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Implications for Cooperative Extension. The Cooperative Extension Service is continually challenged.
NOTE:  More often than not, leaders still see crisis preparation initiatives as a nuisance, a distraction from the "business as usual" tasks of running an organization.  Even with good intentions and numerous examples of the risks of being unprepared, serious crisis planning is perpetually postponed.  From CEOs to middle managers, the financial and time costs of effective preparation are questioned.  The following is abstracted from a recent interview with Helio Fred Garcia, widely regarded as a leading expert in crisis management and crisis communication, featuring his fresh perspective on the benefits of effective leadership response. 

One thing that's absolutely clear is that ineffective crisis response creates significant competitive disadvantage:

· Employees or members can be less productive and less loyal.
· People can choose not to use the organization’s services or products.

· Management, because it is scrambling for what to do, gets distracted and loses its focus.
Wall Street Journal reporter Ron Alsop used the phrase "flailing around and looking helpless aren't inspiring”.
When an organization is significantly in crisis, competitors see the stress and become predators.  They can pick off employees or members, and clients or customers, and otherwise throw the organization off balance.  All of that can be avoided by effective crisis planning and management.
Look at McDonald's.  Within two and one half hours of announcing the death of its CEO, on a day when all its restaurant operators happened to be gathered at a convention, [McDonald's was able] to name a new CEO in a way that gave its most critical stakeholders, the operators of the restaurants, confidence that the company would go on.  McDonald's had a succession plan already in place.  They simply implemented it earlier than they thought they would.  That's a good argument to have a succession plan.  It's also a good demonstration of how chance favors the prepared mind.  What could have been a huge distraction for the organization became an event that was managed with a focus on the future, and not on "Oh my goodness, what now?"

We saw a similar effective crisis response with a Code of Conduct at Boeing Corporation.  [Note: CEO Harry Stonecipher was hired after the previous CEO, Phil Condit, was forced to leave because of two years of Boeing's involvement in recruiting scandals.  Stonecipher wrote and implemented a revised Code of Conduct.]  When it was brought to the board's attention that CEO Harry Stonecipher had himself violated the code by having inappropriate relations with a female employee, the board investigated promptly, determined it was true, and fired Stonecipher.  The firing and the announcement of the firing took place in such a 
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short timeframe, the company was able to move on with minimal distraction and harm to its reputation.  The Wall Street Journal praised Boeing for its decisive response and for honoring its code.
Now look at a bad example.  On the same day that Radio Shack announced poor financial results, its board issued the statement, "We have been made aware of the dishonesty on the part of the CEO [he lied on his resume about his qualifications], and we have asked for advice from a law firm on what we ought to do."  It was absolutely clear what they had to do – their CEO lied to them about his credentials and he had to be fired, but it took four days for the board to act.  If they had demanded the resignation on day one, there wouldn't have been four days of negative news coverage about not only the ethical lapses at the top of RadioShack but also about its financial problems.

Too often organizations become complacent.  They begin to feel almost invincible.  They're blindsided by a crisis, and they don't have a response plan in place.

[The need for effective leadership response to crisis] applies to any organization that operates based on demand for its products/services or the demands of its stakeholders, and that includes for-profit, not-for-profit, government, and others.  This is a leadership challenge.
Leaders often resent the crisis and think of it as an interruption to their stewardship, and when they think of it that way, they're putting themselves at a disadvantage.  The crisis is actually a critical test of their stewardship.  Leaders are judged by how they deal with their most pressing challenges, and the crisis is the most pressing challenge.
Garcia’s checklist to help leaders better understand whether the organization is prepared to deal with a crisis: 

1. Have a clear sense of what constitutes a crisis, and know how to mobilize energy and resources quickly:

· Develop an early warning mechanism/rapid response capability.

· Designate a senior executive as responsible for crisis preparedness and response.  It has to be a single person, not a group of multiple functions.

· Make this person accountable and provide sufficient resources to conduct a thorough analysis of vulnerabilities, crisis response strategies, and crisis implementation.

· Pre-authorize him/her to take initial response steps without going through usual approval processes.  Because time is so critical in a crisis, if you use your usual processes with your usual velocity, you lose the march on your adversaries.
2. Test the system with war-games, table top exercises, and other processes that challenge leaders to make tough decisions and act quickly.  Remember that the best plan won't help if people don't know what to do.

3. Recognize when business as usual needs to be suspended.  A quick test:

· Are the constituencies who matter expecting you to take prompt action?

· Will delay in taking prompt action provide an opening to your adversaries or others to define your involvement negatively?

4. Control the agenda:  don't let the media, adversaries or the rumor mill define your situation.

5. Keep in mind the Golden Hour of crisis response: incremental delays cause greater-than-incremental harm to reputation.

6. Develop messages and tactics with a goal in mind:  how do you want your key stakeholders to think and feel, and what do you want them to know and do?

7. Assure both self-awareness and situational awareness:

· Coordinate all functions of the crisis response with frequent meetings/conference calls.

· Correct mistakes early.

· Understand what your stakeholders, adversaries, the media and others are saying about you.
· Keep your focus on the goal: influencing stakeholders.  Decisions become clear when you keep stakeholders in mind.
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