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Four Typical Responses In A Crisis. 
Which One Is Yours? 
Rajeev Peshawaria, LEC Founder & President  

“I believe all the hype about Covid-19 is way overblown. And even if some of it is true, life 
must go on.  So, let’s take a few precautions but continue as normally as possible, and hope 
for the best.” 
 
These were the words of a CEO to his staff while almost everyone else was hunkering down in social distancing.  
  
“We will make sure there are plenty of masks and hand-sanitizers available, but life and business must go on.  This is the 
time for courage,” he said proudly while arguing against cancelling a planned 100-person strategic planning offsite.   
 
It took a strict lockdown order from his government for him to cancel the offsite while almost every other public gathering 
in town had already been cancelled or postponed voluntarily.  Was he deliberately trying to push his people in harm’s way?   

FOUR TYPES OF CRISIS RESPONSES 
Probably not.  He was just inadequately 
informed about the facts of the 
situation.  And had he considered the 
impact on his business if a significant 
number of his senior team members got 
infected? Clearly not, pointing to the 
fact that he wasn’t even fully skilled or 
knowledgeable about risk management 
and business continuity, both of which 
are key responsibilities of CEOs 
particularly in times of crisis. 
 
This CEO’s approach is one of four 
typical responses we see in a crisis.  He 
falls in the category of people who have 
low crisis readiness and take negative 
action.  In the matrix, he would be Type 
1: The Dangerous Dunce. 
 
An important point to note about the 
horizontal axis of the matrix before we 
proceed any further:  For crisis 
readiness to be considered high, both 
business skill and knowledge about the 
facts of the crisis must be high.   
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  If someone is inadequate in either or both of those areas, he/she would be placed in 
the Low Crisis Readiness quadrants.  In the Dangerous Dunce quadrant for example, 
negative behavior can be a result of inadequacy in one or both. 

Type 1: The Dangerous Dunce 
Our over-enthusiastic CEO above was a dangerous 
dunce because of his low level of understanding 
about the facts and impact of the crisis. Another 
variant is someone who perhaps understands the 
crisis but has low business skills or competence. He 
almost gets paralyzed by the outbreak of the crisis; 
and wastes a lot of time simply doing nothing.  When 
he finally does spring to action, instead of using the 
opportunity to carefully prepare the organization for 
when normalcy returns, he indulges in knee-jerk 
reactions that might cause long-term harm to the 
business. Someone making drastic cuts in R&D or 
talent development to meet short-term profitability 
numbers would be an example.   
 
Type 2: The Calculating Opportunist 
The Type 2 respondent has adequate skills and 
knowledge in both areas, but instead of rising to the 
challenge of much-needed true leadership, he tries to 
take advantage of the situation by resorting to 
opportunistic negative behavior. Take the case of 
John, who was already struggling with meeting 
revenue targets he had committed to his board 
before the outbreak.  He now goes about spreading 
dooms day rumors, pretends to be overly concerned 
about the safety of his staff and customers, and 
convinces his board that they need to suspend or 
curtail operations to the minimum until the situation 
improves.  He skillfully uses the crisis to absolve 
himself of the responsibility to achieve results.  While 
the crisis is life-threatening to the rest of the world, 
for him, it’s a life saver.  
 
Or take Koh, who operates a small chain of 
pharmacies. Smelling an opportunity, he starts 
hoarding masks, hand sanitizers and disinfectants, 
and as people rush to buy them, jacks up prices 10-
fold.  John and Koh are two varieties of Calculating 
Opportunists.   
 
Type 3: The Caring Fool  
Henry, Country COO at a hospitality company, was 
known for his compassion.  Last week he received a 
frantic call from Jose’, one of his expatriate 
employees who was stuck at the airport since the past  

three days. Immigration was not allowing him to leave 
because he had just arrived from a country with one 
of the highest Covid-19 infection rates. Henry 
managed to work with authorities and get Jose’ out, 
but as per the country’s Covid related guidelines, 
arranged for Jose’ to stay at a section of the 
company’s hotel that was cordoned off as a 
quarantine bay for people returning from overseas.  
However, 2-3 days into the required 14-day self-
quarantine period, Jose’ began requesting Henry to let 
him go home.  “My wife does not speak the local 
language.  She is very scared alone at home with our 
little son.  Please let me go home. My family needs me 
now,” Jose’ pleaded.  Being the good Samaritan that 
Henry was, he allowed Jose’ to go home, putting the 
wife and son, and rest of the residents of his 
condominium at risk.   
 
Type 4: The True Leader 
Type 4 is obviously what we need, particularly in a 
crisis as devastating as the current one. But having the 
right level of business skills and crisis knowledge is no 
guarantee for positive action. We’ve seen many 
examples of extremely smart and talented people that 
end up compromising their ethics and integrity under 
pressure, or when confronted with an opportunity to 
make huge gains. True leadership is as much about 
consistently living the right values as it is about 
competence.  Consider Jacinda Ardern, the 39-year 
old Prime Minister of New Zealand.  Her response to 
the horrific Christchurch shootings was a great 
example of business skills (the business of running a 
nation’s government in this case) as well as of living 
the right values.  Not only did she show up respectfully 
with genuine compassion, she also changed the 
country’s gun ownership laws in record time. 

Image Credit @ Freerange Jack Moreh 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/australasia/new-zealand-shooting-jacinda-ardern-video-reaction-world-praise-a8832186.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/australasia/new-zealand-shooting-jacinda-ardern-video-reaction-world-praise-a8832186.html
https://freerangestock.com/photos/120460/which-way-to-go--a-man-facing-choices-and-options.html
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When confronted with a crisis, true leaders ask themselves two questions: 
 

1. How does this situation fit within our overall mission and purpose? Is it worth fighting for? (the ability to answer 
this question correctly depends on overall business skill and competence to understand the bigger picture 
context) 
 

2. If we acted according to our values, what would we do? (the ability to answer this question correctly depends 
on one’s clarity and conviction in a set of shared or personal values) 

Let’s take a closer look at values-based behavior, because that is usually harder than developing business skills, and 
even more needed in times of crisis.  Like Prime Minister Ardern, the automatic response of true leaders in any 
situation, is to act according to a set of values they believe to be right and noble.  The key word here is automatic.  
True leaders act in accordance with the right values without thinking, analyzing or calculating cost-benefits.  
 
Good News / Bad News: The bad news is that the ability to automatically act in accordance with the right values is 
rare; but the good news is that it can be developed.  
 
Let me explain: 
 
Most of what we say or do comes from the reptilian (automatic) brain which acts without deliberate thinking and 
careful processing. When we drive to work each morning, we don’t consciously calculate how much to rotate the 
steering wheel while turning, or how hard to press the accelerator while cruising.  All the actions required to bring us 
safely to work happen automatically. Why? Because thanks to years of practice we’ve had, everything we need to do 
to drive safely is part of muscle memory already.  We don’t need to think carefully each time we turn, stop or start.  
Our brain processes everything automatically while we might be listening to the news on the radio or even talking to 
someone on the phone (hopefully handsfree) while driving. When it comes to our response to crisis and/or 
temptation, is behaving according to the right values as automatic for us as driving?     
 
1. When asked how they will respond to an ethical dilemma in business school classes, most students give the right 

answer.  But do they also choose the right action when actually confronted with a crisis or temptation?   
 

2. Now, deliberately practice living one or more of those values every day.  Do one thing each day for the next 90 
days to live one of your values.  For example, if empathy, compassion or giving is one of your values, undertake 
one action each day that involves empathy, compassion or giving. 

 
3. At the end of each day, spend 5 minutes reflecting on your daily values-based act.  Particularly ask yourself how 

you felt as a result of having lived the value.  Keep a written log of both, the action you undertook and how you 
felt about it.  

 
If you do this diligently for 90 days, chances are, you will create muscle memory for yourself.  You will realize how 
powerful the joy of doing the right thing is.  You will have had so much practice (of experiencing that inner joy) that 
your neurons will have permanently rewired themselves to automatically respond based on the right values.  With 
this muscle memory, you will now defeat crises rather than the other way around. 
 
So, which quadrant are you in currently?   

This article was originally published on Forbes.com on April 1, 2020 and can be accessed here - Article 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/rajeevpeshawaria/2020/04/01/four-typical-responses-in-a-crisis-which-one-is-yours/?sh=2df2ebe035bc

