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THE VIEW FROM THE CROW'’S NEST

Given the number of times that school leaders are inundated with the meta-
phor of changing the organizational direction of a school being somewhat
akin to trying to turn a large ship, it is worth recalling that, prior to the advent
of radar the crow’s nest was the common structure in the upper part of
the main mast of a ship used as a lookout point. This position ensured the
best view for lookouts to spot approaching hazards, other ships, or land.

It seems as if the frequency of “high-impact, low-probability™ (HILP)
macroevents in the past two decades signals the emergence of a new “nor-
mal.” Apparent large-scale, one-off, high-profile crises such as 9/11, Hurri-
cane Katrina, the British Petroleum oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico, and the
Japanese earthquake and subsequent tsunami, were all megadisasters requir-
ing rapid responses at a global level, marking the beginning of what has been
termed a “crisis trend.”

BREATHING SPACE

The 2010 British Petroleum oil rig disaster that was depicted in the Academy
Award-nominated film Deepwater Horizon serves as a case study of how
latent errors, enabling conditions, and a lack of management acumen can
blind leaders to the potential for tragedy. The events that led up to the
catastrophe are well chronicled but can be categorized as ignoring early
warning signs, relying on outdated failsafe technologies to solve problems
that might occur, and believing that the survival of near misses was actually a
sign of successful management practices fed into the overinflated hubris of
the leadership team. The combination of these factors can be illustrated in the
following algorithm:

Latent Errors + Enabling Conditions > Untamed Ego = Organizational Ca-
tastrophe

When leaders get caught up in their ego, their untamed ego erodes their
effectiveness as decision makers. The combination of false pride and hidden
self-doubt created by an unchecked ego feeds into a distorted image of self-
importance. Very few school leaders are willing to admit that they have big
egos. In fact, many want to suggest that they have no ego at all, lest they be
labeled a narcissist. There is little doubt that one critical feature of effective
school leadership is humility. In the book The One Minute Manager, author
Ken Blanchard states, “People with humility do not think less of themselves:
they just think about themselves less.”

However, coupled with humility is the need for positive or healthy narcis-
sism. Healthy narcissism is a quality that comes from having a realistic self-
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image of one’s own inherent value without being cut off from one’s inner
emotional state. In order to be of service to others, a school leader should
believe that she or he has something of value to offer her or his students or
school community that might make a positive impact on their well-being.
This sense of not only being of service but also being capable to serve is a
healthy form of narcissism that says: “Yes, I am important enough that I can
make a difference in someone else’s life.”

A MINDSET FOR THE UNTHINKABLE

Schools are not immune from the effects of high-impact, low-probability
events. Whether it is the unimaginable violence that tragically erupts on a
campus in the case of a school shooting or the damage to a school that can
occur as the result of a fire, flood, or tornado, the public perception is that,
because these crisis events seem to be occurring with increasing frequency,
school leaders should be prepared to deal with the upheaval and stress that
accompany them. It is a matter of trust.

The public trusts that in some way school leaders are prepared for the
inevitable crisis. It is under this kind of public scrutiny that leadership is
Jjudged. In the quiet of the coffee shop or on Facebook, people will ask: How
did the principal react to the crisis and was this good enough? It is simply
impossible to plan for every crisis. Many are unpredictable. That is why the
episode turns into a crisis. Not expecting, however, that you will face a crisis
of some sort during your tenure as principal seems foolish. While it might be
true that in some rare cases it is impossible to foresee an organizational
tsunami before it hits, school leaders can rely on some management norms to
better position their schools to weather the storm.

* Recognize that high-pressure situations create enabling conditions for or-
ganizational disaster. Leaders need to examine their and their staff’s deci-
sion making during pressure-filled time periods and ask the question: If I
had more time and resources, would I make the same decision?

* Research demonstrates that when leaders become numb to the statistical
risk associated with the outcomes of the decision at hand, they become
less concerned with the level of risk even though the likelihood of nega-
tive consequences remain the same.

* Unless expressly required to consider worst-case scenarios, many leaders
will not give serious thought to the potential hazards of their actions.

* When organization-level decisions produce poor outcomes, it is important
to conduct a “post-mortem” of what went wrong to determine the root
causes, learn from them, and teach others about the lessons that can be
learned.
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Crisis identify two primary types of organizational crises: “sudden™ and
“smoldering.”

Sudden crises are circumstances that occur without warning and beyond
an institution’s control. Consequently, sudden crises are most often situations
for which the institution and its leadership are not blamed. Alternately, smol-
dering crises begin as minor internal issues that, due to a manager’s negli-
gence, develop to crisis status. It is commonplace that, in the immediate
period after the smoldering of the crisis has dissipated, leaders are questioned
for not having a plan in place to deal with crisis management and are held
responsible to any subsequent negative effect on the institution that is a result
of not being prepared.

The capability to lead under extreme pressure can be described as crisis
leadership. Crisis leadership matters precisely because crisis events are inevi-
table. Crisis leadership matters because leaders of organizations can make a
difference in the extent to which people are affected by a crisis. Crisis leader-
ship matters because in its absence the stakeholders who are adversely af-
fected by the crisis cannot truly recover from the damaging event. Crisis
leadership matters because, despite the damage that is caused by a crisis,
effective leadership is the one factor that creates the potential for a school
community to recover following the crisis and the possibility that the com-
munity might be stronger than it was before the crisis.

James and Wooten identify five essentially inevitable conclusions we can
draw about crises—whether current or from times past—and the rippling
effect they can and have had. First, crises are inevitable. Some crises may be
avoided, and some may be managed well enough to limit long-term damage,
but at the end of the day, every organization, and in fact every nation, will
experience one or more crisis of some magnitude. Second, it is often the
handling of a crisis that leads to more damage than the crisis event
itself. Third, effective crisis leadership involves much more than good com-
munication and public relations. Although these certainly help, rhetoric and
positive spin alone will not resolve a crisis. Fourth, learning from a crisis is
the best hope we have of preventing repeat occurrences. Finally, crisis events
can create potential for significant opportunity to be realized for individuals
and for organizations.

At its core, crisis leadership, or the ability to lead under pressure, requires
that a particular leadership frame of mind, accompanied by a key set of
behaviors, be present. The frame of mind needed to manage crises well is
characterized by openness to new experiences, willingness to learn and take
risks, an assumption that all things are possible, and a belief that even in
times of crisis people and organizations can emerge better off after the crisis
than before. Clearly, crises are traumatic, and I don’t want to leave a false
impression or indicate that there is not real pain and suffering that results
from them. Indeed, this can be, and often is, the case. Leading in times of







