constrained and perverse learning

Pessimists hold that despite the many ways in which crises induce public
leaders and their organizations to learn, the result is often disappoint-
ing. This is due to a wide variety of constraints that operate on both
individual and organizational learning capacity.11

Social-psychological researchers are especially pessimistic when it
comes to the capacity of small groups to learn about crises. The so-
called “threat-rigidity hypothesis” – borne out by an impressive body of
experimental research – predicts that the conditions of crisis make it
hard if not impossible to learn.12 People tend to respond in a rigid and
inflexible manner to threats and uncertainty. They can no longer process
information in an adequate manner, which throws them back to learned
routines and instilled reflexes. It is easy to see how, during a crisis, fear
may impede one’s intellectual performance. We can imagine the impact
of crisis on the direct aftermath: leaders who fear for their position are
unlikely to encourage others to investigate thoroughly what exactly went
wrong before and during the crisis.13
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The research on organizational learning is equally pessimistic.14 In
Chapter 2, we introduced Barry Turner’s work, which details the col-
lective failure within many organizations to heed signals of impending
danger.15 His work, like the work of many other organization theorists,
explains the underlying problem: organizations cannot properly commu-
nicate and understand information.16 They fail to collect sufficient rele-
vant data. They find it hard to distil cause-and-effect relations from their
limited and flawed pool of data (and even if they do, they have no way of
testing their n¼1 findings).17 They rarely possess a systematically organ-
ized “institutional memory.”18 Moreover, they generally do not have
“uncommitted resources” that can be used to deal with these shortcom-
ings and improve their information-handling capacity.19 This body of
literature suggests that there is no such thing as “crisis-induced learning”
– or, if organizations do try to learn, that the results are likely to be
sub-optimal at best.

A particularly subversive type of learning has been observed in organ-
izations that have successfully dealt with a crisis. When leaders feel that
they and the system as a whole have done well during the last crisis, this
assumption will lead them to repeat their strategies and actions. In their
eagerness to preserve these lessons, the leaders of these organizations
make sure that the crisis experience is ingrained in the rules and routines
that guide employees. The crisis is embraced as a formative experi-
ence and is carefully nurtured into an instructive legend. The crisis
becomes the bedrock of organizational stamina and perseverance.
The lessons thus translate into sanctified management principles. The
perverse effect, however, is noted only in the long run. As crises never
return in the same shape or form, lessons from the past are likely to
become tomorrow’s blind corners. Hence the saying “nothing fails like
success.”20

Likewise, recent failures may stimulate drastic alterations of existing
organizational repertoires and policies pursued before the crisis. Widely
visible and costly errors prior to or during crises invite sweeping policy
revisions and reversals. This strategy has the virtue of simplicity and
cognitive parsimony, but it is fundamentally risky. No causal links have
been established between cause and effect; the strategy draws on a
presumed analogy with the most immediate past. This is likely to be
self-defeating in the long run, when the future turns out to be not the
past repeated.21

The politics of accountability, discussed in the previous chapter, fur-
ther undermines the capacity to learn. The escalation of blame games
has a particularly debilitating effect. In the extreme case, many people
and institutions gather comprehensive and minute information about
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everything that went on prior to, during, and after the crisis episode. The
entire government apparatus, from lower-level bureaucrats up to the
most senior political officials in charge, spends at least an equal amount
of energy on gaining command of the facts, but primarily in order to
deflect blame as much as possible. Information is tailored to be used as
ammunition. Data are selected and moulded to construct winning argu-
ments in a battle for personal and institutional survival. Individuals and
organizations tailor their memories: when it is opportune to remember,
they will; if needed, they “forget” – unless and until other players in the
blame game force them out of their strategic amnesia.

Crisis-induced learning thus appears quite paradoxical. When the
need to learn is at its peak, the institutional capacity of public leaders
and their organizations may be disappointingly low.22 Moreover, the
more intensive the post-crisis information-gathering efforts are, the
lower the chances that effective learning from crisis takes place, because
“politics” undermines their motivation: the “powering” required to
survive crises politically overtakes the drive to engage in the “puzzling”
that lesson-drawing presupposes.23

In the pessimistic perspective, crises might simply be too big an
experience for organizations and polities to absorb in a reflective and
even-handed way. We may then expect “over-learning”: premature, one-
sided, and rigid application of hastily drawn inferences supported by
the dominant coalition, at the price of a more open, inquisitive, and
contingent approach to lesson-drawing.24

Optimists: enhanced and purposeful learning is possible

These pessimistic conclusions about crisis-induced learning are by no
means universally supported by the entire body of available evidence.
Quite a few studies report instances of ambitious and successful learning
efforts in the wake of crises. Many crises not only create a politically
charged atmosphere, they also induce a strong motivation in people at all
layers of the organizations involved not to be caught unaware or incap-
able in the future. For example, the fear of a nuclear holocaust is said to
have pushed US and Soviet leaders to deterrence rather than escalation
after the Cuba Missile Crisis had come dangerously close to all-out
war.25

When leaders share this motivation, they can act as pivotal forces in
making sure that widespread desire to learn is translated into organiza-
tional or system-wide policy changes.26 A classic and useful distinction
here is that between single-loop and double-learning made by Argyris
and Schön.27
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Single-loop learning refers to the correction of practices within the
existing policy paths and organizational frameworks. It is learning to deal
with manifest problems without having to change core beliefs and funda-
mental rules of the game. This type of learning is common after crises:
most crisis commissions’ and investigation bodies’ reports contain large
numbers of recommendations for minor rule adjustments, innovations in
equipment and training, improved communication routines, and so on.28

Single-loop learning is a necessary but in many cases not sufficient
component of crisis-induced lesson-drawing, since many crises have a
“paradigm-shattering” quality to them. Their very occurrence or the
haphazard response to them exposes more fundamental limitations,
weaknesses, and contradictions in existing policies and institutional
arrangements. To deal with these, double-loop learning is required,
which refers to types of “organizational inquiry which resolve incompat-
ible organizational norms by setting new priorities and weightings of
norms, or by restructuring the norms themselves together with associ-
ated strategies and assumptions.”29 The term “double-loop” refers to
the fact that in learning processes of this kind the detection of error is not
only being connected to “the strategies and assumptions for effective
performance [as in single-loop learning, authors] but to the very norms
which define effective performance.”30

Double-loop learning initiatives are likely to touch sensitive nerves
because they call into question fundamental tenets of the status quo,
including the core beliefs that policy makers hold about the nature of the
world around them. But some crises give rise to what we may call
enabling factors: external pressure to improve performance; a persuasive
diagnosis of existing problems coupled with feasible proposals for
change; a coalition of motivated advocates of learning and change who
are influential in both the political arena and the civil society; a motiv-
ated, capable, and patient bureaucratic machine. These factors seem to
be required to produce radical, yet widely supported and effectively
implemented departures from past policies.31

Time management appears to be an especially crucial factor. The
necessary political support and scarce resources to adopt and implement
crisis-induced lessons are more likely when the initiative to make
changes follows quickly on the heels of the crisis. The sense of urgency
that lesson-drawing enjoys in the wake of a crisis evaporates quickly. A
crisis investigation that takes years to produce its findings should not
expect an army of eager political entrepreneurs waiting to run with the
ball. Nor is it realistic to expect that pending such long investigations,
major financial resources are being kept in reserve to cover the often
considerable costs of major policy changes.
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The research on so-called high-reliability organizations (HROs) sup-
ports these conclusions. It suggests that learning is highly contingent
upon the right mix of factors and actors. It also shows – this would be the
good news – that organizational leaders can build and maintain safety
cultures in organizations that facilitate effective learning.32 When a
safety culture takes hold, Argyris and Schön would say that deutero
learning has occurred: the organization has learned to learn. It has, in
other words, acquired an institutional capacity for lesson-drawing.

Policy change based on double-loop learning is possible, but it is
precious and vulnerable: if one or several of the enabling factors are
absent, efforts to discover, adopt, and implement intelligent policy
changes after crises are easily aborted or subverted.33 This explains
why we can learn without seeing any change.

Sometimes we see change without learning. In fact, more than a few
crises are followed by speedy reform proposals that hardly build upon
the type of analytical underpinnings discussed above. Political logic
rather than learning requirements dictate the pace of the action: creating
a public appearance of responsible and forceful action now is given
priority over launching more highly informed proposals later.

6.3 Change without learning: crisis as opportunity
for reform

Crises do not create only cognitive puzzles and political problems for
leaders: some of them are sure to view the crisis as an opportunity to
instigate major policy and institutional changes (as will other stakehold-
ers inside and outside government). Crises signal that pre-existing plans,
policies, or organizational practices have failed. Institutional renewal
becomes a possibility. Crises create opportunities for breakthroughs that
in normal times are simply unthinkable or politically infeasible. They
make possible the rotation of elites, the revision of policies, and the
redesigning of institutions. They represent a window of opportunity for
reform.34

The relation between crises and reform is often noted in both aca-
demic theorizing and popular wisdom.35 In political science, for
instance, students of democratization have posited that crisis is a neces-
sary condition for change.36 Students of government argue that govern-
ance unfolds as a pattern of “punctuated equilibria” – long eras of
stability alternated with short-lived periods of uncertainty and conflict.37

They point to critical junctures during which existing polity settings,
policy goals, and institutional arrangements for policy-making come
under pressure. This pressuremay jeopardize their self-evident legitimacy
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and de-institutionalize governance. These notions suggest the reform
potential of crises, which can be fully exploited by leaders acting upon
these critical junctures.

This belief finds rich and easy support in practice. Many crises, after
all, give birth to ambitious efforts to reform the policies and institutions
of government.38 They become viewed as symptoms of underlying soci-
etal vulnerabilities and governance problems. The critical problems are
framed as endogenous to government. Government is no longer seen as
part of the solution of social problems but has become part of the
problem (to paraphrase a famous Ronald Reagan dictum). Reform is
in order and seems to follow as a matter of course. Media reports rarely
fail to recast crises and disaster in terms of new beginnings.

Upon closer scrutiny, however, the relation between crisis and reform
is less straightforward than commonly assumed. In many crises, elites
desperately struggle to preserve rather than to reform the status quo.
Many policy changes announced with fanfare during or in the wake of
crises are reforms in name only and are better described as efforts to
preserve pre-crisis structures and practices. Even when reform proposals
are truly intended to bring about double-loop lessons and structural
changes, they rarely materialize in the long run. The belief that crisis
and reform make a happy couple is, therefore, in need of qualification.
Hence, crises do create opportunities for reform, but incumbent leaders
tend to shy away from seizing upon them. Let us now elaborate on both
parts of this thesis.

Why crises make reform possible

Under normal circumstances, reform of public policy and organizations
appears to be nearly impossible. Scholars of government have filled
libraries with their catalogues of reform failures.39 In order for a reform
proposal to become successful, it must survive bureau-political infight-
ing in its conception phase, political debate in its birth stage, and
entrenched opposition in its early years. Every now and then crisis
lessons or change proposals do survive and “stick.” Explanations of such
rare successes are usually couched in terms of leadership and crisis.40

A crisis creates an opportunity for reform when it highlights a per-
formance deficit. This happens when a government agency or policy
either is shown to have contributed to the development of that crisis or
has proven evidently incapable of responding adequately to it.41 This
performance deficit, which becomes manifest at a time when good
governance is needed most, becomes a source of contention. The effect-
iveness, efficiency, and appropriateness of existing policy-making

Learning from crises and the politics of reform 123



procedures, organizational routines, and traditional modes of public
service delivery are subjected to intense criticism.42 It is clear that the
“old way of doing things” is no longer feasible. Tried-and-trusted rou-
tines are suddenly weighed against promising yet wholly uncertain alter-
natives. In other words, political and public support for the pre-crisis
policy or organization is disappearing swiftly.

In 2004, this happened to one of the most venerable British insti-
tutions: the BBC. The crisis found its roots in the Iraq dossier put
together by the British government in the early fall of 2002. The Blair
government used the dossier to convince the British public of the threat
posed by Saddam Hussein’s regime. The claim that Iraq needed only 45
minutes to send rockets to the UK proved a convincing argument in
winning over the House of Commons. Shortly after British and Ameri-
can forces had invaded Iraq in the spring of 2003, BBC reporter Andrew
Gilligan accused the Blair government of exaggerating the Iraqi threat.
The “45 minutes claim” did not emerge from solid intelligence, Gilligan
asserted, but out of the spin-doctoring pen of adviser Alistair Campbell.
A public row ensued between the BBC and the government, with
representatives of both institutions accusing the other of lying. The crisis
tragically escalated when the source of Gilligan’s reporting was exposed
by government leaks: weapons expert and government employee
Dr. David Kelly committed suicide several days later.

The BBC, supported by its long-standing and internationally reputa-
tion for fair and accurate reporting, was winning the battle for public
sympathy. The Blair government stumbled. The decisive turn in the
crisis came when the spotlight shifted to Gilligan. Other reporters began
to question the accuracy of his reporting. Gilligan refused to show the
notes of his conversation with Dr. Kelly. Then his record of rather
“creative” reporting was unearthed. When the Hutton inquiry into the
affair concluded that Gilligan had violated the standards of quality
reporting, the BBC came under fire. Its director resigned and its
reputation was tarnished.43

Consider another example of an institution in crisis.44 After the fall of
the Berlin Wall in 1989, article 16 of the West German constitution came
under siege. This article specified that all refugees would be entitled to
asylum in the German republic. It symbolized the German transform-
ation after World War II into a democratic state and communicated the
intention on the part of the West Germans to assist their German broth-
ers and sisters under communist rule. When the gates opened, however,
the influx of asylum seekers soon became too much. In addition to
pressing humanitarian concerns (decent housing), immigrants began
to meet with outright aggression and violence. In December 1992, all
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political parties agreed after an acrimonious decision making process that
article 16 had served its purpose and had to go.

In these examples the very institutional make-up of the BBC and
West Germany’s constitutional framework was at stake. These crises
challenged the core beliefs that guided the formulation and implemen-
tation of policies and practices within a particular area of government.45

Moreover, the organization of the policy process is challenged: authority
relations, rules, routines, and technology that structure processes of
policy making and implementation.

These institutional frameworks are usually the long-term product of
trust, successful performance, and coherence between policy ideas and
organizational forms. A solid institutional framework is important be-
cause it determines to a considerable degree how policies are made and
how they are administered. It brings certain stability to government
behavior, provided it stays in tune with the dominant societal and
political conceptions of what is appropriate. It helps to create “believable
futures”: we know what to expect from a stable policy sector.46

There are three reasons why a “deep,” highly politicized crisis sus-
pends this equilibrium. First, and perhaps most important, a crisis
relaxes the structural constraints that tend to keep institutions in place.47

It focuses attention on their previously unnoticed vulnerabilities. In-
stead of devoting periodic, diluted attention to many different problems,
policy makers, media, and mass publics alike are consumed by one single
set of issues for some time. The sheer force of physical events or political
representations of their meaning raises public anxiety to such levels that
there is an increased willingness to follow leaders who claim to be able to
cope and an equal readiness to support unconventional and risky policy
options. Far-reaching mandates may be delegated to centralized author-
ities and the number of potential veto points in the policy process is
temporarily reduced to “let the government govern.” Some crises give
rise to the “rally around the flag effect”: substantive conflicts over issues,
entrenched modes of adversarial behavior, and ongoing institutional
battles between different players in the policy arena are temporarily
suspended.

Second, as the routine way of working and thinking becomes dis-
credited in the eyes of outsiders, room for alternatives suddenly emerges.
The chief characteristic of a stable public institution is that its modus
operandi remains unexamined and is taken for granted. A crisis invites
everybody to take a close look; it prompts the question whether this
institution and the way in which it operates are effective and beneficial to
all. In short, the loosening of institutionalized structure makes it possible
for new structures to be considered.
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Third, a crisis “unfreezes” entrenched ways of thinking not only at the
top but throughout the policy sector in which a crisis has occurred. As
we know from the research on policy implementation, it is ultimately the
way that middle-level and street-level bureaucrats “walk the walk and
talk the talk” that determines the success and failure of public policies.48

A crisis tends to shatter their confidence in those trusted routines be-
cause of the very fact that they have proven unreliable in the face of
pressure.

Combined, these factors allow for a radical break in the chains of
historical legacies. A window of opportunity opens for implementing
lessons learned and making the system more robust. Much, however,
depends on what happens during the crisis and its immediate aftermath.
Crisis management is a crucial factor in explaining why, how, and how
deeply a crisis-stricken organization, network, or polity learns from
crisis.49

Why reform does not always follow crisis

Whether lessons learned are actually implemented depends to a consid-
erable extent on the management strategy that is adopted to deal with
the crisis. The continuum of possible positions is marked by two extreme
ends: the conservative approach and the reformist approach.50

When leaders adopt a reformist approach, they aim to change policies or
redesign the institutional features of a public organization in order to
ensure a new fit with the changed environment. This strategy attempts to
bridge the exposed performance gap and restore faith in the sector by
breaking with past practices and adopting lessons learned. It usually
requires bold, risk-taking forms of leadership, as crisis lessons tend to
move away from (rather than back to) the status quo. Policy makers
adopting this approach amplify rather than dampen the crisis mood; they
must “sell” the new alternatives for the pre-crisis status quo in both
political and bureaucratic arenas.51

A conservative approach aims to defend and maintain the pre-existing
institutional essence in the face of pressures to change it. The core idea is
that incremental improvement rather than radical redesign will close the
performance gap and restore legitimacy. This leadership strategy
amounts to a form of “dynamic conservatism”: adapting policy in-
struments and recalibrating organizational structures and routines to
accommodate external pressures for change, as a means to preserve
the institutional core, for example the prevailing policy paradigm and
organizational mission.52
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Most leaders do not automatically embark on the path of reform when
confronted with a crisis. In fact, they appear to be rather inclined toward
a conservative strategy. To understand why this is so, one must recall the
essence of crisis: it constitutes a threat to valued ways of working and
thinking. The political-administrative elite that deals with this threat will
prefer to curb it before trying to change organizations or policies. The
centralization reflex of most government crisis-response systems endows
them with special authority, with the unstated aim to preserve what
exists: as a rule, hierarchies do not funnel authority to those who seek
to change their very modus operandi.

This appears to be especially true for incumbent authorities who must
deal with a crisis that is framed in terms of internal causes. To start with
the latter, internal problems are typically addressed first in terms of
repair. A glitch in the institutional machinery requires a competent
mechanic, not new machinery. It is not until this perception changes
that crisis managers will contemplate the necessity of reform. Whereas
incumbent authorities tend to see it as their job to maintain and protect
the values they have been socialized into as well as the achievement
record of their own administration, newly appointed elites are much
more inclined to view their task as one of renewal. It is only under these
special circumstances that policy elites may perceive crises to be a
window of opportunity.53

The political calculus usually advises against reform-oriented strat-
egies. Consider the four most likely futures that leaders can expect,
depending on their choice of strategy (reform or repair) and the way
the crisis outcome will be perceived (see Figure 6.1). A conservative
approach is relatively low risk. If a state of order returns, leaders can
claim credit. If things change for the better, leaders can still claim credit.
Reform is the risky road to choose. Leaders may win big when they

Figure 6.1. Alternative post-crisis futures.
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promise and accomplish long-overdue reforms, but they also run the risk
of disillusion and deep credibility losses.

Our first maxim of post-crisis reform politics can thus be summarized
as follows: in response to crisis, incumbent policy elites are more likely to aim
at conservation than reform. This thesis is firmly rooted in the psycho-
logical literature on decision making and commitment. It also fits the
dominant view of public policy making in established democracies,
which suggests that public policy normally evolves in a slow, incremental
fashion.54

If this claim is accurate, it follows that there must be one or more
special factors at play when a double-loop learning, reform-oriented
approach comes to prevail in a crisis. After all, reform does occur – if
only sporadically – in the wake of crises. Policy makers must, in other
words, either be induced or enabled by specific circumstances to adopt a
reformist approach. Four factors seem especially relevant.

Perceived inevitability Crisis leaders may consider reform inev-
itable, indeed the only way to deal with the crisis. This is most likely to
happen when a crisis is seen as the outcome of shifts in the external
environment. External shifts such as war, climate changes, economic
depressions, and energy shortages can acutely threaten the very existence
of a policy sector. Repair is not an option, as the threats cannot be
managed; nothing short of all-out reform will save the day. This percep-
tion of inevitability may be self-evident or it may grow in the wake of
ineffective restoration efforts. Our second maxim is therefore: leaders will
be more likely to adopt double-loop lessons and a reformist crisis management
strategy if they attribute the cause of the crisis to external factors.

Annoyance Leaders are, obviously, more likely to adopt far-
reaching changes the more annoyed they are with the existing institu-
tional make-up (and the less politically committed they are to uphold it).
As argued before in this book, we should never forget that crises put
people under immense pressure and provoke emotional reactions. When
leaders perceive the crisis as a result of previously noted or long-standing
problems, they may be tempted to exploit the crisis to rid the sector of
the underlying problem. Even when rational considerations would sug-
gest a more incremental, deliberative course, leaders can get so annoyed
with the “foot dragging” of policy organizations that they decide to move
swiftly and decisively. Our third maxim is: policy makers will be more likely
to adopt double-loop lessons and a reformist crisis management strategy if they
are convinced that the crisis makes it possible to solve long-standing irritations
and nagging problems.
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Political survival Under routine circumstances, policy plans
tend to be informed by an assessment of what is politically and technic-
ally feasible. What is feasible during a crisis, however, is determined
more by the desire to survive politically than by technical feasibility. If
a sufficient number of powerful actors in the political arena favor reform
initiatives over conservation efforts, a reformist strategy is more likely to
be adopted. Having presided over the development of the crisis and at
risk of being blamed for its occurrence, incumbent elites will be espe-
cially sensitive to political moods and majority preferences. It becomes
nearly impossible for them to argue against reform on the basis of
technical arguments only. This becomes more plausible when the crisis
is more severe, or when the autonomous rhythms of the political process
(ranging from election time to imponderables such as Zeitgeist) favor
trailblazing over maintaining trodden paths. Our fourth maxim is: leaders
will be more likely to adopt double-loop lessons and a reformist crisis manage-
ment strategy if they perceive that there is (at least) a minimum winning
coalition favoring reform in the political venues that are essential to their own
survival in office.

Structural opportunities It becomes much easier to contemplate
more unorthodox policy alternatives for dealing with a crisis when a
leader experiences few checks and balances. In some types of emergen-
cies, most notably natural disasters, civil disturbances, or near-war situ-
ations, authorities can invoke formal powers and create bylaws that
amount to a significant centralization of authority. This allows them to
temporarily bypass routine bureaucratic and parliamentary procedures,
curb media activity, or even relax legal constraints on state actions. The
more veto power is removed from the scene, the higher the chances that
a reform coalition may triumph. Our fifth maxim is: leaders are more likely
to adopt double-loop lessons and a reformist crisis management strategy when
they can operate within the framework of an ad hoc centralization of initiative
and authority.

Conditions for reform success

Whichever strategy crisis leaders select (reform or restoration), the ques-
tion is whether they can effectuate it. Their strategy must gain poli-
tical ascendance and acceptance, it must be implemented, and finally
it must restore trust in the problem-solving capacity of a public policy or
organization. Three preconditions are required to make this happen.

A first condition is that the chosen strategy corresponds with political
and societal conceptions of the future. Conservation efforts can be
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effective only when the core values and beliefs underpinning the pre-
crisis institutional regime have survived the crisis. Likewise, reform
efforts stand a chance only when the underlying opinion bias goes the
other way: a widespread feeling has escalated into existence that status-
quo actors and institutions have lost their prominent position in the
system.

A second condition is that crisis leaders manage to seize and retain the
initiative in the crisis process. They must demonstrate that they have
recognized the impending crisis and have begun to address it well before
their own actions become portrayed by others as part of the problem.
Early recognition (and acceptance, which is not self-evident) of a
widening performance gap and decreasing legitimacy increases the
probability that crisis management strategies will be effective when the
situation has escalated.

A final condition is simply that leaders are adept at playing the game of
post-crisis reform politics. There is no such thing as the “ten golden
rules” that will help to play this game. Leaders must, of course, avoid the
obvious mistakes, such as sacrificing their public credibility in pursuit of
short-term relief from media pressure. They should avoid the temptation
of heroism: adopting a leadership style of “going at it alone” is likely to
prove quixotic at a time when their political stature is weak and they
need allies more than ever.55 However, the challenges of post-crisis
politics may require skills that are fundamentally at odds with all those
other challenges outlined in this book. This brings us to the paradox of
crisis leadership.

6.4 Implementing lessons of crisis: an impossible task?

One would be justified in asking how policy makers can be expected to
learn the right lessons and smoothly implement them, making use of the
opportunity window that crises tend to open. Consider what we expect
from them. While they are still busy coordinating all sorts of operational
challenges that directly relate to the crisis at hand, they must exercise
reform leadership. They need to articulate that the status quo is unten-
able, propose a coherent set of radical and politically sanctioned reforms,
and guard their integrity during reform implementation. They must
embrace novel policy ideas, sell them to diverse audiences, and wield
power to see them enacted.56 Reform leaders must exercise their gusto in
an environment of inherent uncertainty and considerable resistance in
societal, political, and bureaucratic arenas.

Hence, a compounding tension for crisis leadership comes to the
fore: the imperatives of effective crisis containment conflict with the
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imperatives of “puzzling” and “powering.” It suggests, at the very least,
that crisis management and reform leadership cannot be the province of
the same executives. Two sets of tension seem especially relevant in this
discussion.

Repair or reform?

Reform leadership is an exercise in “creative destruction.”57 Old struc-
tures must be destroyed before new ones can be implemented. In order
to be effective reformers, leaders will want to seize upon the damage
done. They dramatize the seriousness of the situation, yet at the same
time “externalize” its causes. Leaders can use the language of crisis only
if they themselves are not at risk of being blamed for the crisis at hand
(newly incumbent leaders are, ceteris paribus, in a much better position
to do so than veteran leaders).

But in the thick of crisis, learning and reform are not always priorities
for crisis leaders. They are under tremendous pressure to restore a sense
of normalcy. Core values and proven methods then become anchors in
stormy seas; crisis is not a time for critical self-reflection and exploring
new options that pay off in the long run only. The use of reform rhetoric
at this time of turbulence may compound rather than alleviate the
collective stress that has been generated by crisis. It will surely evoke
resistance among those who have a stake in the status quo ex ante. Even
new leaders who have emerged on a platform of change prior to the
occurrence of crisis may be forced to suspend their reform ambitions.
Attractive as it may seem, seizing the crisis opportunity for the sake of
gaining momentum for reform amounts to taking a huge gamble with
history. Many leaders avoid it.

Persuasion or muscle?

Reform leadership is about persuasion. Commands and intimidation do
not work in pluralistic polities. Reform leaders, in particular, have much
persuading to do because their plans differ markedly from what exists.
They have to convince multiple audiences that what they want is good,
realistic, and inevitable. Moreover, they must convince stakeholders
that the benefits of the proposed double-loop lessons outweigh the
sunk costs of existing structures and policies. This requires not only
effective command and selection of facts, and the rhetorical skills to
present them; it also touches upon the socio-emotional bond between
leaders and citizens. Leaders need to reassure followers that they know a
way out.
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Effective reform leaders also anticipate implementation obstacles.
They display an awareness of implementation structures, identify key
players, and build sufficient support among them. They know that
blueprints made in the ivory tower will not materialize. Organizational
heterogeneity, powerful clienteles, and professional autonomy are but a
few factors that make consultation with implementing actors a prime
condition for effective reform.

During a crisis, policy makers tend to use a top-down, command-and-
control style. Short-circuiting the decision-making process speeds up
the government’s response capacity in the face of urgent threats. But
the fiction of control continues once they are organized into small and
coherent crisis centers and special committees. Gone are the endless
negotiations with many stakeholders. Instead of brokering painstaking
compromises, leaders actually make decisions and issue orders. Even
considerate policy makers who do not become addicted to top-down
governance will be forced in a crisis to make crucial and controversial
decisions without engaging in the normal procedures of consulting all
involved.

These centralization tendencies are most likely understood and tem-
porarily accepted by many stakeholders. In the early phases of crisis,
political support is granted near-automatically. It usually begins to wane,
however, as soon as the first shock has been absorbed and the first
revelations of causes surface. Leaders who seek to gain momentum for
reform by exploiting their temporary powers of authority are taking a big
risk. They may gain political support at large by demonstrating the
willingness to make big decisions, but do so at the price of antagonizing
many of the stakeholders they have to deal with on a day-to-day basis
long after the crisis is gone.58 When leaders are seen to abuse the
centralized decision regime for a “crash-through” strategy of pushing
controversial reform, the backlash can be strong.

6.5 The perils of opportunity: from crisis-induced reforms to
reform-induced crises

To some leaders, some of the time, crises may be more of an opportunity
than a threat. For leaders who are likely to remain untainted by the
politics of blaming that accompanies most contemporary crises, these
episodes open windows of opportunity. Crises enable such leaders to
temporarily stop “muddling through” and actually push through reform
packages that would be unimaginable during “normal” times. It is by no
means guaranteed that they succeed: even in deep crises the resilience of
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the institutional status quo and its political, bureaucratic, and societal
veto players should not be underestimated.

But even when long-established, deeply entrenched policy trajectories
are reformed, this does not mean that learning has taken place. It does
not mean policies have been adapted, specifically redesigned to help
reduce crisis vulnerabilities or increase crisis-response capacities. A crit-
ical observer may well conclude that the flurry of immediate measures
and organizational adjustments is more a product of political and bur-
eaucratic needs to deflect blame, communicate resolve, and demonstrate
competence than of careful and reflective learning from the perturbations
that crises cause.

The urge to project political determination and to alter quickly the
conditions that seemingly were linked to the occurrence of the crisis is
perfectly understandable. Yet while reformers may be able to grasp the
direct consequences of their own proposals, the potential second-order
effects of big and sudden changes are rarely considered in the aftermath
of political crisis management. As a result, governments may achieve
some kind of readjustment in light of a recent, frame-breaking experi-
ence, but they forego the opportunity of having a more informed learn-
ing process aimed at upgrading crisis management performance in a
more fundamental fashion.

It may be true that the great leaders in history are those who turned
crisis into prosperity, but it should be remembered that many failed in
the attempt. Explanations of the development of administrative and
political systems often feature crises. For instance, one significant force
propelling advances in European integration was the periodic occur-
rence of political crises. These episodes altered the political agendas
and calculus of European leaders. More importantly, the need to respond
to them often produced constructive innovations of collaborative insti-
tutions and programs. However, studies of imperial decline document
the serial mismanagement of crises.

The relation between crisis and development thus remains a conten-
tious one. This should come as no surprise if one realizes that the
requirements of reformist leadership conflict with the best practices of
conventional crisis management. In other words, the standard prescrip-
tions for political reform craft are a dangerous guide for leaders in times
of crisis.

Crises tend to cast long shadows upon the political systems in which
they occur. It is only when we study these longer-term processes that
we are able to assess their full impact. Unfortunately, such studies are
quite rare.59 In the wake of the 9/11 events, such investigations seem of
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significant relevance to society and to government leaders. Most studies
of the “crisis aftermath” of emergencies have been about community
reconstruction, individual and collective trauma, and legal battles. We
need to complement these studies by taking a broader macro-social
perspective that looks at collective “learning” for an entire nation, polity,
or society in the aftermath of crisis. It remains an open question whether
crises trigger systemic change or whether they forestall such change,
and to what extent these processes can be channeled by good crisis
governance.
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7 How to deal with crisis: lessons for
prudent leadership

7.1 Introduction

In this book we have presented a number of empirical claims about
leadership in crisis management. These are based on the findings of
several decades of crisis research in various corners of the social sciences.
In this final chapter, we take the lessons that emerge from theories
and research findings on crisis management and translate these into
recommendations for improving crisis management practices.

In the real world of crisis management, trade-offs must often be made
among these various desirabilities. Policy makers face such challenges,
make decisions, and have to live with the consequences of their actions
or inactions. These consequences also matter to citizens who either
suffer the results of governmental unpreparedness or reap the benefits
secured by crisis-ready leaders and organizations.

This chapter attempts to transfer knowledge from academia to the
corridors of public power. These research findings should prove helpful
to those who have or take the public responsibility to deal with crises. A
deeper and more comprehensive understanding of the subject enables
public leaders to think about and engage in crisis management in a more
reflective and responsible fashion. Our recommendations do not tell
policy makers what to do and decide when they face the leadership
challenges that emerge during crises. They do offer ideas and sugges-
tions about how prudent leadership in crises might be exercised and
organized.

7.2 Grasping the nature of crises

Let us begin with the nature of the beast. What is it that makes crises
particular? And what should policy makers understand about crises
when they seek to enhance their crisis leadership capacities?

One of the most important things to keep in mind is that crisis is a
label, a semantic construction people use to characterize situations or

137



epochs that they somehow regard as extraordinary, volatile, and poten-
tially far-reaching in their negative implications. The intensity or scope
of a crisis is thus not determined solely by the ‘objective’ nature of the
threat, the level of uncertainty, or the time available to decision-makers.
A crisis is to a considerable extent what people make of it.

Why people collectively label and experience a situation as a crisis
remains something of a mystery. Physical facts, numbers, and other
seemingly objective indicators are important factors, but they are not
decisive. A flood that kills 200 people is a more or less routine emergency
in Bangladesh, but it would be experienced as a major crisis in, let’s say,
New Jersey or Paris. Crises are in this sense in the eye of the beholder. It
is people’s frames of reference, experience, and memory, values and
interests that determine their perceptions of crisis. A sense of “collective
stress” results not just from some objective threat but also from the
intricate interaction between events, individual perceptions, media re-
presentations, political reactions, and, as we have argued throughout the
book, government efforts at “meaning making.”

This process of collective understanding is one of escalation and de-
escalation. It is subject to the influence of actors who have a stake in
playing up a crisis mood, or playing it down. And this is exactly what
happens when unexpected incidents or major disruptions are predicted
or actually occur: not only will different political, bureaucratic, societal
and international stakeholders form their own picture of the situation
and classify it in terms of threats and opportunities, but many of them
will actively seek to influence the public perception of the situation.
Once a particular definition of the situation has taken hold in leaders’
minds or in public discourse, it becomes a political reality that policy
makers have to take into account and act upon.1 Initial definitions tend
to be persistent.

Policy makers should therefore actively consider what a particular,
potentially crisis-triggering event means to them and their overall polit-
ical strategies, and should take a proactive part in shaping the public
understanding of it. If they don’t, others will, leaving policy makers to
respond to an agenda that is not necessarily favorable to their view of the
common good or to the interests they cherish.

The second thing to keep in mind is that incidents and disturbances
are much more likely today than ever before to be viewed not as unfor-
tunate events that just “happen” but as the avoidable consequences of
deficient political choices, government policies, and organizational prac-
tices. The “Act of God” argument or its mundane corollary (“shit
happens”) no longer suffices to account for the occurrence and severity
of a crisis. In the Western world, citizens and opinion leaders expect

138 The Politics of Crisis Management



comprehensive security and a comfortable degree of stability, even when
they may recognize in the abstract that their world has become increas-
ingly complex and risky. When the ordinary routines of life are disrupted
severely, something must have gone wrong somewhere and somebody
will have to answer for it.

Leadership in crisis response will inevitably require a two-pronged
strategy: dealing with the events “on the ground” (whether literally as
in civil emergencies or metaphorically as in a currency or stock market
crisis) and dealing with the political upheaval and instability triggered by
these events. Neglecting one or the other is detrimental to any attempt to
exercise public leadership in a crisis.

Thirdly, one should accept that even the richest and most competent
government imaginable can never guarantee that major disruptions
won’t occur. Policy makers cannot escape the dilemmas of crisis re-
sponse by banking on crisis prevention. Crisis prevention is a necessary,
indeed vital task, but it works best for familiar contingencies, such as
those that have occurred previously and exhibit tell-tale signs at an early
stage. Crises are the unique combination of system vulnerabilities, in-
herent “pathogens,” and climate factors of a political and societal
nature. Prevention is very difficult when it comes to the “unknowable”
and “unimaginable” events at the heart of many crises. There is no
alternative to investing serious time and energy in thinking in a more
generic sense about the “rude surprises” that will inevitably occur: the
unpleasant, undesirable, unexpected, unorthodox, uncertain, and often
inconceivable contingencies that cannot be met by the available reper-
toires and resources of society and government.2

Policy makers do not like to think about potentially nasty and as yet
purely hypothetical events, since it is so psychologically unsettling and
because there are so many other pressing issues. However, if they do not
lead the way in breaking through the natural tendency for organizations
to ignore or minimize this kind of contingency planning by demonstrat-
ing personal and sustained commitment to it, they should not expect
much to happen in this regard. It is politically prudent to think about
future crises. In the wake of a crisis, a laissez-faire approach in the pre-
crisis stage tends to be viewed as negligence, and can cause much trouble
for the leaders who bear final responsibility.

This may all seem rather ominous. Yet leaders should keep an open
mind to the fundamental ambiguity of crises: they entail threats, but they
may also harbor opportunities. Leadership makes a crucial difference in
our perspective. Let us recapitulate what we regard as the five key tasks
of crisis leadership:
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• sense making: making sure that policy makers get a firm grasp on what
is going on and what might happen next;

• decision making and coordinating implementation: shaping the over-
all direction and coherence of the collective efforts to respond to the
crisis;

• meaning making: actively shaping the public understanding of the
crisis as much as is feasible in a democratic, mediatized political
system, in order to align the collective definition of the crisis in such
a way that it becomes possible to work purposefully toward a set of
desirable crisis outcomes;

• accounting and ending: contributing to the democratic process of
explaining one’s ideas and actions to forums of “legitimate value
judges,”3 in order to achieve closure of the crisis and allow society to
move on;

• learning: drawing lessons and grasping opportunities to reconsider
and perhaps reform those features of existing institutions, policies,
and practices that have been found wanting beyond repair in the crisis
process.

In the sections that follow we summarize our recommendations for
each of these critical leadership tasks in a number of maxims. Taken
together, they constitute an agenda for developing leadership capacity in
times of crisis.

7.3 Improving crisis sense making

There are many reasons why leaders do not see crises coming Threats
that policy makers and their organizations spot in time are the ones that
can be managed best. An early-warning system that works gives them a
chance to nip at least some evolving threats and risks in the bud.
Moreover, accurate early warning of an impending crisis gives policy
makers a chance to mitigate its consequences when it is too late or
otherwise impossible to avert its occurrence. This buys them time to
deal with the impact in a more orderly and effective fashion than is likely
to happen in the case of a surprise. Speaking politically, effective warning
gives leaders important advantages over those who do not see the crisis
coming. It allows them to think in advance not only about threats to
stave off but also about strategic or tactical opportunities that every crisis
harbors.

This is something that leaders should get their staffers to do as a
matter of routine: scan potential crises issues consistently for both
threats and opportunities.4 If leaders and their staffers fail to see them
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and act upon them, other players in the political arena might be more
astute, and this may complicate rather than facilitate a leader’s prospects
of handling a crisis successfully.

Policy makers should be alert to factors that inhibit the flow of vital
information and limit their capacity for early, flexible and imaginative
threat assessments. More often than not, they are caught by surprise in
the event of hostile attacks, large-scale accidents, or civil disorders. In
spite of vast investments in information-gathering agencies, intelligence
analysts, and a close reading of the daily news, senior officials appear
genuinely baffled time and again.

Crises surprise leaders in various ways. In some cases, no one in their
surroundings was looking in the right direction. Leaders should there-
fore take steps to reduce the likelihood of such blind spots, and be alert
to what they are not told and what they might not get to see of the
surrounding world. They should hone their intuition and develop their
capacity for detecting the silences and omissions in the midst of the
incoming flow of information and the talk of their advisers.5 Leaders
must make sure that their intelligence and advisory system operates on a
principle of “managed diversity”: diversity of technical expertise, of
values, of cultural backgrounds, in short of predispositions and perspec-
tives in scanning and interpreting the environment for possible major
contingencies. If they do not actively organize diversity and redundancy
in their advisory system, there is a real risk that existing policy paradigms
and organizational traditions will reproduce a limited and sometimes
outright biased view of the situation.

Secondly, surprise may occur because various officials and agencies
have parts of the puzzle but fail to put the pieces together in time.
Sharing information and joint sense making are by no means given,
particularly not when organizations compete for turf, money, prestige,
or simply the top official’s attention. Policy makers must actively create
strong incentives for hitherto separated, closed, competitive segments of
the bureaucracy to share and compare information.

This does not mean they should demand uniform outlooks and con-
sensus-based advice. They must simply nurture interaction. It is a lead-
ership task to balance expert outlooks and recommendations, and weigh
them against other equally important perspectives.6 This leadership skill
must be informed by a sensitivity to the wider political landscape. An
ideologically based or personally constructed normative compass for
any public action is a source of inner strength, but does not suffice.
Leadership also requires the ability to grasp and connect with the
fleeting public view of what constitutes a reasonable course of action in
a given crisis.
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Finally, a crisis may surprise a leader simply because no one had the
guts to tell the leader the bad news of its suspected arrival. The inner
circle around a chief executive may shield him from unpleasant news.
The less sure advisers feel about their position in the corridors of power,
and particularly vis-à-vis the leader, the stronger the incentives for them
to tell the chief executive what they think he wants to hear – and thus to
avoid mentioning anything that might be controversial or upsetting to
him.

Consistently asking for all the news, including worst-case scenarios, is
essential but not sufficient. Policy makers must also show by their
attitudes and actions that they value those who bring them bad news
or have the courage to argue unpopular viewpoints. In any system where
hierarchy is the bottom line, anticipatory compliance and risk minimiza-
tion are always right around the corner, even in seemingly informal,
collegial, “professional” groupings. Leaders must be continuously aware
of the distorting influence their presence might have on the frankness of
discussion among their advisers. Sometimes the best leadership is not to
provide vision and direction, indeed even not to be present, when
advisers seek to ascertain threats and make sense of contingencies.
Leaders are better off getting the fruits of their deliberation, including
any important or persisting disagreements, before they engage with them
directly.7

A crisis can become uncontrollable when leaders fails to develop a
clear picture of the unfolding events Crises generate a search for

information by all parties involved. If one does not manage the flow of
incoming information there is a serious risk that one will be swept away
by a deluge of data, communications, and “news.” The effects of this
deluge are amplified by colleagues, staffers, and advisers who all diag-
nose the needs of the situation according to their personal inclinations,
professional identities, and institutional roles.

To make sense of a crisis, leaders must make sure that robust systems
of data collection and information verification are in place. They should
secure and encourage staff to look methodically for the relevant facts in
the explosion of data, yet remain aware of how information is filtered
and summarized before it reaches their desk. They should probe behind
the seductive phrasings in texts and the compelling charts in briefings,
verify key facts, check assumptions underlying major intervention pro-
posals, and test these assumptions against their own values and political
objectives.

In the thick of a crisis, a leader should dare to take his time to evaluate
the information in front of him and to contemplate the dilemmas that
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seem to emerge from that information. This does not mean leaders
should procrastinate in the hope that the threat will evaporate or incre-
mental improvement will occur. Only if the information flows have been
properly organized – and this should be done in advance – can leaders
afford the luxury to call a time out.

This is not to say that all information flows can be controlled. Rumors,
for instance, are part and parcel of any crisis. Leaders should try to
address them through developing (in advance) a rumor-control regime:
proactive engagements with the mass media and direct channels of
communication to the relevant publics should help them in their struggle
with unfounded but widely accepted images of the situation. Leaders
should remember that rumors are not purely dysfunctional: they may
provide vital warnings or indicate key uncertainties. Rumors should be
read as pointers for effective communication and action. Moreover,
particularly in adversarial types of crises, the flip side of rumor control
may be rumor diffusion: it sometimes helps to keep one’s opponents
guessing about one’s state of mind, intentions, and capabilities.

Crises that challenge personal sense-making capacities are the ones
leaders find particularly distressing Part of leadership mythology

is that true leaders are impervious to stress. Crisis reality is that they are
not. Images of devastation and loss can affect policy makers deeply.
Some crises hurt their friends or loved ones directly. Some may present
them with dilemmas that touch their deepest fears about holding high
office and the awesome responsibilities it entails. Some crises are simply
too demanding and last too long.

These kinds of crisis characteristics do more to people than just arouse
them into maximum alertness. They wear policy makers down. Here we
are reminded that leaders are humans too: they are not immune to
stressors. It takes wisdom and courage to admit as much, particularly
in the midst of an ongoing crisis, but this very awareness facilitates
coping.

A leader who lacks the capacity for self-monitoring and has failed to
assign it to deeply trusted others in their inner circle runs the risk of
falling prey to high stress and fatigue, with potentially ruinous conse-
quences. Distressed and weary leaders may slide into adopting simplistic
images of the situation, stereotypes of other parties, and may be prone to
either passivity or haste and recklessness. When that happens, their
ability to make a sober diagnosis and provide a beacon of calmness
and prudence diminishes.

Rigorous adherence to elementary rules of stress control is essential
for leaders in times of crisis. This includes a suitable regime of waking,
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working, eating, drinking, and sleeping hours; a pre-arranged delegation
of competence and trust to deputies so that they can act with authority;
getting some of the most experienced and trusted advisers to monitor a
leader’s condition and performance during the crisis, with the explicit
assignment to issue warnings when executive stress is beginning to take
its toll. These rules should inform all efforts to prepare for crises.

7.4 Improving crisis decision making

The rhetoric of “the leader in charge” has little to do with the reality
of effective crisis decision making and coordination The effective-

ness of the crisis response is not directly related to an all-or-nothing, do-
or-die decision delivered by the crisis leader.9 To be sure, crises are often
best engaged through a combination of strategic choices and concerted
action. But it is not always a single boss or a small team at the top of the
governmental hierarchy who should make all decisions and who should
coordinate each and every action. Crises produce control paradoxes:
everybody assumes and expects leaders to be in charge, but the very
circumstances of the crisis make it both very difficult and sometimes
rather undesirable that they are.

However powerful they might seem, leaders are never wholly free
agents. They are institutionally embedded rulers: the institutional fea-
tures of administration shape the discretionary space for leaders in
dealing with crises. Part of a proactive crisis management strategy is to
reflect upon the institutional setting of crisis leadership and, if necessary,
try to alter it. Crisis leadership is more than proactive crisis responses; it
also involves fundamental questions of institutional design.

One such question concerns the division of labor between the various
layers of authority and nodes of action in a governance system that is
preparing for, or responding to, crisis: what should central, top-level
executives delegate to other officials and organizations, and where
should they insist upon close supervision of the full chain of command
and execution? This is a perennial debate – and a rather complex one we
might add – in public government. Easy answers do not exist; but during
a crisis there is little time to resolve such issues.

A second design issue concerns the management of heterogeneity and
conflict in crisis response systems. Crisis response operations mobilize
many distinct, partly overlapping, and sometimes openly competing
organizational units. Each draws upon its mandate, professional reper-
toire, and ethos in the fulfillment of the task at hand. Cooperation across
such professional boundaries has proven to be at least as difficult as
cooperation across geographical or institutional borders. When a crisis
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hits, leaders are ill-served when significant parts of the response oper-
ation are marred by inter-organizational miscommunications and rival-
ries right down to the operational level. Trying to arbitrate such issues in
the midst of a crisis not only consumes an inordinate amount of a chief
executive’s much-needed time and energy, it is also likely to leave deep
scars in organizations and among professionals whose passions are
already aroused by the pressure of events.

Both design issues are best addressed by intelligent decentralization.
When a crisis materializes, a leader must be able to rely on the capacity
of professional units to improvise and synchronize their actions with
others. Leaders should therefore invest in creating the institutional and
social conditions that facilitate effective network coordination during
crises. During a crisis, they should monitor if and how coordination
emerges, and they should be available to “trouble shoot” when fric-
tions do occur – as they surely will no matter how solid the pre-crisis
network formation. Inadequacies must be swiftly addressed, even if that
entails serious departures from pre-crisis planning (see further below).

. . . But the buck of making the critical decisions goes all the way up
to the top leader(s) History is filled with examples of leaders

who failed to rise to the responsibility of high office when no one else
could make the call. The craft of governing requires a judgment call:
leaders must resist the temptation of impetuous moves in the heat
of crisis, but they cannot endlessly postpone decisions just because
of lingering uncertainty or irreversibility of consequences. Somewhere
between the irresponsible flight into symbolic action and the paralysis
prompted by fear, leaders must identify the critical decisions that they
alone can make.

Among the toughest decisions in crises are those that force leaders to
choose between whether or not to take draconic measures. Effective
intervention in a crisis may require the relaxation of the conventional
constraints that come with democratic governance and the rule of law.
When a leader decides to take that route, and gets results in reducing the
threat and restabilizing the situation, he may at first be heralded by the
media as a courageous and forceful leader. But as is bound to happen in
a democracy, soon after stakeholders and accountability forums (includ-
ing these very same mass media) will scrutinize his actions. A few key
questions are certain to emerge. Did leaders exercise good judgment, or
did they allow themselves to be captured by some hard-line faction
among their advisers? Did they try to protect the general interest or did
they seek to exploit the opportunities offered by the crisis to strike out
against political enemies?
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If short-term considerations prevail over longer-term ones, leaders set
the stage for a critical discussion on their performance. The core ques-
tion, then, is: at what cost to public values, civil liberties, freedom of the
press, and reputation abroad do leaders seek to gain the upper hand in
crises by means of rash moves? Even in the heat of crisis, broader
strategic and normative considerations must prevail in leaders’ reasoning
and choices. One such consideration must be how various actions
taken during peak moments in the crisis process will play out in the
long run. When the ordinary grind of political life takes hold again,
draconic crisis measures will appear in another light. The trade-offs
leaders made between effectiveness and appropriateness will be reframed
and reassessed by pivotal forces in their political environment.

Crisis planning helps more than crisis plans ever will in coordinating
crisis response operations Even if all possible crises could be

imagined, and even if money were not an issue, governments would still
experience many problems in the implementation of their crisis contin-
gency plans. This is not surprising: students of public administration
have stocked libraries with their research findings identifying the various
inherent shortcomings of modern government. Hence leaders should
assume that even if their associates correctly identify and agree on the
nature of future threats, they are likely to fail at properly designing the
right plan, securing the required funding, training the officials who
should do the job, controlling the entire process, or correcting deviations
when they occur. In other words: the crisis plan may be really good, but
it is unlikely that real crisis response patterns will follow it.

As Russell Dynes observed for disaster management: “The compos-
ition of the emerging structure seldom fits neatly with the pre-disaster
patterns of community organization or with the images of coordination
which are specified in planning.”10 This observation rings true for most
of the crisis cases we have studied. Whether we look at textbook
examples of perfect response or devastating failures, crisis plans rarely
occupy centre stage in the heat of the moment. A crisis plan may exert
some influence in the establishment of a crisis center, but the existence
and use of a formal plan do not by any means determine the effectiveness
of the crisis response.11

There is a good reason why detailed plans tend not to work well when
implemented religiously. A fundamental tension exists between the idea
of planning and the nature of crisis decision making. Planning presup-
poses knowledge of what will happen. In routine and rather stable
environments, we may be able to predict with a certain degree of preci-
sion how many people will require medical attention, attend school,
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draw unemployment, or commit crimes. Planning can thus begin. A
crisis, by definition, disturbs stable environments and creates uncer-
tainty. It presents authorities with unfamiliar challenges that can never
fully be dealt with in preconceived plans. Any crisis response operation
will therefore necessarily contain elements of improvisation, which
require flexibility and resilience rather than paper plans.

Crisis decision making and coordination are much more effective
when they are not dictated by detailed plans and allow for a healthy
degree of improvisation. In most crises, lives are saved and interests are
protected because of alert and decisive individuals and because organiza-
tions worked together in innovative ways. Lives are, of course, also lost
because of individual errors and organizational miscommunications, but
it is hard to see how an excessively detailed and constraining plan would
have improved coordination. Indeed, it is much easier to see how a plan
would suffocate individual initiative and spontaneous, organic cooper-
ation. Moreover, the absence of some planning dictate allows for new
organizational forms to emerge, replacing overloaded, disgraced, or
demolished public organizations originally tasked with crisis manage-
ment. This is a vital development underlying many effective crisis man-
agement operations, and one that should be facilitated by keeping
contingency plans simple. These plans should formulate clear principles
about aims to be achieved and the core preconditions that apply; they
should be flexible and low on details about how the various professionals
are supposed to do their jobs.

To be sure, planning the organization of crisis decision making and
implementation can benefit the effectiveness of crisis management
efforts. The secret lies in the planning process: by working on response
issues, participants become sensitive to problems that may emerge
during a crisis. They develop an understanding for the needs and ca-
pacities of other potential crisis management actors. This helps to build
social capital that facilitates smooth interactions in the heat of crisis.
When planning is viewed in terms of social capital building, the use of
simulations immediately comes to mind. Well designed and imple-
mented simulations are an elementary tool to foster realistic expectations
and build mutual trust, precisely the characteristics that inform effective
coordination. The Mayor of New York City, Rudolph Giuliani, referred
directly to a series of simulation exercises held in the years before
September 2001 in his explanation of the relatively coordinated response
to the World Trade Center collapse.

The real secret of coordinated crisis networks is found in the shared
values that guide the actions of the various actors involved.12 This
explains why coordination initially seems to evolve quite naturally in
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the early phases of many crises (the value of saving lives becoming
powerfully dominant), only to dissolve as the various actors begin to
champion different values (as the threat to life recedes). This insight also
helps to think through issues of preparation and planning. Leaders may
thus be better off in using crisis-planning processes to explore what binds
actors together and try to codify that in institutionalized coordination
arrangements rather than trying to heal factional conflict once it erupts
in the heat of a crisis.

7.5 Improving crisis meaning making

Leaders who lack the ability to communicate cannot lead in crises A
crisis never speaks for itself. In the uncertainty that such a period of
discontinuity provokes, people will try to attach meaning to their plight.
They will want to know why this happened and why it was not
prevented. They will want to find out what their leaders did to prevent
or at least minimize the scope of the crisis. Through a process of
collective meaning making, in which many different actors promote their
version of the events, some sort of shared (or contested) assessment will
arise.

Nor can leaders rely upon their crisis management performance to
speak for itself. If they want to be favorably assessed – in democracies a
condition sine qua non for a post-crisis leadership career – they will have
to “market” their version of events. This may be a humbling and perhaps
humiliating experience if it is approached as a chore to be performed to
satisfy the ungrateful. But leaders who understand that crisis manage-
ment is nothing more than governance under extreme conditions will see
this as an opportunity to explain the past and define possible futures.
The ability to shape images of recent adversity is extremely helpful in
charting new courses. Leaders must therefore build on their crisis per-
formance and surf the wave it provides for them.

Policy makers who seek to influence the process of meaning making in
crises must tell their story to the public, the media, and the politicians in
a convincing way. Crisis communication is one of the most effective yet
least understood means of imposing a degree of order on a highly
dynamic environment. Through effective communication leaders can
shape perceptions that channel behavior. That is why sloppy or clumsy
communications may have perverse effects: the behavior of individuals
will be informed by some alternative picture of the situation – a frame
that may motivate people to act in contraproductive ways. This should
not be read as a cue for Machiavellian leadership. It just reminds leaders
not to take for granted that their interpretation of the situation will
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match the dominant one among stakeholders or the general public.
Leaders must therefore become skilled in the art of crisis communication
before they must deal with crisis. In the absence of these skills, crisis
leaders become dangerously dependent on media advisers, spin doctors,
spokespersons or other surrogates.

Meaning making, however, entails more than effective media manage-
ment, a sound public relations policy, or a spin-doctoring wizard. To be
sure, media management requires a Herculean effort if one wants to do it
well. And yes, having a “spin doctor” in the team certainly helps to
package the message the right way. But thinking in terms of media
management and “spin” evokes a tactical approach from leaders where
a strategic one is required.Meaningmaking requires a philosophy of crisis
management, which reminds leaders of core values that must be pre-
served, structural weaknesses that must be repaired, and opportunities
to be explored.

Leader credibility is a particularly helpful resource in times of crisis.
Under threatening uncertainty, people look toward leaders and will
gladly put their fate in the hands of those they trust. Few leaders,
however, are trusted to this extent.

Leaders are easily tempted to make up for this “trust deficit” by
making tall promises and delivering assuring explanations. This is a
mistake. Credibility is won the hard way but is lost easily. A leader
who enters a crisis with low credibility status is facing an uphill struggle.
He will have to earn credits under trying conditions. This can only be
done by performing well. Giuliani, again, constitutes a good example:
highly controversial and all but written off prior to 9/11; a national hero
after it – by virtue of his determined, dignified, and honest leadership
style during the crisis. In contrast, empty promises and false assurances
will be exposed by at least some segments of the mass media army that
congregates around the story of a major crisis, and will then be fully
exploited by political opponents to erode the support base on which a
leader depends.

7.6 Improving crisis termination

Crises do not end of their own accord – they must be terminated It is
tempting to consider the cessation of operational crisis management
activities as the end of the crisis. It usually does not work that way
because the political aftermath assumes its own dynamics. Different
actors explore the aftermath for opportunities to attack opponents,
attract praise, initiate reform – or gain in any other way from the
temporary state of “unfreezed” structures. All these activities nurture a
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process of escalation, which leads surprised and exhausted leaders into
what is known as the “crisis after the crisis.”

Crisis leaders must therefore manage both the operational and the
political dimensions of crisis. They cannot afford to view operational
crisis management purely or even predominantly in functional terms –
they should “delegate” this perspective to senior officials who are further
removed from the political domain and stand closer to the operational
heat. A crisis leader must play the political game throughout the crisis,
starting the moment a crisis begins. That means operating in the political
domain, which inevitably takes away from operational command duties.
Leaders should engage in high politics even if normal politics have been
suspended because of the crisis.

Rendering account after a crisis is desirable and inevitable – yet also
politically risky Crises cast long shadows. And so they should,

to some extent. Major breakdowns in public order, safety, health, and
prosperity do not occur every day in most Western societies. Their very
occurrence should provoke serious reflection, and should – as a matter of
democratic principle – compel leaders to account for their actions and
those of the people and agencies in their sphere of responsibility prior to,
during, and following a crisis. Crises require an open and active account-
ability process, one that makes it possible to release tensions, to re-
equilibrate the social and political system, and to engage in meaningful
learning.

The massive media onslaught that is the hallmark of contemporary
crises guarantees that questions of responsibility, accountability, blame,
and compensation will be on the agenda. All actors involved are likely to
continuously assess and perhaps even defend their positions, in particu-
lar those who bear final responsibility. Apart from the mass media, many
formal, institutional accountability practices will be set in motion in
judicial, political, and professional arenas. These various and sometimes
closely intertwined accountability processes need not necessarily escalate
into tough, aggressive blame games, but they do often enough for any
leader to take that option into account.

Leaders should therefore prepare themselves and their staff for the
cascading political and possibly legal developments that may feature in
the wake of a crisis. Throughout the crisis, they should carefully docu-
ment the crisis response as well as the process which produced it. In
addition, they should closely monitor the events and the stances taken by
major political actors for possible long-run, second-order consequences,
those that come back to haunt leaders if they ignore them. They should
check how the media report the crisis and the government’s handling of
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it. Fluid images of success or fiasco are framed through media reports of
what leaders seemingly did and did not do during the crisis.

The evolution of the crisis narrative during the accountability process
can deprive leaders of control and drive them out of office. Leaders
should therefore beware not to immediately disband their crisis team
as the acute crisis stages seem to pass. They should stay proactive with
their organization, the media, and the principal political stakeholders.
The crisis aftermath is not a time to take a low profile or return to
“business as usual.” Leaders should remain visibly on top and be pro-
active in rendering account: open and forthright if possible, alert and
disciplined, repentant if necessary. Leaders should not render their
political fate dependent upon interpretations of the crisis put forward
by their critics and other stakeholders who may not necessarily have an
interest in a fair and balanced evaluation of the crisis process.

. . . But to treat it by definition as a blame game would create a self-
fulfilling prophecy It is sometimes said that in an earlier era,

governmental leaders could count on public sympathy in times of
trouble. If bad things happened, these were attributed to exogenous
factors (enemies, nature, or Acts of God). Today, this is certainly no
longer the case. Leaders must battle to (re-)obtain public support. So
instead of assuming that most crises generate the rally-around-the-flag
effect as seen in the United States following the 9/11 attacks, leaders
must seriously entertain the alternative scenario: that they become
scapegoats. In times where governments are often already deeply un-
popular, leaders run a serious risk of bearing the brunt of a societal
blaming process.13

When they come under fire in the wake of a crisis, it may be comfort-
ing for a leader to point the finger at somebody or something else. They
can try to claim, for example, that it was the mass media that inflamed a
difficult situation into a crisis. With a more responsible media, the crisis
would not have erupted at all, or their ability to manage the situation
would have been much better, or so they may argue. Unfortunately, the
chances of success for this type of blame-shifting strategy are slim.
Experience suggests that it is counterproductive for public leaders
to blame the media for what can easily be construed as their own
shortcomings.

Finding scapegoats lower down the bureaucratic hierarchy or across
the partisan divide may also seem an expedient blame-avoidance strategy
for an embattled leader. Here the chances of getting away with it are
somewhat bigger. History is filled with examples of how mid-level offi-
cials face charges linked to crises, while the top leadership escapes from
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being held liable. Yet this strategy may come at a hefty price. It earns a
leader the lasting distrust if not enmity of the people and organizations
that must work for him in years to come; some of these “lightning rods”
might not take their victimization lying down. When they put up a fight,
a blame game is started that is likely to feed on itself and escalate into a
situation where everybody loses.

By denying his role in the crisis, a leader misses a rare opportunity for
true self-evaluation and reflection. A leader would be well advised to seize
upon that opportunity, especially in the absence of a natural “Teflon”
coating that prevents crisis-induced blame from sticking to him. In the
end, buck passing only undermines one’s authority, whereas proactive
and well-communicated responsibility taking serves to reinforce it.

7.7 Improving crisis learning and reform craft

Drawing lessons from crises should involve more than unreflective
copying of seemingly successful policies and categoric rejections of
seemingly failed practices Over the course of their careers,

seasoned policy makers gather experiential lessons. When they face a
new crisis, they may assume it resembles previous ones, and rely upon a
tried-and-tested repertoire of techniques and stratagems. To the extent
that the current challenge resembles the recollected past, this is a sens-
ible thing to do. It reduces a policy maker’s sense of uncertainty and may
increase the speed and efficiency of crisis responses.

The present is not a carbon copy of any past, however. Policy makers
are easily led astray rather than helped by a strong reliance upon histor-
ical analogies with past crises. Direct personal experiences with crises are
valuable, but scarce and inherently ambivalent diagnostic resources. It is
naturally tempting for people to over-generalize from the experience of
one or two vividly remembered personal experiences to the neglect of the
wider experience base. For this reason alone, personal experiences of
crisis can and should be complemented by knowledge of the experiences
of others. This experience may be drawn from the history of one’s own
country or organization, or be vicarious – drawn from the experience of
other organizations in one’s own country or from that of organizations in
other countries. Before they draw lessons, policy makers should make
sure they are informed by multiple, systematic, and unbiased accounts
and analyses of not just the most recent but a range of relevant crisis
experiences.

If learning is to be more than the idiosyncratic use of analogies or the
unreflective copying of best practices, it should entail an intelligent
investigation of a range of past crises. Commissions, investigation

152 The Politics of Crisis Management



boards, and consulting firms play a role. The research on so-called high-
reliability organizations suggests that there are ways to build a safety
culture that facilitates effective learning. Moreover, the blossoming field
of crisis consultancy has developed several techniques – such as execu-
tive debriefings, post-mortem analyses, and the use of scenarios – that
may facilitate crisis learning.14

If they are to have any impact upon future public performance, the
findings of such systematic examinations, the lessons learned, must be
transmitted among individuals and embedded within the collective
learning dynamics of governments. The lessons must become part of
a shared and institutionalized memory bank, maintained by organiza-
tional units close enough to the heart of the policy-making machinery
to be relevant, but shielded as much as possible from post-crisis polit-
icking. From this reservoir of experience-based crisis management
knowledge, guidelines for future governmental action can be formu-
lated and disseminated. Hence a pivotal leadership task is to make sure
the institutional preconditions for this to happen exist. They should win
top-level support for the way lessons are formulated, even when the
resulting lessons are controversial. Crisis-aware public leaders stimulate
the quest for meta-learning (i.e. “learning to learn”) in the public
sector.15

Crisis-induced learning involves proactive, interactive, and ongoing
crisis-planning processes Crisis management requires coopera-

tive arrangements across different types of boundaries. Such working
networks must be built prior to being thrown into the hot seat. Public-
private partnerships are needed as many vital resources are in private
hands. Operational activities must be shaped in conjunction with a
general philosophy of crisis management, which itself is the outcome of
strategic and political-symbolic deliberations.

Chief executives should foster crisis planning as an ongoing process.
They should espouse a holistic view of the requirements for crisis
management performance, in contrast to narrow, sector-based, and
mechanistic perspectives grounded in distinct professions. Such a shared
paradigm for professional coordination can only be built in advance of
the next major crisis. This leaders can do by showing personal commit-
ment to crisis preparedness. Without leadership commitment, the work
toward improving organizational crisis capacity will soon slide into a
low-prestige ritual without adequate staff motivation. Leaders must free
up some of their own time and allocate ample resources for joint social-
ization and concerted action among the organizations most likely to form
the nucleus of crisis response operations. Joint training and rigorously
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designed and executed exercises must become institutionalized rather
than incidental occurrences in the government system.

Leaders must stimulate their organizations to launch an enduring
awareness-raising and training program, which engages many parts of
the leadership and their immediate staffs. This will demand considerable
resources including costly personnel time and executive attention. A
chief executive could motivate this strategy by imagining a crisis and
having to admit that the organization was inadequately prepared for the
situation because the policy makers gave a higher priority to other
responsibilities. A much better incentive is found in the fruits of active
involvement: a leader develops an intimate knowledge of operational
vulnerabilities and strategic concerns at the various levels of the policy
cycle. Employees are more likely to respect leaders who are willing to
engage, showing their own doubts and weaknesses. Insecure leaders
tend to stay away from crisis management – until it is forced upon them,
of course.

Sweeping reforms are not necessarily the best expression of crisis-
induced learning Deep crises often generate strong media and

political pressures for sweeping overhauls of pre-existing policies and
organizations. If things went wrong so badly, the institutional fabric
must have been really vulnerable. This line of thinking is predicated on
the premise that big events must have big causes. It is supported by the
long lists of missed signals, unheeded warnings, and response problems
that post hoc examinations tend to produce. But the more sophisti-
cated of these examinations also reveal another truth: crises are all too
often the result of escalated chain reactions in policy systems or high-
risk technologies. Moreover, crises are labels that do not correspond
one-on-one with the performance of organizations or operators.

Sweeping reforms do look good from a political perspective. They
reassert the capacity to lead and they hold the promise of serendipitous
gains from adversity. But sweeping reforms inevitably come with down
sides, which are only noted in the longer run long after the crisis has
faded. Reforms suggest that policies and organizations did not function
well, which disregards the efforts of policy makers and operators to deal
with the crisis in question. This nurtures so-called “appreciative gaps”
that so often separate leaders from operational reality. In addition,
sweeping reforms tend to be hastily construed and therefore ill con-
ceived. The performance capacity may therefore be undermined rather
than bolstered. Leaders are well advised to subject large-scale reform to
the scrutiny accorded to such proposals in normal times, even if this
makes for a tedious and compromise-filled process.
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In fact, there is something to be said for the idea that in many
instances the worst-case situation (the entire system has failed, therefore
everything must change) does not exist, and that more effective crisis-
induced learning is better guided by a leadership strategy of “dynamic
conservatism.”16 This strategy prioritizes the defense of core values and
institutional commitments. It urges leaders to flexibly adapt policy-
making structures and modus operandi of public organizations to the
high-pressure context of crisis rather than to succumb to the temptation
of grand reform rhetoric.

It is, of course, not easy to determine what must change so that the rest
can remain the same. Leaders therefore need some kind of policy compass
or roadmap, which helps them negotiate this inherent tension between
stewardship and change mastership. They must have a clear idea of what
is worth preserving in their society, policy field, or organization. This can
guide them once they are forced into the unfamiliar, chaotic terrain of a
major crisis. Such a philosophy of crisis management should help to
prevent from occurring common crisis response modes such as ad hocery,
improvisation, and stress-induced rigidity. It should prevent leaders from
making immediate, “knee-jerk” decisions; it focuses attention on long-
term consequences of any reform plans.

The implementation of reform programs is a long-term process that
generates complex problems. Contrary to popular expectations, as we
have shown, crisis-induced reforms do not escape this iron law; quite the
contrary. Crisis-induced reform is often a product of centralized and
opportunistic policy management (matching pre-existing reform pack-
ages to now-salient critical problems). In this context of “seizing the
moment,” due process and deliberative democracy make way for pro-
cedural shortcuts, and forceful crisis rhetoric masks the implementation
dilemmas attached to the reforms advocated.

The German reunification brokered so brilliantly by Helmut Kohl and
others in the wake of the collapse of the Berlin Wall will remain a
textbook case for years to come: a political success when it was decided
upon, it became an implementation nightmare in the years after –
economically, socially, and politically.16 Whereas successful reform
leaders take an inclusive approach and co-opt key officials and groups
who will become involved during the implementation process, rapid-fire
reform strategies in crisis decision making tend to hinge upon exclusive,
inner-circle modes of making policy. As a consequence, the appreciative
gap that separates policy makers from implementers is not bridged, but
widened.17 As soon as the sense of crisis urgency passes, leaders will have
to deal with this gap. Hence the paradox: crisis-induced reforms are
likely to produce reform-induced crises.
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7.8 Preparing for crises: concluding reflections

Citizens expect many things of their leaders. Being an effective crisis
manager is not always at the top of the mental checklists that voters use
to evaluate candidates for high office, but many political executives will
find out during the course of their tenure that it is a crucial quality they
must possess if they want to stay in office and remain effective. In crises,
the leadership potential of public office-holders is put to the test, and the
testing is done in full public view thanks to the relentless media scrutiny
that crises generate.

Many government leaders have failed to live up to the multifaceted
requirement of successful crisis management: being effective, being
moral, respecting democratic constraints – and being seen to be this
way. Often, short-term imperatives for visible, forceful, and symbolic
action have won out over considerations of democratic legitimacy. In
other instances, a legalistic drive to adhere strictly to the book has
generated a public impression of a timid, ineffectual, or insensitive
government in the face of grave threats. Effective leadership requires
policy makers to devise, enact and legitimize a workable balance between
these contradictory imperatives.

Moreover, leaders should also display an awareness of the fact that
crisis management is situated on the dividing line between stability and
change in policies and polities. Many historic revolutions, for instance,
began as public order crises that escalated due to ineffectual leadership.
Many revolutions were then shaped by leaders who well understood the
dynamics of crisis.

For public leaders, taking the time for strategic reflection on their
crisis management capacity is a good investment in a political future. It
prepares them for their role in this unfolding script of turmoil between
stability and change. It forces them to consider their legacy: what is
worth defending and for what change can a crisis be exploited?

Crises are often turning points between different social and political
orders. A pivotal strategic question of crisis leadership is where a reason-
able defense of incumbency and stability ends and a debilitating, and
potentially self-defeating, posture of rigidity begins. When may immi-
nent threats justifiably be met by what will seem disproportionate meas-
ures to at least some people? How far can crisis management responses
go before democracy itself is fatally wounded? These questions were
topical in the tumultuous years of the 1960s; they have been redis-
covered after the 9/11 events and will be with us in the near and distant
future. The attacks on Madrid and London have revived these pertinent
questions in Europe as well.
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These are no doubt difficult questions. They surely are a far cry from
the reassuring “ten principles of effective crisis management” found in
best-selling crisis management handbooks, many of which sell an illusion
of control (top-down, linear, straightforward) which does not fit parti-
cularly well with the context of contemporary crises. Difficult questions
and dilemmas of leadership in crises need to be faced, not shunned.

Notes

1 Hermann and Hagan (1998).
2 The term “rude surprises” was coined by LaPorte (2003).
3 The term is taken from Dror (1986).
4 Regester and Larkin (1997).
5 Malcolm Gladwell (2005).
6 George and Stern (2002).
7 Janis (1989).
8 To understand the dynamics and effects of crisis response, we must cast our

net wider and consider the institutional context in which leaders operate and
crisis decision making takes place. For such an approach, see Stern and
Sundelius (2002).

9 Dynes (1970: 208).
10 For a discussion of the symbolic value of planning, see Clarke (1999).
11 All this should not be interpreted as a postmodern rejection of bureaucratic

structures. Bureaucracies – think of the Salvation Army or a local transpor-
tation company – can prove a powerful source of improvisation during a
crisis. The secret of these types of organizations is that their structure
revolves around commonly shared values. In routine situations, bureaucratic
structure helps to optimize efficiency; during a crisis, these structures can be
temporarily abandoned as the shared values guide improvisation.

12 Douglas (1992).
13 Lagadec (1997); Boin et al. (2004). Following a crisis, it is common to

initiate exercises in formulating lessons learned from such an episode. How-
ever, the step from observing the recent performances of oneself and others in
the heat of a crisis to formulating lessons learned of enduring value is quite
formidable. For one, one needs to distinguish between the many lessons
observed and the fewer lessons learned.

14 For a theoretical introduction see Argyris and Schön (1978); Weick and
Sutcliffe (2002).

15 Schön (1971).
16 See also Zelikow and Rice (1995).
17 Boin and Otten (1996).
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