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Business and public relations textbooks extol the value of having an updated crisis communications plan and practicing it. In addition, dozens of popular books tell business executives how to plan for a crisis; some even contain templates for crisis plans that employees can fill in for their organizations. Indeed, “most can agree that a crisis…can destroy a leader and an organization” (Elder). Planning is imperative. But when it comes to the moment of crisis and the aftermath, nothing matters more than effective, competent leadership. Mayor Giuliani is a primary example. On September 11, he proved that “when those [crisis] manuals are literally fluttering down around you, you still must lead” (Buice, 2003). 


Crisis communication is tightly tied to exceptional leadership because, “leadership matters most when it is least clear what course you should follow” (Mitroff, 2001). In times of uncertainty, “powerful and decisive chief executives and top management teams produce better performance” (Joseph, 2002/2003). The United States has produced some of those outstanding “chief executives” over the last two centuries. Interestingly enough, the most admired leaders (for the most part) are the ones who brought the U.S. through terrible crises. 

Abraham Lincoln was able to heal the nation after a lengthy battle to further solidify the freedom of the country. General Patton was able to rally his soldiers during World War II to face a great evil and conquer it (Elder). Mayor Giuliani held the nation (and, some would say, the world) together in the fragile hours and days after the United States came under attack on September 11 (Gibbs, 2001). President George W. Bush exhibited the important qualities of a leader communicating during a crisis in the aftermath of September 11, as well (Bligh et al, 2004). So did Donald Rumsfeld (Beirstine, 2002) and other lesser known communicators like Jefferson County Colorado Sheriff’s Department Public Information Officer Steve Davis (Buice, 2003), who gracefully handled the Columbine High School shootings, and Chief Charles Moose, the police chief of Montgomery County, Maryland, who communicated constantly during the sniper crisis in the Washington, D.C. area. 

These leaders were great men who stood out from their peers, but their success during and after these devastating crises was largely due to their ability to communicate, not just in words, but also in actions. Each had a different leadership style and a different communication technique, but, during a crisis, they exhibited three traits that all leaders who communicate in crises must have to be successful. Leaders in crisis:

1. Communicate their vision;

2. Communicate from the trenches; and

3. Improvise communication.

A good crisis communications plan, one may argue, could supply these directions to those in charge, but truly great leaders know what to do without the plan. Rather, they have the plan in their heads and instinct tells them how to handle the situations. 

Communicate Vision  


During a crisis leaders must ask many important questions. They need to know what happened of course, but they want to know the “hows” too. “How do we respond? What do we say not only to rally people around a common cause, but to quell fears, ease concerns, and bring employees together?” (Booher, 2002). The answer is: communicate a vision. That vision must be indicative of the leader’s values and the organization’s values, because it will ultimately guide others to successfully overcome the crisis (Elder). Great crisis leaders spend most of their time communicating their vision. Indeed, Harvard Business School professor, Nitin Norhia says, “Communication is the real work of leadership” (Blagg & Young, 2001). That doesn’t change during a crisis. 

In the early-1860s, as the War Between the States languished and young men continued to die on the battlefield, President Lincoln faced a worsening crisis. He needed to give the American people hope. He needed to impart to them a glimpse of the future, so that they too, could believe that better days were to come. A careful review of Lincoln’s writings reveal a consistent poignant message: the Civil War is a battle for freedom. 

That poignant message was delivered in speeches in front of the American people, but it was also delivered eloquently in private notes to his staff and in condolence letters to families who lost loved ones in the battle. In his private letter to Mrs. Bixby after she had lost her five sons on the battlefields of the Civil War, Lincoln wrote, “…I cannot refrain from tendering to you the consolation that may be found in the thanks of the Republic they died to save” (Williams, 1980). Lincoln communicated to Mrs. Bixby and all of the mothers and fathers, sons and daughters of dead soldiers, that the work their sons did was of the highest importance, that they were fighting for the future of the United States of America. 

Once the war had been won, another vision was needed, one that pushed the reunited nation forward through the next phase of the crisis. Lincoln delivered this vision in his second inaugural address on March 4, 1865.

With malice toward none; with charity for all; with firmness in the right, as God gives us to see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in; to bind up the nation’s wounds; to care for him who shall have borne the battle, and for his widow and his orphan—to do all which may achieve and cherish a just and lasting peace between ourselves, and with all nations (Williams, 1980). 

His vision showed a reunited nation, one that was peaceful and prosperous. Lincoln’s words rang true in this century, as other leaders faced a similar challenge: to communicate a vision that would unify a nation in the midst of terrible crisis. 


While Lincoln had some time to theorize on the importance of his vision and capture it in the perfect words, New York City Mayor Rudy Giuliani did not. Giuliani has always been a man with strong beliefs and one who is not afraid to implement them, even if those beliefs were unpopular (Rayhill, 2002/2003). The terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001 soon became the benchmark for crises. On that morning, in the midst of a crisis which was just beginning, Giuliani had the most difficult job in the world: “he had to somehow persuade the rest of [New York] city that it had not just been fatally shot through the heart” (Gibbs, 2001). Mayor Giuliani was named Time Magazine’s Person of the Year in 2001, in part because he was able to do the impossible, communicate hope and inspiration to a people in shock:

…It was up to Giuliani to hold off despair long enough for the rest of us to get our balance, find our armor and join in the fight at his side. That day and the days that followed, he managed to sound realistic and optimistic at the same time…He knew the difference between information and inspiration and never substituted one where the other was needed (Gibbs, 2001).


For both Lincoln and Giuliani, how they delivered their messages was as important as their messages themselves. To communicate vision during a crisis, rhetoric is vital. “In order for the speech to have longer lasting charismatic effects and convert followers, the content needs to provide followers with certain compelling interpretations of reality resulting in shared meaning” (Bligh et al., 2004). The goals of communicating a vision during a crisis are to inform, inspire, and motivate (Elder; Anderson, 2002; Rayhill, 2002/2003). “The words you choose and the way you deliver your message can make the difference between advance and retreat, between motivation and hesitation, between growth and decline….How you communicate will determine your company’s course for the next few months and years” (Booher, 2002). 


It was President Bush’s task to deliver that compelling vision to the American people and the world as they faced the crisis of 9/11. Bush’s vision was delivered in a joint session of Congress on September 20, 2001 and it included a plan of action. That plan of action was important to hear for the millions of Americans watching his address, but the way he delivered his speech showed his leadership during this crisis. Those watching could see the President’s resolve in fighting the terrorists. Viewers got a glimpse of Bush’s values and the values of his organization, and for many, it was inspiring. 


President Bush “affectively ‘drew the line in the sand,’ by saying ‘either you are with [America] or you are with the terrorists’” (Booher, 2002). His rhetoric was confident and his delivery was sure. Argenti (2001) notes, “…Oral statements and the sound of an emphatic human voice communicate sincerity” (Argenti, 2001). Bush not only communicated that sincerity with words during the address, he used symbols as well. Holding the badge of a New York City police officer who was killed in the terror attacks showed his concern (and America’s concern) for the victims. Inviting such people as Great Britain’s Prime Minister, Tony Blair, and September 11 widow Lisa Beamer communicated a message of solidarity and unity. 


In the immediate aftermath, Bush’s communications “motivated a strongly partisan Congress to come together for the common good” (Booher, 2002). His crisis communication was essential in healing the nation’s wounds, just as Lincoln’s was in another era. 

Communicating vision is absolutely necessary during a crisis. It is a key component of what Heath (2004) calls an organization’s crisis narrative. In addition to communicating the present state of the crisis, an organization must speak about the past and the future. It is not unreasonable to expect that the technical points of a crisis could be handled by a public relations manager or a senior executive, but the chief executive officer should communicate the vision. As exemplified by Lincoln, Giuliani, and Bush, communicating the vision can often lead to moving forward in a crisis. However, simply communicating a vision is never enough for the crisis leader. The greatest communicators – the greatest leaders – go much further.     

Communicating from the trenches


Leadership scholars often use the phrase “leading from the trenches” when they refer to such management techniques as “Management By Walking Around” (Anderson, 2002). The idea is simple. If managers are visible to their employees, they are more likely to know what’s going on in their organization. They are also more likely to see problems arise and deal with them appropriately in a timely fashion. This concept is applicable to crisis communications as well. Great leaders – “and there are no great leaders who are not great communicators” – lead from the trenches (Buice, 2003). 


Business leaders have a tendency to lock themselves behind closed doors and strategize about how to combat a crisis (Anderson, 2002), but leadership communication during a crisis is much more important than communicating when there isn’t one (Mitroff, 2001). One trait that all great crisis communicators have is the ability to communicate from the trenches. 


President Lincoln put himself at great risk towards the end of the Civil War, when he climbed on the parapet at Fort Stevens in Silver Spring, Maryland to survey the battle scene. Rebel snipers took shots at him, but he was determined to communicate to his troops on the front lines. Communication is a two-way street and Lincoln knew that being highly visible to his soldiers would facilitate that exchange. His presence communicated solidarity. It raised morale and inspired his men to succeed, for the sake of their country (Elder; Anderson, 2002). 


Mayor Giuliani went into battle with his troops too. On September 11, Giuliani and his aids rushed to the scene of the terror attacks, holding impromptu press briefings along the way, and putting themselves in great danger (Anderson, 2002; Ucelli, 2002). Some of Giuliani’s closest friends and colleagues had been killed in the attack, and yet he still communicated important information to the public and inspired them to help their fellow countrymen. At the same time, he did everything he could to facilitate the rescue attempts and consoled those who lost their loved-ones. 

Crisis communications scholars say that all of a person’s actions and words are forms of communication during a crisis; therefore, a consistent message throughout is imperative (Elder; Ucelli, 2002). Giuliani was known for his consistency and assurance, and he offered those messages (his own personal values) to the public on September 11, by being on the scene and constantly communicating (Rayhill, 2002/2003). He was there to prop the public up while they tried to understand what had just happened (Gibbs, 2001).  


President Bush is also adept at leading from the trenches, and especially communicating from them. One example was his bullhorn speech at Ground Zero, soon after the attacks on the World Trade Center, a move that caused great concern among the Secret Service, but one that let America know he understood their pain. In another good example, Winston Churchill, prime minister of Great Britain during World War II, refused to leave London during the German Blitzkriegs of 1940. Instead he regularly roamed the streets of the city, consoling, encouraging and “preaching inevitable victory” (Anderson, 2002).


While these examples have to do with geo-political events, some of the most effective business leaders communicate from the trenches as well. Anne Mulcahy, the current CEO of Xerox, discussed her company’s organizational crisis in a speech to the Economic Club of Detroit. 

In 1998 and 1999, a host of factors, including the economic downturn, an S.E.C. investigation into accounting practices, and generally too much change too fast, sent Xerox spiraling out of control. Mulcahy found tremendous responsibility being thrust upon. She says she faced that responsibility with “equal parts of pride and dread, confidence and doubt, conviction and uncertainty” (Mulcahy, 2002). In spite of her uneasiness, the advice she gave followed the examples of other great leaders in crisis.

…You can’t communicate too much in a time of crisis. Someone told me soon after I was named president that when times are good you should talk about what needs improvement and when things are bad you should assure people they will get better (Mulcahy, 2002).  



Mulcahy constantly communicated through closed circuit television broadcasts, town hall meetings, written letters, and round table discussions. In those meetings in the trenches, she consistently delivered her vision for Xerox. Eventually, her employees shared her vision, the crisis diminished, and Xerox became a stronger company (Mulcahy, 2002). 


If the organization’s vision during a crisis only exists in the mind of the leader, the crisis is unlikely to be averted or diminished. However, with strong communications, a leader can inform, inspire and motivate constituents to succeed. By communicating from the trenches, leaders communicate that they are like their constituents, that they share their constituents’ concerns. Still the leadership responsibility of communicating is no easy task. Most leaders’ constituents are diverse. They have different views of the world, and an exceptional crisis communicator must be able to improvise in order to communicate with each of them. 

Improvising to communicate


In professional football, when the play isn’t going as planned, those who can carry the ball across the goal line win not only the respect of their teammates, but often the game as well (Buice, 2003). The 1980s television show, “McGyver,” shows the practical nature of improvising during a crisis. When the world was falling down around him, McGyver would improvise, creating solutions to potentially deadly situations using only his Swiss Army knife and the materials at hand. Crisis communicators leading in times of uncertainty must be adept at improvising their communications. They must become McGyvers of the public relations world. Those leaders who can improvise “earn followers and influence, prevent panic and preserve the peace” (Buice, 2003). 


No matter how well thought out the crisis communication plan is, it will never go exactly as it should. Crisis communication scholars therefore suggest that organizations regularly test their plans and their employees to see how well they will do, how well they can improvise. Yusko and Goldstein (1997) identified traits that a crisis leader should have. Two of the 10 items listed have to do with improvising: framing skills and innovation. Crisis communicators must be able to effectively frame a crisis so that their publics will understand and support the leadership. Often, that takes some level of innovation. 


Mayor Giuliani’s impromptu press briefings on September 11 were prime examples of improvising to deliver important messages. On that day, the Mayor had no communications command center near him. He didn’t have his full staff of press aides to write news releases and disseminate them. He only had himself and the news cameras in front of him, and he gave the public someone they could believe in and trust. 

Being present for people during hardship is crucial to communicating your position…. It was his [Giuliani’s] conviction, his consistency which provide[d] an assurance, a sense of security…that he will always deliver on his promise (Rayhill, 2002/2003). 


People had faith that Giuliani was a leader who could “run the broken play” (Buice, 2003). Some business leaders, like the management at the New York Times, have capitalized on this ability, but more need to understand its importance. 


In the aftermath of 9/11, leaders at the New York Times were forced to deal with the crisis at hand. They too improvised. CEO Russell Lewis new that his team needed to communicate a sense of calm by being rational and humane, so that his staff would mimic their behavior. Lewis utilized the emergency public address system at the Times to communicate frequently with his staff, giving regular updates and reassuring them that, while many things were unknown at the time, they were safest while in the Times’ headquarters (Argenti, 2001). 


Lewis could have used email or a memo to deliver his message of safety and reassurance, but he knew that his employees needed to hear a strong voice of leadership during the crisis. He and his executive staff made a point to walk around the office that day and the days that followed in an effort to better communicate with their employees (Argenti, 2001). 


Obviously the actions taken by Giuliani and Lewis might be seen as communicating from the trenches. Some will argue that communicating from the trenches is a form of improvisation or another way of innovatively reaching one’s audience. However, communicating from the trenches should be standard practice, an automatic part of any crisis communications plan. The evidence can be seen in Exxon’s Valdez Oil spill crisis. Exxon CEO Lawrence Rawl did not immediately go to the site of the oil spill, and instead stayed in the comfort of the company’s headquarters. He didn’t go to the trenches to lead his company through the crisis, and it ultimately hurt him and the company (Fearn-Banks, 2002, pp. 97 - 102). 


Communicating from the trenches should be the first step in improvising communications. For all of the leaders involved in the 9/11 crisis, going to the site of the attacks was the first step in connecting with the public. After that, they communicated their own thoughts and ideas, items not included in the crisis communication plan. President Bush’s bullhorn speech at Ground Zero showed his sincerity, his resolve and his compassion – all emotions that could never be outlined effectively in a crisis plan. Giuliani regularly did the same in his briefings. “Running the broken play” is not something that can ever be fully described or taught. Improvisation is something that is learned the hard way: through experience. These leaders developed exceptional instinct during the course of their careers, and they consistently delivered their messages “based not on what was in their [crisis] manuals, but what was in their hearts” (Buice, 2003).  

Conclusion:


Crises do affect the relationship between leader and their followers. Although “crises have been argued to create a fertile ground for the emergence of charismatic leadership,” few studies support this claim (Bligh et al, 2004). Professional communicators believe the opposite, that a leader’s character is revealed during a crisis.  In other words the crisis doesn’t create the character (Buice, 2003). These opinions suggest that great leaders are born, not made, which is the central argument among leadership scholars. It remains to be seen whether or not it is true. However, the three traits identified here are integral to the success of leaders who communicate during a crisis. 


Leaders in crisis must master the art of communication (Elder). The vision they deliver must be clearly and consistently spoken and acted upon, and it must be disseminated from the frontlines. Finally, leaders must be vigilant in expressing the vision in every way they can, so that all of their constituents can hear the call. 


The greatest crisis communicators are able to endure setbacks, while at the same time, show others the way forward (Blagg & Young, 2001). They face terrible obstacles, and may even privately doubt their own ability to overcome them (Mulcahy, 2002), but they “never lose faith that they and their people will prevail” (Anderson, 2002). 


Crisis communication plans rarely reflect the level of leadership required during an organization’s greatest hour of need, perhaps because leadership is assumed in these situations. But when crisis comes, leaders must engage their troops on the front lines, armed with a strong vision, and they must be creative under fire.  
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