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LEADERSHIP TRAITS, TOOLS,  AND 
PRACTICES: DECISION MAKING IN A 

CRISIS 



Effective decision making during a crisis is 

a key trait of crisis leaders and is 

developed over time and with practice. 
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The Chinese symbol for crisis involves two 

symbols: danger and opportunity.

http://www.chinatownconnection.com/images/crisis.gif


Background of this Study

• Crisis events have increased in frequency and intensity 

in the last decade (Mitroff, 2002).

• As the nature and magnitude of crises change, so do the 

traits of leaders and decision makers in crisis situations. 

• Kouzes & Posner (2007) suggest a change for crisis 

leaders from an authoritarian style to a more 

collaborative and participative style.



Limitations of this Study

•The researcher’s interpretations of crisis management, 
crisis leadership, and decision making.

•The limited amount of available crisis leadership data.

•The researcher’s personal connection to practice of crisis 
management and crisis leadership.



Decision making/Problem Solving

• Difficult in the best of times 

• Crisis decisions are made w/urgency, ambiguity and high 

stakes

Step 1:  Identify

 the problem

Step 2:  Explore

alternatives

Step 3:  Select

an alternative
Step 4:  Implement

the solution

Step 5:  Evaluate

the situation



Research Questions

• Is there a difference between day-to-day decision 

making and crisis decision making?

• What are the traits, tools, and practices a crisis 

leader uses given ambiguous (limited or 

unconfirmed) information?



Literature study focus areas

• Decision making

• Traditional leadership

• Crisis management

• Crisis leadership



Traditional Leadership

• Gardner  (2005) defines a leader as ―a person who, by word and/or 

personal example, markedly influences the behaviors, thoughts and/or 

feelings of a significant number of their fellow human beings.‖ (p. 8-9).

• Kouzes & Posner (2008) suggest that  ―leadership is not about personality; 

it’s about behavior‖ (p.15).

• Northouse (2007) defines leadership as ―a process whereby an individual 

influences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal‖ (p. 3).

• Goleman (1999) introduces the concept of emotional intelligence.  He 

posits four domains of a leader’s capabilities: self awareness, self-

management, social awareness, and relational management.



Classic Theories of Leadership

• Contingency theory

• Path-Goal Theory

• Leader-Member Exchange Theory

• Transformational Leadership theory

• Situational Leadership theory



Crisis/Crisis Management
aka Emergency Management

• Pearson & Clair (1998) define a crisis as "a low-probability, high-impact 
event that threatens the viability of the organization and is characterized by 
ambiguity of cause, effect, and means of resolution, as well as by a belief 
that decisions must be made swiftly" (p. 60.)

• Crisis is an unstable time or state of affairs in which a decisive change is 
impending (Fink, 1986, p.15). 

• Crisis management (emergency management) refers to the organized analysis, 
planning, decision making, and assignment of available resources to 
mitigate, respond to, and recover from the effects all hazards (Federal 
Emergency Management Agency).



Delphi Stages                                    Delphi Processes

Round 1:  Participants

are chosen.  Initial data

is gathered through 

pilot study.

Participants present their

views on the issue.

Round 2:  A survey is

distributed to participants

and results analyzed

Ideas are synthesized

and a smaller number of 

possible findings are 

compiled.

Round 3:  Results from 

R1 analyzed and R2 

survey is distributed.

Ideas are fine-tuned by the

participants.

Study Results     
Findings are published.

The Delphi Technique



Delphi Technique

•Ultimate outcome is a synthesis of expert opinions that 
might be used in applications for future use.  

•Well suited to situations where no or very limited 
historical data is available (Gupta & Clark, 1996) such as 
crisis leadership or crisis decision making.  

•Allows researchers to solicit and analyze feedback from 
participants, while minimizing groupthink and limiting 
bias through anonymous data collection.  



Delphi Technique (cont’d)

• Pilot – Provided “seed” questions /minor 
revisions received

• Round One – Used pilot to conduct

• Round Two – refined answers to R1 and queried 
experts for consensus.

• Findings – Gleaned from iterative rounds



Participants

• Program Manager/Coordinator

• Director, Emergency Management Program

• Training Specialist

• Emergency Management Specialist (General)

• Independent Consultant

• Drill/Exercise Specialist, Emergency Management

• Planner, Emergency Management

• Crisis Communications

• Risk Communication

• Security Specialist

• Safety & Health Specialist

• Radiation Specialist

• College Professor, Emergency Management



Demographics

High School
14%

BS
30%MS

50%

PhD
4%

AS
2%

The participants’ levels of education:

High school diploma (14%)

Associate of Science (2%), 

Bachelor of Science (30%), 

Master of Science (50%), 

PhD (4%).



Data Analysis

Response Rates for Each Round
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Round Surveys Distributed Surveys Returned Percent Returned

Round One (pilot) 5 5 100%

Round Two 53 51 96%

Round Three 25 15 60%



Training/Education  Received
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Training in crisis leadership or decision 

making

Responses (Total = 47)

Company 57%

Academic 17%

Military 21%

Not Applicable 19%

Other 26%

Other by Type Nuclear Power Institute (NEI)

FBI

Federal Training Programs

Government

Emergency Drills & Exercises



Traits of an Effective Leader

Trait title Percentage

Competent 96%

Trustworthy 94%

Flexible 81%

Dependable 80%

Articulate 76%

Self-Confident 75%

Intelligent 73%

Inspiring 69%

Goal-oriented 65%

Compassionate 59%



Traits of an Effective Crisis Leader

Trait Percentage

Calm 72%

Decisive 67%

Adaptive 65%

Communicative 61%

Focused 61%

Experienced 55%

Solution oriented 57%

Collaborative 47%

Goal-oriented 43%



Have you experienced a difference in your 

decision making from your day-to-day position to 

your position in a crisis?

63% Yes Definitely

33% Sometimes

4% Seldom

0% Not At All



In what ways have you experienced these differences?

• Having more time allows for decision making

• Not as much time to consider alternatives

• Time is always of essence in a crisis

• Uncertainty—must make decisions in a crisis with more unknowns

• Need quicker decision making in a crisis

• Stress, speed of decisions

• Stress level based on the potential for decision made in crisis

• Time compression (mentioned three times in these specific words)

• Must be able to make decision with limited information



• Do you rely on specific tools or practices to 

make decisions in a crisis event?

– 63% Yes Definitely

– 31% Sometimes

– 3% Seldom 

– 0% Not At All



Differences in Decision Making 

Day-to-Day vs. Crisis Situation

Most Cited 

Differences

Strongly Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly Agree

Time compression 

(less time)

4% 40%

Stress 1% 25% 30%

Unknown (lack of) 

information

10% 50%



List any others that you believe should be 

agree or strongly agree

• We can never know the exact disaster or crisis event with which we will deal 

(unknown)

• Decision makers must provide timely information in times of crisis (Time 

compression)

• Crisis decision making requires a different framework/approach than day-to-day 

based on time and stress presented (time compression and stress).

• Decision directly affect life and safety of people adding stress (stress)

• Crisis managers experience stress daily and even more in a crisis (stress).

• In day-to-day operations, these decisions are made in a thoughtful, analyzed process 

with significant peer review. During emergency conditions, the decisions that affect 

safety and health may require immediate determination and implementation.



Most Used Tools or Practices Used During a 

Crisis

Strongly Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly Agree

Checklists or 

procedures

2% 15% 55%

Previous Training 1% 30% 25%

Collaboration & 

communication

20% 45%



Based on your experience in emergencies and crisis 

management, which of the following do you think a crisis 

leader uses most often in decision making during a 

crisis?

• Make decisions alone most often

• Make decisions with a group (team) most often

• Make decisions using both equally

32% decision with group 

12 % both equally 

8 % it depends 

4 % alone 

4 % no answer



Significant Findings at a Glance
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Question Responses

Is there a difference between day-to-day and crisis 

decision making?

Yes, definitely - 73%

Sometimes – 25%

Not at all – 2%

Differences Time compression

Stress

Unknown information

Top three  traits of a “traditional” leader Competent 

Trustworthy

Flexible

Top three traits of a crisis leader Calm 

Decisive

Adaptable

Top three tools or practices used Checklists/procedures

Previous training

Collaboration & communication



Key Messages of DOE EM Managers 
Responses 

As leaders in the field of emergency/crisis management, 
DOE EM Managers survey data indicate:

•In a crisis, staying calm is important to a positive outcome

•Decisive crisis leaders make quick yet, often life safety 
decisions while frequently lacking essential information

•Flexible crisis leaders assess the situation, determine what 
needs to be done, and find ways to balance the tradeoffs



Gold Standards of DOE EM 
Crisis Leaders

• Lead by example: Continue to find ways to improve crisis 

planning and response

• Learn to collaborate with other crisis leaders in their 

organizations and communities

• Leverage effective decision making models that will 

benefit all citizens who might be impacted by a crisis



Leadership Paradigm

I think a major act of leadership right now, 
call it a radical act, is to create the places and 

processes so people can actually learn 
together, using our experiences. 

Margaret J. Wheatley, Leadership & the New Science 


