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The ultimate measure of a man is not where he stands in moments of comfort and convenience, but where 
he stands at times of challenge and controversy.  – Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 

Introduction 

In today's turbulent global climate, crisis leadership has shifted from a specialised skill reserved for 
rare emergencies to an essential function for modern executives. From geopolitical conflicts to labour 
market shortages and navigating cultural sensitivities with distributed teams, these challenges test an 
organisation's resiliency in its ability to navigate through uncertainty. Traditional playbooks for 
managing unexpected geopolitical change, such as following the economic upheaval caused by the 
pandemic, are woefully insufficient. Consequently, leadership teams are seeking new ways to enable a 
new level of agility where they must shift their focus from short-term crisis containment to operating 
as stabilisers, anchoring their teams not just in reacting to the chaos of change, but in developing long-
term internal resilience.   

This article offers a practical blueprint for leadership in such times, grounded in adaptive strategies 
that build resilience from the inside out. Through four interconnected leadership pillars: clarifying a 
shared vision, demonstrating composure under pressure, taking focused tactical action, and 
cultivating organisational trust through radical transparency, these pillars enable leaders to transform 
uncertainty into a strategic advantage by activating people, not just processes. As uncertainty 
becomes the new norm, these capabilities are no longer optional but critical for a business to survive 
and thrive in the face of global volatility. 

 
Define the Vision, Anchor the Mission 

Throughout history, everything of lasting value required an intentional focus on a predetermined 
outcome. Specifically for business leaders, this focus is a well-articulated vision that serves as both a 
compass and a catalyst, providing a consistent orientation that their teams need to navigate volatility 
and inspire them to push forward decisively. This is the first pillar. Setting a vision that reinforces agility 
in managing operational priorities, particularly during a rapidly changing external environment, enables 
teams to make informed decisions that align with long-term goals, even when experiencing immediate 
pressures. In this way, vision becomes the most potent instrument for unity, forward motion, and 
strategic endurance. Conversely, without this grounding, organisational teams and employees often 
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fall prey to short-term thinking and reactive behaviours that erode stability and undermine what they 
need to achieve. 

Throughout history, the most notorious leaders were actively involved in crafting key messages and 
updates around their vision, and were ultimately effective as they drew on their own personal 
experiences and emotions to empathise with their employees and teams. Displaying high-calibre 
leadership during times of crisis requires the ability to provide safety in three key areas: physical, 
psychological and performance. A leader’s ability to identify and acknowledge physical threats and their 
team’s needs is the foundation for traversing a crisis; this enables a pathway to recognise and address 
the very natural and highly emotional responses to the situation, often marked by waves of oscillating 
feelings – from fear to anxiety, grief to frustration, and even anger to depression. Lastly, above these, 
the leader must also be able to empathise and compensate for a temporarily reduced level of 
performance from their teams. 

Abraham Lincoln, during his presidency, and Jacinda Ardern, during the COVID-19 pandemic, were 
notorious for being able to showcase empathy and compassion, understanding, and structure to the 
physical and emotional needs of their constituencies. Lincoln often visited the hospitals of soldiers 
during the American Civil War, whereas Ardern held quasi-casual press conferences to regularly check 
in with how people were coping during the pandemic. Yet, unequivocally, one of the most modern 
displays of exceptional crisis leadership, in advance of the pandemic, was witnessed through one of 
the most challenging workplace crises: the Chilean crew who were trapped in a mine for over 60 days. 
Immediately recognising the gravity of the situation, the foreman, Luis Urzúa ensured the physical 
safety of his teams, addressed any physical and emotional concerns with the crew with daily calls with 
a doctor and psychologist, and further compensated for his team’s natural and temporary lack of 
performance as they acclimated to the situation by establishing necessary rules and regulations to 
ensure their survival, including rationing food, a new shift-schedule, and drawing maps of the mine’s 
topology.  

Aligning everyone to the vision is not simply a matter of frequent messaging; it must be delivered 
authentically with conviction, clarity, and consistency so that it connects both intellectually and 
emotionally, often requiring the leader to showcase that they are an active participant in the crisis with 
their teams.  

 

Model Composure, Cultivate Stability 

During these uncertain times, leaders who project themselves as calm and confident help stabilise the 
emotional tenor of the business and create a psychological anchor for their teams. This is the second 
pillar. This sense of grounded leadership is not about denying the existence of challenges, but instead 
demonstrating that the organisation is aligned, focused, and equipped to face them.   
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One of the most vital determinants of organisational resilience is leadership presence, which creates 
the conditions necessary for psychological safety, a critical factor in developing resilient teams. At the 
onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, Jeff Bezos was a great example of a leader embodying calm 
composure amidst uncertainty. After reiterating the vision for the company, and empathetically 
connecting with Amazon employees, he showcased that the leadership team was aligned, focused, and 
equipped to handle the situation effectively; thus, he elevated the Human Resources (HR) team to 
extend beyond a mere administrative or compliance function, to its natural role of a strategic partner 
who aids in shaping culture and enabling performance.  

Most notably remembered is Bezos’s ability to connect with his workforce. His ongoing empathy and 
compassion for non-Amazon employees, and his joint support with HR that enabled the organisation to 
staff accordingly while maintaining the corporate culture during a turbulent time, are exemplary. Along 
with exuding a position of stability, organisations must elevate the HR leader to proactively partner 
with and advise leadership teams on workforce sentiment, identify potential areas of disengagement, 
and address the direct impacts of geopolitical events on their employees. Culture, like strategy and 
vision, must be led intentionally.  

 
Focus on What You Can Control 

The modern executive knows more than anyone that resilience isn't about waiting for normalcy to 
return; it's about acting in the face of uncertainty. This is the third pillar. Leaders must reframe 
resilience not as stoic endurance, but as strategic agility that drives growth. Leveraging adaptive 
leadership strategies, organisations must position resilience as a mindset of agency, rather than 
merely a means to survive. A highly successful approach for leaders to help their teams adopt a mindset 
of perseverance is to guide their employees in revisiting a previous problem or challenge, recalling their 
initial reactions, frustrations, and fears, as well as the outcome, and their subsequent achievement. It 
is the emphasis on remembering their past triumphs over their fears that empowers them to stand 
alongside their leaders in the shared narrative of perseverance. Helping employees reframe their views 
of the current challenge by reiterating that they've succeeded before and can do it again reinforces the 
truth that struggle and success go hand in hand. The long and arduous path to success is when leaders 
and teams focus heavily on execution, streamlining operations, and capitalising on emerging 
opportunities that others may overlook.  

A compelling example of this approach is Nvidia's strategic posture during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
While many competitors reduced their operational exposure, Nvidia continued to invest in its core 
areas, recognising the changing needs of a remote-first world. In retrospect, we can see that they 
aligned their teams with a shared vision of the future, reinforced a culture of resilience, and rigorously 
maintained discipline throughout their execution to achieve record-breaking growth during a period of 
widespread global retrenchment. Similar to the exponential growth of other companies employing a 
similar approach, even in non-technology, artificial intelligence (AI) or cloud computing industries, we 
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see companies like Etsy, Bath & Body Works, Freeport-McMoran, and Enphase Energy follow a similar 
pattern, and the results were extraordinary: exponential revenue growth and market expansion in the 
face of global disruption. While the circumstantial factors surrounding the pandemic differ from the 
current geopolitical unrest, the drastic economic impacts on employees and businesses remain the 
same. All of these cases highlight similar outcomes: the immense value and importance of enhancing 
core strengths, while scanning the horizon for opportunities, enabled their businesses to grow, while 
others struggled to survive.  

 
Earn Trust Through Radical Transparency 

More than ever, trust is the foundation of effective leadership. Leaders must appear calm, confident, 
and collected while being transparent and informative about their decision-making process. 
Employees who feel informed are significantly more likely to remain engaged and aligned with the 
organisation's goals. This people-first approach is the final layer of this strategic blueprint, the last 
pillar of adaptive leadership-building that transforms uncertainty into alignment, focus, and forward 
momentum. Transparency, in this context, does not require the leader to have all the answers or invite 
employees into leadership deliberations; however, it does require sharing context and providing clarity 
around what is known and how employees should connect the dots between their work and the 
overarching strategy. By clearly linking daily activities to financial outcomes and business priorities, 
leaders empower employees to see how they directly contribute to the organisation's success and 
progress.  

Known best as radical transparency, this strengthens team-level accountability while reinforcing the 
belief that each employee is essential to navigating the crisis. Eric Yuan, founder of Zoom 
demonstrated this following a series of bad management decisions, resulting in a considerable number 
of layoffs in the years following the pandemic, and instead of hiding away, he stood in front and centre, 
reiterating the future of the company, acknowledging their importance, and followed through to invite 
criticism, answer difficult questions, and ultimately took a pay-cut to showcase accountability and 
transparency to his employees and teams. What’s remarkable about Yuan’s example is that many low-
performing managers find the temptation to keep employees uninformed or at a distance during 
periods of uncertainty irresistible, claiming it is easier to manage the crisis, yet this approach 
commonly results in a significant decrease in employee performance, higher absenteeism, and often 
mass resistance to change; all of which spell disaster for an organisation already amidst economic or 
political turbulence. 

Building resilience is not just about operational capacity; it is about emotional and relational equity. 
When organisations invest in their people, with leaders who engage in transparent, regular, and honest 
communication, they create teams that stick together and build trust that compounds over time. In this 
four-pillar approach, a people-first agenda is not a soft strategy; it is the very thing that hardens the 
business against fragmentation and fuels long-term performance and stability. 
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Conclusion 

As we acclimate to our new normal, a world of compounding geopolitical tensions, economic 
interdependence, and social complexity, today's business leaders need to seek new ways to lead 
through crises. Initially thought of as a short-term skill, crisis leadership has evolved into a crucial 
mindset that compels leaders to rethink how they lead their teams through chaos with commitment, 
conviction and clarity. 

When leaders define a compelling vision, they anchor their teams in clarity and purpose. When they 
model a calm and confident composure, they create the emotional steadiness needed to navigate 
uncertainty. Layering in execution with deep intent, these leaders enable their teams to maintain focus 
while generating business value despite external disruptions. Most critically, these leaders champion 
radical transparency to foster the trust required for cohesion and collective resilience. Together, these 
pillars form a cohesive and repeatable framework for anchoring people, aligning effort, and advancing 
the organisation in the face of unpredictability. They enable organisations to align, adapt, and achieve 
results that would be impossible through reactionary measures alone. In an era where unpredictability 
is the only constant, the most effective leaders help drive their organisations to invest inward to lead 
outward. These leaders don't just translate resilience into focused action - they ignite momentum.  

Consider your organisation: Does your leadership approach include the foundational pillars to thrive, or 
are you just getting by? Are your teams aligned, empowered, and unified in purpose or merely bracing 
for impact?   

The real question isn't whether your leadership can bridge an unexpected rift, but whether your people 
are ready to march forward when the ground starts to shift. 
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