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Bonus Materials 

Understanding the Importance of an Organization’s Guiding Principles 

In Chapter 11 of High-Stakes Leadership in Turbulent Times, Mike Barger explores how high-
stakes leaders can “step up” — how they can “be, know, and do” the right things before, 
during, and after a crisis or organizational disruption. Part of that responsibility includes 
understanding the organization’s guiding principles, and then acting (and communicating) in 
accordance with them. What follows are some Bonus Materials to take the learning from that 
chapter even further.  

Explore 

• The guiding principles used by the University of Michigan to guide its COVID-19 crisis 
decision-making 

• The story behind how JetBlue Airways developed its corporate values, and how those 
values drove everyday decision-making and crisis management 

• The case of a sub-organization (the Ross School of Business) realizing that its guiding 
principles for crisis might need to be different from, though aligned with, the parent 
organization’s (University of Michigan’s) guiding principles  

 

University of Michigan COVID-19 Response: Guiding Principles 

During the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic, the following set of guiding principles was 
with all members of the University of Michigan community by President Mark Schlissel. While 
the University has a mission and a set of core values, it required a set of guiding principles to 
clearly define how institutional leadership would behave and make decisions during this 
particular crisis. The principles President Schlissel shared were: 

1. Deliver the mission of the University of Michigan. We take pride in the work we are 
doing to enhance society and recognize the many communities who rely on us. 
 

2. Value, protect and support our people. We will seek and implement the best 
guidance possible for the health and safety of our students and employees. We will 
also prioritize students’ academic progress and financial aid and strive to minimize 
adverse impacts on regular employees. The success and well-being of all members of 
our community are crucial to education, research and patient care at U-M, now and 
into the future. 
 

3. Preserve the University of Michigan’s long-term excellence. We are responsible not 
just for the university’s success today, but for its future. Together, we continue to 
demonstrate the importance of academic excellence, including the inseparable 
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values of diversity, equity and inclusion. No crisis can change this fundamental truth. 
We will have to work and think differently to uphold these values. 
 

4. Communicate effectively and thoughtfully with our community. We will continue 
to share information with as much transparency and as quickly as we can on our 
COVID-19 website and in communications with individual units. 

 
----- 

Crisis Leaders Must Know: Vision, Values, and Guiding Principles 

Examples from JetBlue Airways and the Ross School of Business 

How can Organizational Vision, Values, and Guiding Principles be helpful and informative during 
a crisis? Hopefully, your organization has already created the vision and values. If they have, 
you should be able to incorporate them into your crisis planning and, should you ever find 
yourself in a crisis, be able to incorporate them into your crisis response. If your organization 
does not have these, perhaps it would be worth creating a set of each to guide your crisis 
management efforts. 

Below, Dr. Mike Barger shares two short stories that demonstrate examples of putting these 
ideas to work.  

“The first story comes from my time as an executive at JetBlue, and it highlights the utility of 
vision and values in defining the way a company responds during a crisis. The second example is 
very recent (as of the writing of the book High-Stakes Leadership in Turbulent Times, 2021), and 
it comes from my time as a member of the senior leadership team at the University of 
Michigan’s Ross School of Business. The second story highlights the importance of guiding 
principles. 

When JetBlue Airways was formed in the US just prior to the turn of the century, it was 
founded with a vision of Bringing Humanity Back to Air Travel. I hope you will agree that this 
simple vision statement feels as though it has much to say. Bringing Humanity Back: that 
suggests there used to be some, but it has been missing of late. It also begs a question about 
the meaning of the word humanity. I can tell you that we spent a great deal of time leaning into 
this notion. At a very high level, pun intended, it meant that we wanted to hire great people, 
give them the tools and resources to do their best work, and then ask them to treat customers 
as if they were humans — as if they were friends and family — as they would expect to be 
treated if they were guests, not paying passengers. This idea meant a lot to us and went a long 
way to defining our behaviors, our hiring and training practices, our customer service model, 
and the way we established relationships with our stakeholders.  

If you think about it, the vision statement we chose at JetBlue actually set a pretty high 
expectation bar. What might initially seem to be an attempt at airline humor, a closer look at 
the horrible state of the US airline industry at the time of JetBlue’s inaugural flight and the 
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statement speaks to a very lofty vision, pun intended again — a vision that would set the tone 
for what stakeholders should expect of JetBlue as a company, and JetBlue’s leaders, in good 
times and in bad. 

JetBlue’s values of Safety, Caring, Integrity, Fun, and Passion were created not only as a way to 
illustrate who we aimed to be as a company, but also in response to everything that was broken 
in the industry when we arrived. These five words were not simply five things that we thought 
would look cool on a plaque or a wall at corporate headquarters. They represented the way our 
stakeholders should expect every crewmember or crewleader at JetBlue to be — and what they 
should KNOW about why the company existed in the first place. Every new baby blue that 
joined the company (leader or frontline contributor) would be hired first and foremost because 
these were their values as well. Not because they told us during their interviews that JetBlue’s 
values sounded good to them, but because when they saw them, they were able to say: “How 
did you know me so well? These ARE me!” And once every crewmember and crewleader in the 
company began to perform in their roles, they were not only given the freedom to live these 
values — in other words, to be themselves — they were asked to make decisions not according 
to a thousand-page “thou shalt not” manual, but in accordance with a pamphlet that described 
the incredible benefits of values-based decision-making. This was immensely powerful 
culturally, and it also created crystal clarity around the idea that decisions would be made — in 
good times and in bad — in line with our vision and our values. Do that, our C-suite shared at 
every new hire orientation, and our company will be wildly successful. And it has been. 

My second short story about guiding principles is quite recent. As the senior leadership team at 
the University of Michigan’s Ross School of Business began to meet in response to the COVID-
19 pandemic in the early spring of 2020, it quickly became clear that in order to make choices in 
the best interests of all our stakeholders, we would need some guiding principles to inform our 
process. As we looked at our situation and considered the vision and mission of both the Ross 
School and the University as a whole, we crafted these guiding principles. You saw a bit earlier 
in this Bonus Resources document that the University President also crafted and shared a set of 
guiding principles. From our perspective these were very helpful, and before we created our 
own set at the college/school level, we discussed the option of simply using the University’s 
principles. After some consideration, we decided that the University’s principles were a great 
place to start — and that a set of our own would have to both reflect and support the 
University’s — but that we needed a set that were a bit more specific to the needs of our unit. 

As you read through these, think about how you and your organization went about making 
decisions in the wake of the COVID pandemic. Did your enterprise have guiding principles? 
Were they shared with you? If so, did you see consistency in decision-making? You should have.  

Here were our principles at the Ross School of Business: 

1. Protect Our People. Keep current faculty and staff employed and healthy (that is, help 
preserve access to health benefits if possible); 

2. Deliver Our Academic Mission. Focus resources on excellence in education and research 
— activities with the greatest value and impact; 
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3. Engage and Connect with Our Community. Continue engaging and connecting across all 
stakeholders (both internal and external); and do our best to identify and meet 
community needs; and 

4. Invest in Long-term Excellence. Prepare to rebound even stronger, so we can take 
advantage of future opportunities. 

I can assure you that we referred to these principles every time we had a decision to make. 
Looking back on my experience, I am not sure how we would have made decisions consistently 
and appropriately were it not for these formalized and promulgated decision-making 
instruments.” 

----- 

Your organization’s vision and values should form the foundation of all that you do as a 
company. In Chapter 11 of Dr. Barger’s book, High-Stakes Leadership in Turbulent Times, you 
can explore examples of how and why they can be so useful and beneficial. During a crisis, you 
will need to supplement these with a set of guiding principles. With the right combination of 
these instruments and the appropriate efforts to ensure that they have been communicated 
and internalized, you should be confident that the members of your team will KNOW what they 
need to KNOW to have a strong crisis-readiness foundation on which to build. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Learn more at www.MikeBarger.com or www.HSLresources.com. 
Engage Dr. Mike Barger for speaking and consulting services, 
media interviews, educational collaborations, and more. Ask 
about bulk book discounts and custom-edition books for your 
leadership team or executive association.  
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