Leading through Covid-19: A Meta-
Leadership Analysis

Cross-cutting trends from January 2019 through August 2021
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COVID-19, or Coronavirus Disease-2019, is the disease caused by the virus SARS-COV-2, or Severe Acute
Respiratory Syndrome Coronavirus-2. It was first reported by the World Health Organization in January
of 2020 inresponse to a suspicious cluster of pneumonia cases in Wuhan, Hubei province, China.! While
first cases may have appearedin early Octoberto mid-November, 2019, 2 3 the pathogen was
recognized and reported tothe WHO in December 2019. On January 13th, the first case outside China
was reportedin Thailand.* The first case in the United States was confirmed on January 21st by the
CDC.> OnJanuary 30th, the WHO declared COVID-19to be a PublicHealth Emergency of International
Concern; on March 11, the disease was officially declared a pandemic.® As of August 17, 2021, 4.38
million people worldwide have died from COVID-19, with 208 million cases. Inthe U.S., 37 million cases
have resultedin 623,000 deaths. The figures are likely an undercount, as discrepanciesin the data
suggest underreporting.” & °

The pandemicwas not only a publichealth crisis. Measures taken to slow the spread of the virus
included mandated business and school closures, restrictions on mass transit, and other measures that
also affected the economy. “Significant reductionsinincome, arise in unemployment, and disruptionsin
the transportation, service, and manufacturingindustries are amongthe consequences of the disease
mitigation measures...” °

In addition, social unrest erupted after the killing of George Floyd by a police officer on May 25, 2020 in
Minneapolis, Minnesota. Protests eventually spread to all 50 states and more than 60 countries.” There
were a record number of Atlantictropical storms and hurricanesin 2020.'> A wildfire record was also
setin the United States with more than 10,000,000 acres reported burned."™ A winterstorm brought
down large parts of the electrical gridin Texasin February 2021." These multiple, sometimes
overlappingcrises presented significant challenges to individuals, organizations, and communities.

In spite of the devastating toll that the viral pandemichad wrought throughout 2020 and 2021, hope
emerged from rapid scientific progress that produced highly effective vaccines.™ '® Yet as science raced
to meetthe demand of fighting the novel pathogen, continued spread and prolonged infections gave
rise to a numberof mutations.' ' Though most of them were not functionally significant, anumber of
variants beganto emerge with properties even more troubling than those of the original virus.™ In
Brazil, where herd immunitywas believed to have curbed expected new infections, avariant (P.1)
emerged, associated with an unexpected spike in new cases. Alineage firstidentified in South Africa
(B.1.351) demonstrated partialimmuneevasion, and another lineage identified in the United Kingdom
(B.1.1.7) developed increased transmissibility;2° #' 22 the latteralso became dominantin US. In
February 2021, a surge of cases in Indiawas driven by a variant called B.1.617, or the “delta” variant,
which subsequently became the dominant variantin the US? responsible foranother COVID spike,
largely amongthe unvaccinated.?* 2> 26 Thisvariantalso posed a greaterthreatto childrenunder 12, for
whomvaccines were notyet approved, unlike othervariants thatresultedin severeillnessin children
much lessfrequently.?”



As these prolonged, co-evolving crises (from pandemics to protests) introduced newchallenges to the
everchanging and chaoticlandscape, new solutions to meet these demands were required of crisis
leaders.

Purpose of this Study

The research team soughtto determineif there were lessons learned during this challenging period th at
span economicsectors and that could inform future disaster preparedness and response efforts.

Methodology

Executives from nine organizations participated in semi-structured interviews across four 90-minute
sessions usingZoom video conferencing. The firms represented the aviation, energy, higher education,
healthcare, manufacturing, retail, and technology sectors. While each organization had global elements
to itsoperationsand/orsupply chain, participants were asked to focus theirremarks onthe impactin
the United States to provide consistency in phases of the crises, population experience with public
health crises and responses, and the overall political climate. The participants weredrawn from the
contact databases of DRI and the NPLI.

An interview guide was developed and shared with participantsin advance of each session. Not all
guestions fromthe interviewguide were asked in every session, as the interview followed relevant
concernsand findings of participants.?® There were one-to-three interview participants and five-to-six
members of the research teamin each interview. The sessions were alternately led by amember of the
researchteamfromthe NPLIand DRI. Each session was recorded using the Zoom transcription function.
Members of the research team also took handwritten notes. Allinterviews were conducted under the
Chatham House rule for non-attribution.

The dimensions of the meta-leadership framework and practice method ?° are used forthe analysis of
the interviews thatfollows.

The Person of the Meta-Leader

The enormity and universality of the threat of COVID-19seemed to bring out the bestinsenior
executiveleaders. Across the board, interviewees noted that executives led with empathy and set a
cleartone of “people first.” One said, “Ourinitial concerns were for our associates, their families, and



everyone’s safety from adisease we knew littleabout.” Another noted that their priorities were clear,
“firstly, protecting the health of ouremployees, limiting exposure of our employees toinfection, and
secondly, business continuity...” A third noted that “the company had made it clearthat the priority was
its people and having policies to support them.”

The importance of human welfare inthe response was clear. “The key decision | feel [we made] was
when the CEO stated unequivocally that the company would do everything necessary to protect our
people eventhough that will inevitably damage ourfinancial position —‘l don’t care what it costs — just
getit done—we mustdo therightthing.” For us we saw it as a social crisis caused by a publichealth
issue. Finance at this point was secondary. This gave confidence across the organization that the
decision-making process was based onthe correct values,” one participant said. If everthere wasatime
to walkthe talk, this was it.

Fully supporting employees required creativity, expansive consideration of the problem setand its
contingencies, and innovative thinking. One respondent said, their best decision was “to support
employeesinwhatever way was possible —financially, socially, and medically. To provide help in difficult
times and not cut back the cultural component of employment. We provided many benefits that would
neverbeina crisis management plan —such as free baby-sitting for those who had to work from home
but with schools/nurseries closed also had to care for young children.” Another echoed this, noting, “As
school and childcare facilities were closed, home-workers needed childcare support, so we tried to help
with employeeand alsolocal community support activities.” Organizations should consider addressing
these secondary and tertiary considerations foremployee support as they may affect worker availability,
engagement, andresilience.

Another participant noted, “Sometimes, as alarge corporation, we driftaway from people, and we focus
on profits and technology and R&D, and all the other good stuffin the organization. It'sbeen an
exceptionalreminderto us justhow critical people are. It's brought people togetheratall levels, and it’s
certainly given the executive leadership team new focus that you look afteryour pe ople, you look after
your organization.”

The exceptional contingencies of the pandemic, however, tested the emotional resilience of leaders and
theirorganizations. While one participant noted that the company’s best decisionhad beena
combination of work-from-home and furloughing workers based on roles —it “seemed to fit the ‘pulse of
the people’ who were fearful forboth their health and job security” and “gave confidence in
management’sintentions to do the right things”—another noted tension overthese decisions as some
whowould otherwise have been furloughed were assigned to crisis roles. In such cases, transparency
overwhy certain choices were made may boost trust while helping alleviate confusion and ill -will.

In yetanotherorganization, “old school” managers resisted closing offices while most of the workforce
enthusiastically embraced working remotely. Leaders needed to consider variationin theiremployee’s



personal perspectives and exhibit flexibility and empathy in bringing about changes within the
organization.

"It's been an exceptional reminderto us just how critical people are. It's brought people togetheratall
levels, and it’s certainly given the executive leadership team new focus thatyou look afteryourpeople,
you look after yourorganization.”

These good and bad decisions, coupled with difficulty in finding the balance between over- and under-
communicating and exhibiting transparency versus “old school” management, represent leaders’ ability
to eitherfluidly adopt new and effective solutions in the face of change orsinkinto the detrimental
practice of usingold solutions for new problems.

Crises can take leaders, and entire organizations, to the “emotional basement” where one is reacting
rather thanresponding thoughtfully. “When it became obvious that [the pandemic] was more severe,
some leaders ‘froze’ and didn’t know what to do. Others were very pro-active but notin a coordinated
way. Everybody was tryingto manage it but the organizational response was all overthe place.”

On arelated note, one participant said that the company had been slow to fully appreciate the mental
healthimpact of the crisis. This seemed to be a capability that evolved overtime, with another
participant noting that, “We have learned to take the pulse of the organization.” There was astrong
sentimentamongthe participants that fatigue was akey factorand many of the organizations quickly
learned they needed to rotate through staff to ensure wellbeing and effectiveness. Forexample, one
interviewee stated that, “You’ve got to keep changing the members of the crisis management teams.
Fatigue setsin pretty early.” Here, again, we noticed that effective “out of the basement” responses
stemmed from fluid and adaptive mental models of the emerging people problems and how to solve
them.

There was sentiment thatthe emphasis on mental health will endure. One participant said that their
company’s new wellness programis “60% mental health and 40% physical health,” asignificant shift
from past efforts. Another noted the need to have people realize the need to “take time and show grace’
as they differentiate between “have to do from nice todo.”
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The Situation




The pandemicwas the most extraordinary event faced by the professionalsin ourinterviews. The scope,
scale, duration, and impactall exceeded that of otherincidents. However, thosefactors also presented
numerous opportunities forlearning.

Deep Visibility Provides Early Warnings

Routine operations and supply chain connections in China gave most participants the first warning that
something was afoot, asignificant advantage for global organizations where those operations are
connectedtoa robust business continuity global event monitoring function. Consistently, it was the
appearance of cases outside of Chinathat triggered preparations foraglobal event. For some the pivot
in operations came inJanuary and for others, the shift came as late as March.

However, initial perceptions varied in that some saw potential supply chain disruptions while others
were already considering the implications of a publichealth crisis. None fully grasped the potential for
the duration of the event. Some thought thatit would last a few months; anothersawitas a more
loosely defined “long haul.” One noted thatit was a real challenge to provide an estimate of the
disruption toseniorexecutives. Another said, “We knew it was goingto be serious, but we had noidea
that we would be shutting factories and requiring many peopleto work from home.” It takestime fora
majoreventto unfold, anditis difficultatthe beginningto gauge how longan eventwill lastand how
bad conditions willbecome. Thus, ongoing consideration of how to evolve response effortsis essential.
Onerespondentreported, “It wasimpossible to predict what was goingto happen, but the company
responded wellwith everyone atall levels focusing on dealing with the issues as they arose.” Said
another, “We had no initial ideaabout how longto planfordisruption and as more data emerged dates
got pushed out furtherand further. We accepted that potentially we might have to operate in pandemic
mode forseveral years. We also recognized that peaks might be cyclical, and this was confirmed by the
arrival of the Deltavariant.”

Wheneverthe realization arose and no matterthe initial assessment, it was the shift from reactive
survival mode to an agile, adaptive mindset embracing the potentialscale and scope of the pandemic
that promptedaproductive response. Understanding each crisis, its contingencies and unique timeli ne,
requires framingto organize thinking and activity. With such afundamental structure in place, patterns
can be betterderived from the chaotic milieu of overlapping crises (seethe Arcs of Time on p. 21).

Respondents consistently reported that they were challenged in finding verified, reliable information —
whatin meta-leadership termsis “drivingto the knowns.” One respondent said, “From business
continuity perspective, there were alotof knee jerk reactionstothese localized, not validated or vetted
reports, and we were trying to accommodate every one of those. Butthen quickly, we learned that we
needtofindasingle reliable source and we used CDCdata.”

Anothernoted, “Many activities related to our response and recovery were influenced by social media’s
impact. Since this played outina US electionyear, there were opposing opinions on avariety of

topics. If yousoughtto find somethingto supportyouropinion, you couldfindit. Quite oftenthis
resultedinreferencing statements thatneeded to be verified for accuracy multiple ways priorto relying
on them. For those of us who grew up with a trust in mediareporting years ago thiswas very
frustrating. ltgot us to realize the impact of social media with many individuals having short attention
spans. Itisanimportantlessonlearned movingforward.”



Anothersaid, “We found it chaotic at firstas evenleading authorities like CDC (Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention) and WHO (World Health Organization) were promoting different views.” Yet
anothernoted, “We looked to CDC for guidance, but the messaging was not great.” Eventually, most
respondentssettled onthe CDCas the “gold standard.” That was not withoutissues, though, as one
participant said, “We tried to stick to CDC guidance but that alsotended tovary somewhat as they were
challenged by politicians and media.”

However, one participant noted that they wanted multiple sources of information: “From a data
perspective, we tried to use several sources. It was CDC, it was Johns Hopkins University, there'sa
Virginiauniversity thatalso had a very, very solid data set. But not, you know, siding with asingle data
set, justin case that became tainted or colored in some way.”

Providingasingle source of truth was also important. Beyond the specifics of the medical and public
healthinformation, aclearvision forthe response was essential to guide action when new contingencies
arose because plans alone couldn’t cover all of them—leaders had to act toward the right goal when
prescribed steps weren’t planned out.

As inmany areas of contemporary organizational activity, data sophisticationis increasingly important.
Emergency managementand business continuity teams should look to bolster their capacity and
capabilityinthisareaas it will be critical in everything from leading up to senior executives to answering
gueries from staff. While finding consistentinformation to guide decisions was elusive, leaders found
that providing a consistent message throughout their organizations was critical. Confusion results from
conflicting publichealth messages and directives, and large organizations needed clear, consistent
messages that would serve as a trustworthy source of reliable information.

An Opportunity for Learning

Here, a significant difference arose among the participating organizationsin “single-loop” versus
“double-loop” learning3® 3!, All reported some version of “single-loop learning” —seeing gaps between
expected and actual outcomes, and then making adjustments to close those gaps. This method of
learningrelatestothe “old school” management mentioned above where an old mental model of
decision-makingis usedto solve new problems. During times of “business as usual” thisis typically good

enough. However, if “usual” abruptly shifts, then the organization can experience prolonged instability
or worse.

Some of our respondents, though, also evidenced double-loop learning—“questioning the assumptions
about [the] objective, the ways of discovering and inventing new alternatives, objectives, and



perceptions, as well as ways of approaching problems.”3? Here, organizations effectively incorporate
new streams of information and feedback to update their decision-making rules in the face of change.
This latterapproach to learningincreases an organization's resilience through understanding changesin
the “usual” and developing new solutions to new problems. This creates adaptive stability.

Leaders, regardless of being single-loop or double-loop learners, fundamentally want a “stable
equilibrium” situation where things are “business as usual.” Abstractly, think of aball on a flat surface as
opposedtosittingatthe top of a hill where the ballis unstable and wantstoroll down the hill and off a
cliff. Being on the stable plane breeds confidence in shareholders, partners, constituents, clients,
customers, and so on, whereas being on the top of an unstable hill invites doubt and mistrust.

The latter, unstable environment represents tipping-point events, such as pandemics, which shift the
plane, andthe stable equilibrium pointis nolongerwhere itonce was. Thisis when organizations either
attempt to create an unstable equilibriumvia static, single-loop learning—i.e., the stable plane has
eroded around them, creatinga hill ratherthan a flat surface, and they are buttressing an ineffective
way of doing—orthey recognize ashift has occurred via dynamic, double-loop learningand
subsequently adopt anew mindset to effectively manage the organization's shift toanew plane.

Thisis the main difference between single-loop learning—refining existing practices to keep business as
usual no matter what—and double-loop learning—a core shiftin thinkingand doing. Some readers may
alsoknow this as the more recent exploitation-exploration tradeoffin organizational learning made
popularby March33,

This shiftfrom single-loop to double-loop learning arose, in part, because of the existential nature of the
pandemic. Said one participant, “How do we keep the business going through this pandemicthat
potentially had the ability to shutthe business down entirely?” For others, it was the result of the
demands of business growth during the pandemic, “They [seniorleaders] are expecting the teamsto
show some form of intuition, otherthan purely astandard crisis managementresponse.”

Upon interviewing the organizations, we noticed a clear pattern in this shift from single - to double-loop
learning. Forexample, “Initially all issues had to be resolved as they occurred and treated as ‘one-offs’.
However, as time moved on patterns did emerge that allowed us to act more strategically and pro-
actively.” Said another, “We learned alot from what happenedinin the Far East. We share a lot of those
learnings through ourglobal crisis management team.” And yetanotheradded, “We were, when we
started, firstlooking at this from an Asia Pacificperspective. There were definitely some immediate
learnings, but we quickly saw it goingaround the world. And when we saw that this truly was a global
crisisfor all of our different regions, we not only had sharing of that of the information from one region
to another, butthat was then pulled upintoamid -review with seniorleaders and then communicated
to the executive team.”

Anotherexamplecame from a participant who said, “We have extended the knowledge and expertise of
middle managers and subject matter experts, so they are more ready and willing to deal with a future
crisis.” Insharing enduring lessons from the pandemic, this repeating message of learning was explicitly
articulated when a participantreported that, “We have improved ourformal process on how we learn
lessons, communicate these and unify the organization asa whole.” Thisrepresents a clear shiftin
mindset. Decision-makingis fundamentally changed, and the organizationis consequently more resilient
when future crises arise. Simply put, this organizationis double-loop learning.



Otherexamples of transitionsinlearning were seeninthe evolving perception of the pandemic. One
participantsaid, “The nature of the problem wasimproperly identified as asecurity issue ratherthana
crisismanagementone. As such, safety managementteams were designated to run it. Meanwhile many
experienced and qualified employees were being paid by the government and stayed at home with
nothingreallytodo.” A related issue arose at another of the organizationsinterviewed, “Because people
were sofocused onit [the pandemic] being unprecedented, business continuity wasn'timmediately at
the table for some senior[team] conversations. It seemed to be new, and itdid not seemto be
somethingthattraditional means could assist. Soinitially they didn't look at business continuity, they
looked everywhere else for help.” Inboth cases, however, the misperception was recognized, and
business continuity became a central playerinthe response.

Finally, itisimportantto note that double-loop learning can go in several directions. Inone case, a
participant noted the benefits of business continuity stepping back. “One of the best decisions, lwould
say, was for the Business Continuity peopleto take a back seatin the actual activation process of the
business continuity plans. Itallowed plan owners to take control, while BC could provide a consultative
role and provide asupportservice, ratherthan actually driving the activation and recovery process.”
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1 - Double-loop Learning: Using results to challenge underlying assumptions to, in turn, improve future actions and results

Single-loop Learning: Using results to inform actions to, in turn, improve future results

“We haveimproved our formal process on how we learn lessons, communicate these, and unify the
organization as a whole.”

Obstacles to Learning

Yet learning was notautomatic. Significantimpediments to learning, and operations, within the U.S.
arose from the decentralized structure of the U.S. government response system, wi th significant
authority relegated to states and localities. This structure, which can work well in a local or regional
incident, became problematicduringaglobal event with rapid, fragmented regulation. It seems that
double-loop learning was not automaticbecause as operations faced impediments from these external
challenges of decentralized response, the temptation toincrease stability more immediately with single-
loop learning outweighed the additional short-term instability of double-loop learning and new policy



implementation. Said one participant, “Asaretailer...ourapproach hasbeento provide the same
experienceinall ourstores. Thiswasimpossible as different regulations emerged in different states and
we had to understand them all and comply. We would have liked acommon approach, but this was
made impossibleasinformation overload took hold. We couldn’talign with a consistent framework and
had to really deal withissues on astore-by-store basisto alarge degree.”

Oneinterviewee’s organization found this fragmentation particularly problematicas they are
headquarteredin ahighly restrictive state while theircompetitors are based in states that pursued laxer
requirements. They had to pivot to work-from-home arrangements more quicklyand faced greater
difficulties maintaining operations.

Anotherinterviewee echoed this sentiment on aglobal scale, “With external stakeholders like
governments, theirrules could be very restrictive. Of course, being stringent wasn't too bad a thing, but
we did find that there were a couple of situations where things that we had put out there were alittle
bit different from government requirements.”

Anotherparticipant noted thatitwas a challenge when the federal or state governmentissued sector-
specificrequirements without considering the wide variety of situations, capabilities, and capacity of
individual organizationsin the sector. “Highereducation,” forexample, includes large universities with
medical facilities, publichealth expertise, and students from around the world as well as small
community colleges that serve a primarily local population. It took time and effort to negotiate
exceptions fromblanket requirements where otherapproaches were more appropriate.”

No incident unfolds precisely as expected. Noris any plan perfect. Unexpected contingencies are to be
expected, requiring attunementto anomalies and readiness to pivot. The pandemichas been no
exception. These unexpected contingencies highlight the benefits of adoptingalearning mindsetto
fosteragilityand resilience.

The interviewees reported that robust planning and protocols helped get them to pivot out of the
“basement” andinto productive action. One said, “We set up groups with specialist rolesand assigned
people... Examples were setting up awarehouse for PPE (personal protective equipment), quarantining
for students from specifichigh-risk states, contact tracing, and many other publichealth tasks.” Another
setup eight work streams to address specificchallenges.[1] Athird noted thatthe CEO and hisdirect
reports were “immediately engaged” inissues from taking care of people to onboarding new employees
to settingupisolated areasto provide critical services.

[1] 1. Staffing and people policies. 2. Future of work, spacing, masks, cleaning. 3. Health and safety

issues. 4. Demand and customer recovery. 5. Capacity and future scheduling. 6. Employees, support
whilst inactive. 7. Training, hiring and re-deployment. 8. Funding and revenue generation.



Political Dimensions

Among the most significant deviations from assumptions about the incident was the politicization of the
response. One participant noted, “One thingwe did struggle with, specifically in the US, was the
politicization of the pandemic. Not so much on the data side, which remained relatively clean - but on
the people side, with people within our organization saying thisisahoax...why are we getting excited?
Alternatively, we had the otherend of the scale, people were packing up theirhomes, gettingready to
move to another country because pandemicwas comingforthem.” Anothersaid, “We had to think

carefully aboutthe political implicationsin what we did and said to the media.” Athird added simply,
“there wastoo much politicsaround.”

Given that there are political aspects to any major incident and that polarization preceded the pandemic,
itisadvisable thatcrisisleadership professionals preparefortheiremergence. Thisis whatJuliette
Kayyem of the Harvard Kennedy School of Government calls, “becoming political without being
politicized.” Thatis, one must understand the political system and how to navigate within it without
becominganinstrumentforany elected official or party’s political agenda.

Work from Home

Perhapsthe most dramatic shiftin organizational activity during the pandemicwas the shift of workers
from officesto home. This was possible because of widespread internet access, availability of mobile
devices, and atleast partially digitalized, cloud-based file storage and workflow resources. The speed of
the shift, however, surprised all of the respondents. One participant noted that widespread work -from-
home arrangements had neverbeen considered in their planning, and thus had never been tested.

“By March 15th we had rapidly pivoted to telling many staff members towork from home,” said one
respondent. “It was a rapid change in our thinking. The nature of our business means that field staff
cannot work fromhome but the 50% of office workers were working remote ly very quickly. We almost



had two totally different plans and expectations.” Another noted the challenges forthe Information
Technology (IT) group to support “25,000 people working remotely.” Athird shared that while the
company’sresponse plan called for obtaining more laptops, it did not account for the complexities of
procurement and readying the devices forinclusion onthe corporate network, a process of weeks, not
days. There were alsothe complicationsin the logistics of setting up home offices forthose who did not
have one.

Almost all of the participantsin our interviews worked for organizations deemed essential and, for most,
continuing operations meant maintaining some facility-based activities in addition to work-from-home
arrangements. These ranged from retail stores to warehouses to dormitories, laboratories, and factories.
For each of these, the novel nature of the threat and conflicting local, state, and federal guidance posed
challengesto establishing criteria for “safe” operating environments. Thisis a contingency that should

be incorporatedinto future planning.

IH

Related tothis, several interviewees noted that their “essential” status and cascading effects of the
pandemicledtoan upturninbusinessjustastheywere struggling to ke ep associates, customers, and
otherssafe. One said, “we're scrambling to hire more people to get more jobs done and we've got to
manage that, in parallel with the pandemic.” Business continuity planners should considerthat certain

disruptions will increasedemand, and not assume a contraction.

Itisalso often hardertoturn things back on than it was to turn them off. Though the return to officesis
far from complete (orassured), it was already on participants’ minds. One noted the challenge of,
“..tryingto fix dates forreturn to offices when peoplewere simply trying to protect themselves by
staying at home. Naturally these had to be constantly changed which caused some staff issues.” Another
echoed this, noting the problems of, “...setting false expectations, statingwhen we would return to the
office and then changing the dates too often.”

The inescapable reality is that some of the flexible work arrangements arising from the pandemicwill
endure insome form. So, too, will the variability of sophistication of digital work and workflo ws
throughoutan enterprise. An emerging area for the attention of business continuity leaders is to
understand how toincorporate thisinto their planning. Atits best, thisis an opportunity for business
continuity and line of business managersto work togetherto forge a solution, as day-to-day use of
digital tools and techniquesis likely the best way to ensure that they are ready and acceptedin a crisis.



Social Justice Issues

The protests that erupted in the aftermath of the killing of George Floyd in Minneapolis, Minnesotain
May 2020 injected yet more complexity to the overall response. Some participants reported that they

had facilitiesin protest areas. Others noted that they had general safety concerns about customersand
staff.

The issuesraised by the protesters presented executives with questions about whethertorespondand,
if so, how and when to engage. One participant shared the CEOs firm stance in favor of the prote sters:
“There are customers we are willingtolose.” Another CEO took a similarly strong stand, noting that
these issues “were personal” to alot of people. A third shared that the company considered this an
opportunity to have “our actions match our values and our words.”

Anotherparticipant shared that the protests, along with extreme weather and other compounding
events, have caused themtointegrate the potential for multiple, concurrent events.

Connectivity

Robust connections between individuals and organizations are essential during any complex crisis where
no single entity has sufficient authority, capacity, or capability to meet the challenge alone.
Communication, cooperation, and collaboration across intra- and inter-organizational boundaries are
necessary to meetidentified and emerging threatsand opportunities.

Vertical Connectivity (leading up and down)
Connecting with the Senior Team

As noted above, it was connectivity through the supply chain thatfirst alerted organizations to the
emerging coronavirus. Information flow was critical to recognizing the patternsin the dataemerging
from China.



The initial connectivity required was with business continuity teams and executive management. This
was a two-way street. Typical of one set of responses werethese, “The executiveteam as soon as we
notifiedthem, they were on board. We had daily meetings with them,” and “Once the Crisis
Management Team (CMT) is activated you automatically get attention. The CEO and the Executive Vice
Presidents werevery engaged from early on.” Alternatively, the connection came from above: “By
January/February there was enough media coverage, that ourseniorleadership already werevery much
aware of whatwas happening, and this isbecomingaglobal threat... our seniorleadership was coming
to us saying, ‘Have you heard the latest on Covid, are you monitoringthis, dowe have aplan?’”

However, the shiftinto crisis mode was not always seamless. One participant noted that because this
was a novel event, “business continuity wasn'timmediately at the table for some of those senior
[management] conversations.” That person continued, “Getting top managementto understandright at
the beginningthatalthough Covid was a new disruptive issue, it was not ‘unprecedented.’ Faster
involvement of existing business continuity plans and processes would have reduced confusionin early
stages.” Anothernoted that while a crisis structure was in place by mid-March, there were “still
disagreements about priorities and emergency practices.”

Another participant suggested that subject matter experts needed to be part of the crisisteamand
givendirectaccessto levels of management much higherthanthey are, and with whomthey would
normally not communicate. This indicates that briefing skills could be valuable trainingforawiderrange
of employees.

Internal Communications

As indicatedinthe Personsection above, the health and safety of associates was a primary concern
among participating companies. This required robust, consistent communications—an areain which
some organizations struggled initially.

One participant noted, “The best decision was that from day one, we went totally digital. We have a
very large workforce, and it was really importanttoreach everyone. Everything went digital, everything
related to COVID was digital. We created a central app that housed everythingunderthe sun. Ithad all
the links needed, it had the latest news, the datafor everylocation. Everything withinthe company can
be accessed on thisapp. That worked extremely well for us. We gotinformation quickly from the
employees fromthe field whereverthey were. We had that kind of connectivity, anintimacy with
employees. Everyone has asmartphone —whetherin Delhi or Houston.”



Another participant said that the pandemicaccelerated the company’s digital workflow transformation.
For the firsttime, they had a platform on which they could engage the entire organization. “This was
very positive,” the intervieweessaid, adding, “Ourleadership communication was very good early on as
we held ‘Town Hall’ calls foreveryone. The CEO and senior executives were always presenton all calls
and theirinput was well received. More than 10% of our employees attended some callson avoluntary
basis.” A third respondent noted the importance of having asingle, consistent voice for communicating
with associates. It helped create calm and clarity. They had the same executive involved wherever
possible.

As a counterpoint, a participantsaid, “...initial communications with ourassociates and other
stakeholders could have been better. Faster, more consistentand more regularwould have helped build
confidence and avoided message confusion.” Echoingthis, anotherintervieweesaid that “Getting
better control of communicationsinthe early stages” was something that the company could have done
better.

Internal communications are essential to maintain alignment amidst the turbulence of acrisis. A
communications plan should be activated as soon as possible and it should be honest, transparent, and
two-way. Consistency of voice is also a benefit.

Leading Across and Beyond

In meta-leadership terms, leading across refers to achieving synchrony between different units of a
single organization while leading beyond refers to exertinginfluence on external stakeholders. Both
were importantin the response efforts of these companies.

Across

Each of the participating organizationsisalarge, complex enterprise with multiple locations and
numerous functions. Understanding second-, third-, and even fourth-level effects was essential to avoid
unintended consequences. One participant noted, “As aglobal company thisimpacted us everywhere.
This was the first time a disasterorcrisis had involved the whole company, soitinvolved strong
leadership atall levels.” Anothernoted, “We knew that we couldn't shut down everything. Not every
type of work can be done fromhome, obviously, so we knew, some people still had tocomein.”

The pandemicresponse presented opportunities to find new modes of collaboration. Several
participants noted the value of bringing project management expertise into the crisis team. Another said
that they “flattened the organization to get the right people at the table.” One personreported that the
response integrated many teams, including business continuity, security, intelligence, travel, and more.
Thisrequired learningto understand the processesand language of each. These adaptations are further
evidence of the rapid learning and adaptation noted above.

Technology was an obviousissue given the move from on-site to work from home for many workers.
One participant said, “From a technology perspective, how dowe set up isolated areas where we can
have the critical services available forthe variety of [internal] organizations?” This suggeststhe
importance of involving departments beyond business continuity, such as IT and HR, in planningand
exercises.



Beyond

Coordination between the publicand private sectorsis critical in any disaster, none more sothana
pandemic. Guidance and regulations issued by government entities affects all peopleincluding
employees, customers, suppliers, and others. One participant said, “Every crisis management team has
stakeholder management responsibilities withinthe team and theirrole is to speak with local leaders,
speak with government, etc.”

However, such coordination was not always easy. This was in part because guidance evolved as more
was learned about the virus, its spread, and the most effective countermeasures. Another significant
factor was the bottom-up structure of U.S. response authorities. There were frequent conflicts and
contradictions between the guidanceand mandates from local, state, and federal authorities, makingit
difficultto craft corporate policies and protocols that conformed with all of the requirements. One
participant said, “When state governments started to getinvolved it was a bit more difficult. We had
common safety protocols that we applied as a company, but different states had different views about
what was appropriate.”

Another participant, speaking of both U.S. and non-U.S. governments globally, captured the challenges
this way: “l would say that there was definitely some disparity between what the government was
sayingand what our existing process was. | think that happens with catastrophicevents as governments
feelthatneedtogetinvolved andtry and pull thingstogether. Sometimes they don’thave asgood a
disasterorcontinuity perspective. They are notreally sure whatis necessarily going on and some of
theiradvice mightbe a bitinappropriate.”

Othercommentsreflected similar challenges: “We found it chaoticat first as evenleadingauthorities
like CDCand WHO were promoting differentviews. There werealso big differences with respect to
things like masks, social distancing, and signage requirements.” “FEMA did not really have [our sector]
on theirradar, so theiradvice seemed confused and lacked any coordination.” “We found [the] lack of
direction, consistency and clarity very challenging.”

Particularly challenging were situations where acompany had a facility in one state and employees
workingthere from neighboring states. Publicsector officials define their domains by jurisdictional
boundariesand see theirconstituencies as residents residing within those boundaries. Corporations and
theircustomers, by contrast, are not constrained by those boundaries. One participant note d that “It
was difficultto get answers to basic questions” about boundary-crossingissues. This suggests that there
would be benefits to encouraging regionalapproachesto be developed by the publicsector.

The frustration with government entities also led to independent action. One participant noted that
they would follow theirown protocols when they felt that government directives were not stringent
enough: “we had to get really clear on what were the must-havesto our organization.” Anothersaid,
“Ultimately, ourdecisions had to be taken by our publichealth expert at [our organization] ratherthan
government agencies.”



Despite the difficulties, itisimportantto mention that persistent engagement with government officials
can pay off. Oneinterviewee reported, “We were able to have a conversation with the governor's office
and we showed them our numbers, our case rates were low, and we've got all medicationsin place.
Theythendidallow usto keep going.”

One participantalso noted the necessity of leading beyond to suppliers: “We have identified the need to
help our suppliers become more resilient —their failure could become our failure.” With a global disaster,
consideration of contingencies beyond the organization became critical.

The concern over supply chainissues continues. One participantsaid, “The impact of supply chainon our
daily lives has become a major challenge to manage the rest of 2021 and into 2022. Issueswith ocean
freightbookings, cargoissues, container shortages, lack of personnelat ports, etc. will continue. It has
become more importantto be agile versus beingaccurate. The complexity in material sourcing, logistics
and transportation will take as long to subside asit did to develop. It maytake wellinto 2023 for these
complex supply chain challenges to be resolved and foritto notbe a top trendingrisk forall nextyear.”

Amongthe subject matterexperts who proved mostvaluableduring the response was someone with
knowledge of infectious diseases. For some respondents, this was the chief medical officer. Others
broughtin outside expertise. One participant noted, “It was also essential to work with a specialist
infectious disease doctorvery closely throughout the pandemic.” Anothersaid, “The best decision [we
made] was probably to engage the doctor that we had onretainervery early onin the process to make
sure that we could get some of that immediate insight.”

These and otherresponses reflected the necessity of open communication and trust between senior
executives and the team handling the details of the response. See also the Power of Preparation section
that follows.

Other Topics: The Power of Preparation

Themesthat transcend the three individual dimensions of people, situation, and connectivity are the
values of building (a) business continuity and (b) health and safety capabilities in advance of the
pandemic. These include the capabilities to both lead and manage the various aspects of the event.
Participants consistently noted the benefits of looking at these areas as investments rather than cost
centers. Forthose that did, the return on that investment was evident throughout the pandemic. While
none of the responses was seamless, the people, training, structures, and protocolsin place accelerated
crisisrecognition and response efforts, and facilitated the various pivots required inalong duration
event.



One participant’s thoughts were typical, “Atacompany level we had strong global protocols on health
and safety which we applied and had exercised business continuity with our China associates for many
years. We benefited very much from the long-term commitment we had made to business continuity
across all parts of our global operations. Although we had not planned for such an extensive event, we
had undertaken multiple scenario exercises and people understood the conceptsinvolvedin managinga
crisis.”

Anothersaid, “We have two global teams - one in Europe, one in North America, so basically an East and
a West. If we have a global crisis, we can manage that 24/7 without havingto keep people up at night
on oneside of the world.” Athird noted, “We have a campusin Shanghai and felt we were quite
prepared as we undertaken successful exercises based on apandemicinthe region during 2019.”

Another participant shared that the scope and scale of the pandemicrequiredintegratingawide range
of managersintothe effort. “Some had never worked with the business continuity team before,
whereas others were very experienced in BCthrough exercise participation and planning. Generally,
there was strong leadership which stopped too much nitpicking.” Anothersaid, “[Ourteam] isnotso
experiencedindealing with an organization-wide crisis situation. To some extent the crisisteam had to
learn as they went. They had to start making decisions and couldn’t guarantee they always gotitright.”
Anothersaid thattheylearnedto “truly operate globally” whereas they had previously geared their
efforts forregional events.

The duration of the eventrequired onboarding and offboarding crisis team members. “It was difficult
because this crisis had no spedfic endpoint and fatigue set in amongst those trying to manage the crisis,”
said one. “Other managers stepped up and took over crisis roles as time when on.” Managing such
transitionsin ways that minimize disruptions to the operating rhythm of the crisisteam should be a
consideration forfuture planning.

Otherssaid, “We have learned that more investmentis needed intesting, training and staff
developmenttodeal with a major crisis” and “We have seenthe advantage of bringingall levelsinto the
decision processand Covid-19hasforced us to put a more formal response structure in place.”

A similarsentiment was shared by a participant who said that the Covid response team had made more
than 100 recommendations for changestotheir plans. They were distilled into key take -awaysin four
areas:training (particularly onboarding, transitions, and furloughs); tools (more and better playbooks
and action lists); timing; and teams (more bench strength). This person said that the goal is always to
have processes and protocols thatare “highly reliable and low maintenance.”

There were multiple calls to be more imaginativein crafting future plans. As one participant said, “I
would venture to say that many, many companies do not write...a multi-crisis ...type of aplan, but that’s
the environmentthatwe’reinright now... Multiple majorcrisescan...happen atthe same time and we
needtobe preparedtodeal withthem...”



Conclusion

The coronavirus pandemichas been the first, but likely not the last, crisisin our times to affect everyone
on the planet, either medically, economically, orsocially. It has tested individuals, organizations,and
communities. The interviews analyzed above suggest that the horrificlosses also had some positive
notes: executives leaned into the human aspects of the crisis, consistently putting people first. This
sentiment permeated decisions large and small and was reflected in tangible actions. Those companies
that had invested in preparedness saw areturn on that investmentin theirability to respond quickly,
unify efforts, and adaptas necessary to unexpected contingencies. There was agrowing appreciation for
connectivity—with associates, customers, suppliers, government officials, response partners, and more.

Perhaps mostsignificantisthe evidence that the mostresilient organizations are those thatare
committed to shiftsin their mindsetand double-loop learning. Inthese interviews, there isample
evidence of anappreciation forwhat was going right —and the lessons that could be derived from
stumbles and miscalculations along the way. Such difficulties are inevitable in a complex crisis,
particularly with anovel virus whose behaviorand impact only emerged overtime.

The challenge now isto make these lessons endure. The imperativeis, as one participant said, “bake
these lessonsintoourculture.”

Tools for Future Planning

Three meta-leadership practice tools may help inform planning and preparation for complex crises:
Drivingtothe Known, the POP-DOC Loop, and the Arcs of Time. Each of these tools addresses aspecific
aspect of the challenges of these incidents.

Driving to the Known



In the pandemic, tracking what was known and what was still uncertain about the virus, vaccine
development, publichealth requirements, supply chain disruptions, and other factors affected decision
making. Given the changing, sometimes contradictory, information in a complex crisis, adisciplined
knowledge acquisition, analysis, and action process benefits leaders and their organizations. Establishing
knowledge discipline helpsinaligning the crisis team, briefing stakeholders, and setting priorities.

The process of drivingto the knowns delineates between whatis known and what can be known, and
systematically closes the gap between the two. The known-knowns are verified and usable information.
Intentional inquiry unearths answers to the known-unknowns, expanding situational awareness. Actively
seekingless obvious expertiseand experience helps reveal the unknown-knowns, since the leader may
be oblivious to whatis discoverable. The unknown-unknowns are contingencies thatare truly
unpredictable, often explored through imaginative brainstorming and scenario development.

Within these distinctions, the meta-leader purposefully drives to the knowns to gain deeper
understanding. Continually s these categories of dataand knowledge help establishacommon
operating picture and stimulates curiosity that fosters situational insight beyond mere awareness.

DRIVING TO THE KNOWN
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The POP-DOC Loop

There were numerousincidences in these interviews of participants noting the challenges of grasping
what was happening, knowing what to do about it, and then turning that knowledge into tangible steps
forward. The POP-DOC Loop provides astructure and process to move through cycles of analysis and
action, continually calibrating strategy and tactics to most effectively meet evolving challenges.

Crisesevolve, requiring afluid process tointegrate new “knowns” and queries, make timely decisions,
and adapt operations to changing conditions. The POP-DOC Loop systemizes and disciplines this process
through six distinct steps. Step one —Perceive - requires intentional, broadly scoped information
collection. Inthe second step —Orient—informationis organized to help identify patterns toinform
sense-and meaning-making. Step three —Predict—projects those patternsinto the future with relative
probabilities toinform options, anticipate contingencies, and identify potential obstacles. The fourth
step— Decide —appliesthe analysis on the POP side of the loop to making concrete decisions. Step five -
Operationalize —isthe implementation of those decisions. Information on decisions and operations and
aboutthe effect of those decisions and actions is disseminated and collected in the step six--



Communicate. The process starts again, perceiving the impact of prior work and applying that
information to an adaptive response.

As the situation progresses, the POP-DOC framework provides structure forachievingand maintaining
accurate, relevant, and progressing situationalawareness and insight. Regularlytraversing the Loop can
help establish acadence forthe crisis team, mitigate “paralysis by analysis,” and facilitate information
flow. Each completed cycle canformthe basis fora briefing for stakeholders, creating shared
expectationsaround the format and process. Ina complex crisis, the frequency of changes itself may
create new problems. When they are noted asan emergent pattern, appropriatechangestothe
cadence of meetings, updates, decisions, and implementation can be made in a responsiverathera
reactive manner.

THE POP - DOC LOOP

Establishing Your Leadership Rhythm
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The Arcs of Time

In the coronavirus pandemic, knowing when to do something was as vexing as understanding what to do
because of the many variables, conflicting guidance from publicofficials, and understanding of the virus

that accumulated overtime. The Arcs of Time help create focus on the primary challenge as well ashow

theresponse will need to evolvetoresolveit.

All crises unfold overtime: They have abeginning, amiddle, and an end. No matterthe incident, itisan
inherentinterest of the crisis leaderto achieve the best possible conclusionin the shortest period of
time and with the fewest possible negative consequences. The Arcs of Time is a framework for visually
representingthe time-based phases of acrisis and identifying and anticipating the evolution of incident-
related challenges overtime. Itis useful forachieving consensus on the currentsituation aswell ason
the pathway froman undesirable current state to a desired future state.



WHAT MOTIVATES AND GUIDES
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TIME AND EFFORT TO SUCCEED

By representing the flow of activities overtime visually, the Arcs can stimulate fresh perspectives and
anticipation of future needs.

Each arc begins with a precipitating event that creates an unacceptable presentstate. The first stepisto
identify the apex of the arc—the threatto be addressed. The leader seeks to create unity of purpose
among stakeholders to “flatten the curve,”i.e. lessenthe severity of the impact of the threat. The Arcs
assistthe leaderin plotting moves through specificactivities to: 1) addressimmediatetransactional
needs; 2) vision the desired future state and the transformation required to get there; 3) guide the
actionsrequired forthe organization or community to reach and sustain the positive outcome.

By representing the flow of activities overtime visually, the Arcs can stimulate fresh perspectives and
anticipation of future needs. As with the othertools, the Arcs can be useful in briefing stakeholders so as
to fostera common understanding of the problem setand the steps needed to addressit.

About the NPLI and DRI

The NPLI, a joint program of the Harvard T.H. Chan School of PublicHealth and the CenterforPublic
Leadership at the Harvard Kennedy School of Government, was established in 2003 at the request of the
federal government. The program conducts research on homeland security, emergency preparedness,

publichealth, and publicsafety leaders in times of crisis and change, turninglessons learned into an
executiveeducation curriculum, case studies, and scholarship that highlight best practices.



Disaster Recovery Institute International (DRI), founded in 1988, is the oldest and largest nonprofit that
helps organizations around the world prepare forand recover from disasters by providing education,
accreditation, and thoughtleadership in business continuity, disaster recovery, cyber resilience and
related fields. DRI has certified 15,000+ resilience professionals in 100+ countries and at 95 percent of
Fortune 100 companies. A complementary report on these findings? written by DRI is also available.

About Meta-Leadership

The Meta-leadership framework and practice method is core to the NPLI’s curriculum. The methodology
has been developed and tested through years of field research, academicinquiry,and real -time
feedback from practitioners. It continues to evolve. “Graduates of the NPLI executive education program
reportthat this framework has made a significant difference when applied in their real -world problem
solvingand crisisresponse,” said NPLI Founding Co-director Leonard Marcus. “They reach out to one
anotherand coordinate theiractions more pro-actively than they otherwise would have. This sort of
Meta-leadershipinacrisis or other majoreventhasimportant publichealth impact, insofar as agencies
are betterable toserve the populationandreduce the loss of life.”

THE DIMENSIONS
OF META-LEADERSHIP
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The Meta-leadership framework has three dimensions to teach leadership skills:
1. ThePerson of the Meta-Leader: self-knowledge, awareness, and discipline;

2. TheSituation: discerningthe contextforleadership, whatis happening, and whatto do about it;

2https://bit.ly/3yci604




3. Connectivity: fostering positive, productive relationships. Connectivity includes four key
directions:

a. leadingdownthe formal chain of command to subordinates — within one’s chain of
command — creatinga cohesive high-performance team with a unified mission;

b. leadinguptosuperiors,inspiring confidence, and delivering on expectations; enabling
and supporting good decisions and priority setting;

c. leadingacrossto peersandintra-organizational units to foster collaboration and
coordination within the same chain of command, which includes other departments,
offices, or professional groups within the same organization.

d. leadingbeyondtoengage external entities, including affected agencies, the general
public, and the mediato create unity of purpose and effortinlarge -scale response to
complex events.

The Meta-leadership framework and vocabulary are commonly used across many homeland security,
preparedness, and response organizations. Faculty have conducted hundreds of training sessions,
including executive education programs at Harvard, as well as on site programs at the White House,
Departments of Homeland Security, Health and Human Services, Defense, Veterans Affairs, the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention, Secret Service, FEMA, the Transportation Security Administration,
and numerous private sector organizations.
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