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Your Crisis Playbook 
 

 

Leadership Focal Point 

During the 2007 / 2008 financial 

crisis I was working with a 

venture-backed startup. We had 

raised millions in capital and we were 

developing some amazing technology. 

Then our customers started calling in  . . .  

Orders were delayed and payments, too. We had to take a long, hard look at 

what really mattered to us.  We did the math and realized that we could keep 

everyone working if we implemented tiered pay cuts. 

Our entire leadership team chose to work without pay 

for three months to make sure others in the company 

could continue feeding their families.  

No leadership team is perfect, but I never felt so confident in my leaders as I 

did during that time when money was most tight . . .  

. . . not because things were certain, but because 

leadership was strong and visible.  
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1. Be the Calm, Confident, Captain 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Would you prefer to follow the captain who screams in a panic, 

clumsily adorning a dozen life jackets while sprinting to his own 

lifeboat; or 

 

Would you prefer to follow the captain who calls into the 

loudspeaker, “Attention everyone.  We have hit an iceberg and 

the ship is taking on water.  We need to evacuate. Leave your 

belongings behind, everyone put on a lifejacket, gather your 

loved ones and assemble on the deck.  The crew will help you.  

This is not a drill.” 
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You Cannot Pour From an Empty Cup 

If we are going to put first things first, we need to make sure we leaders keep 

ourselves healthy and cared for during this crisis.  This is not the time to 

skimp on self-care. This is why the captain makes sure they put on their own 

life jacket first.  This is why on an aircraft you have to put on your own mask 

before helping others.  If you are going to lead without causing more stress, 

then you need to manage your own well-being actively. This means 

managing your own stress.  Most smartwatches can measure stress and can 

provide simple breathing exercises to help manage stress. 

Be Mindful of the Energy You Put Out 

Each of us are responsible for the energy we bring.  Be mindful and 

intentional about the energy that you bring with you.  Do not pretend 

everyone sees this situation as you do.  We all have different stakes in this. 

We Instinctively Follow Calm Leaders 

If you act erratically, you will not inspire confidence in your team.  Even dogs 

instinctively know to follow the calm energy of a confident leader.  

Listen 

Here's a bit of Nonni smarts for you (Nonni is an Italian grandmother). We 

have two ears and one mouth because we should be listening twice as much 

as we talk.  If you do not know how your team is doing, ask them.  Ask early 

and ask often - then be quiet and listen. When teams cry out for better 

communication, they are usually looking for consistency and an opportunity 

to be heard.  
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Engage Your Team 

I mean your WHOLE team.  Now is the time for you to demonstrate 

leadership beyond the “walls” of your own business.  Certainly, reach out to 

all of your employees regularly and with ad hoc updates, but also proactively 

reach out to your partners, suppliers, competitors, and customers.  

Everybody is affected and your proactive communication can act as a 

compass for those around you.  

Empathy / Honesty / Authenticity 

Do not pretend things are perfect or overly rosy.  I believe that everything 

can be seen as an opportunity, and many people share this belief, but not 

everyone on your team may be ready to apply that thinking to this situation 

(yet).  Additionally, you don't know what their struggles are unless you ask.  

A team member may report a low morale score on a company-wide survey 

for reasons that have nothing to do with work.  She could be stressed out 

about her husband's health; her son who just left for college in New York 

City; or simply the pain of being isolated and having to miss a big 

performance, game, or competition.  

Courage 

Boldly declare your priorities:  I'm 100% focused on helping business owners 

navigate these rough waters.  
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My three priorities are:  

1. To serve;  

2. Build assets; and  

3. Do outreach.  

What are yours?  If you haven't written them down, do so and send them out 

to your entire team.  Make your declaration public and visible.  It holds you 

accountable to walking your own walk and ballasts your team with the 

strength of your conviction.  

Plan the Work / Work the Plan 

Then execute on those priorities crisply.  How will you serve clients 

differently?  Call your team together early to collaborate on creative ways to 

do it, especially by leveraging digital assets to the maximum degree possible.  

Take Consistent Action 

Consistency builds trust, so make sure whatever you do is consistent.  I 

prefer to keep my alarm at 5:00 AM every morning.  I believe that if you 

embody the fact that you are open for business and are serving your clients 

then that energy will be absorbed by your team.  

If you don't have a Weekly Productivity Planner, try 

using mine. (Click here to download it – a free, fillable, 

PDF)  I call it the Block and Tackle Sheet.  I've 

developed this over decades and I still use it myself.  
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Communicate  

Get your message out there and keep sending it.  Schedule weekly updates 

and then do ad-hoc check-ins with your team to see how things are going.  If 

you're working tactically close to someone on a project, then meet virtually 

more frequently.  Pick a frequency that is meaningful and stick with it.  

Pragmatism 

Follow the 80/20 rule. Once the plan is 80% done, go!  Do not risk ‘paralysis 

by analysis’ trying to polish the plan to the Nth degree.  Done beats perfect 

every time, especially in times of crisis where there is generally no clear right 

answer.  Make the best call you can, and keep moving.  
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2. Measure the Current State 

Let’s not make things 

worse by guessing! 

If you want the 

confidence that comes 

from an engineered 

business system, (and I 

am licensed engineer) 

start with measuring your 

current state.  Nothing 

meaningful will come 

without first assessing 

where you are.  This can be 

done in terms of a business 

assessment with profit and 

loss (P+L), cash-flow 

report, and balance sheets.  

It can be done with online data and metrics for any given marketing pipeline.  

It can be done with customer survey results.  It can be done with how we 

choose to spend our personal time.   

  

Figure 1:  The difference between accuracy and precision.  Combining the two 
yields capability.  Often the terms precision and accuracy are used 

interchangeably.  Nothing could be further from the truth.  As you can see in the 
upper left-hand quadrant, we have accurately measured the actual value, but with 

a broad and imprecise range.  In the lower right hand quadrant, we have a very 
precise measurement which has not yielded an accurate measurement of the true 

value.  These factors weigh in on how you measure your own initial state and 
progress.  Do you have the correct measurement capability? 
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Our Lives Are Interconnected 

If you are anything like me, you probably have more than one “thing” that you 
are working on, be it to get healthier, improve online conversion, or improve 
the quality of your customer service.  Whatever it is that you wish to improve, 
you will need to understand how things are going TODAY in order to 
meaningfully improve. 
 
There is a complicated duality that exists in the minds of entrepreneurs and 
professionals.  We value actionable information, because information sooner 
is better.  All information has an expiration date, and information is truly the 
most critical of business ingredients because it can spoil quickly, yet often 
valuable information goes unshared and underutilized.   
 
This is doubly true in times of crisis.  We must recognize that if we sit on 
information too long without taking meaningful action, its value will 
evaporate. 
 
Do an Inventory  
 

Take stock of what you have.  Depending on your type of business, this may 
be a physical inventory. What do we really have on the shelves that could be 
beneficial at this time?  Take a look at your intellectual property. How could 
these processes, trade secrets etc. be leveraged now to maximum effect? 
How can our intrinsic cultural strength act as a guiding light for others in 
crisis right now?  Take everything you have and lay it on the table and ask 
your team, “What can we make of this?”  You may find that some of those 
“great ideas for another time” may be ripe for harvest right now!  
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3. Cash is King  

Especially During Times of Crisis 

Make sure you understand your 

cash reserves and take rapid action 

to shore them up.  Double-check 

your monthly budget and annual 

projections.  Everything you thought 

was going to happen for the next six 

months is likely different now. There 

is new ground out there.  

Budget 

If you have not created a monthly 

budget, build one now.   

Identify paths to stable cash and pivot towards them.  If you are not sure who 

can pay, ask.  Some businesses are seeing an uptick and will have no 

trouble continuing to meet their financial obligations to you; others will be 

strapped.   

There is precious little you can do to change those facts right now, but you 

can understand and adapt to them.  Once your monthly budget is updated, 

project it out for the rest of the year.  If you have to, make you best estimates 

possible and update it regularly. 
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Leverage Tax Deferrals 

Utilize this benefit to the greatest degree possible for your federal and state 

taxes to protect your current cash. 

Access Your Lines of Credit 

If you want to maintain operations through this crisis and come out strong on 

the other side, you are going to need a strong financial foundation.  Define 

your runway. I do not want you guessing how much time you have left in the 

bank.  

You should know exactly how much you have.  
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4. If You Have to Cut, Cut Once and Cut Deep 

No Good Manager Wants to Cut Their Team 

Once you have your budget fully understood 

and understand your real cash position, then 

you will know what needs to be done regarding 

your workforce.  If you come up with the answer 

that 80% of your workforce needs to be 

furloughed, then it is better to do one, deep cut 

than spread it out over months.  Why?  Once 

you have made the cut people will understand, 

be able to act, and get back to a new normal.  If 

you try to spread out the cuts, perhaps in a well-

meaning but misguided attempt to soften the 

blow, team morale will be considerably reduced 

and your effectiveness in the months ahead will 

be diminished, your team’s nerves frayed, right 

when you need your team to be its strongest; its 

most cohesive.  

Furloughs are different from layoffs in that they have a definite start and end 

point; make the best estimate you can.  Layoffs on the other hand are 

indefinite / permanent, however both of them qualify for unemployment 

benefits.  Provide anyone who has been furloughed or laid off links and 

resources to aid them in filing for unemployment so that they can maintain 

their own personal financial health.   
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5. Assemble Your A-Team 

Pull Your Leadership Team 

Together  

Make a list of your key partners and 

your competitors.   

How can you serve your partners 

and competitors?  

Keep the communication flowing.  

You might think I'm crazy to ask how 

you can serve your competitors, but 

in times of crisis like this you might be amazed at the kind of creativity that 

pours out of the market.  

Ripe for Opportunity 

This is a great time for joint venture and fee splits with competitors, and also 

a chance to acquire a competitor that no longer has the will or the 

wherewithal to continue.   

Many of those acquisitions can be done with little or no cash up-front and 

there is a chance to increase your own company's assets, processes, tools, 

and customer lists.   

An agile, digital, and visible company is well-positioned to harvest 

opportunity. 
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6. Reach Out 

Stay Visible 

It is important to stay visible and 

keep reaching out. Do not go ‘dark’. 

Keep Marketing 

You have more eyes on screens 

than ever. If you have not pivoted to 

digital marketing yet, get started. 

Cuts, slowing and refocusing your 

marketing budget and efforts are 

OK; stopping is not.  

Maintain Consistency and More 

Maintain a consistent cadence of 

outward messaging and include ad-hoc messages as new things happen.  

Share the positive and the negative alike.   

When you share the negative, share your suggestions and proposals for how 

you are moving forward. 
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7. Make Finding Your Goal 

Goals Can be Blinders 

Yesterday’s goals are probably 

obsolete and can block you from 

finding today’s opportunity.  Cultivate 

a mindset of abundance, and learn 

to see the opportunity in the threats 

ahead. 

SWOT Analysis 

If you have never done a SWOT 

analysis before, now is a great time 

to do it.  SWOT stands for strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats. 

Clearly list them together with your team. 

Click here for more for a short story explaining this 

process and a free template on how to do this. 

 

Three Parts to Harvesting an Opportunity 

1 The right time; 2 The right place; and 3 The right momentum.  

Keeping yourself moving in a direction that makes sense for you and your 

team will allow you to capitalize on this opportunity to the greatest degree.   
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8. Focus on What You Can Control 

 Influence v. Concern 

I am borrowing a page from 

Stephen Covey’s 7 Habits of Highly 

Effective People here.  Recognize 

that the world is broken up into two 

spheres.  

There is our sphere of influence and 

our sphere of concern. The sphere 

of influence sits within the sphere of 

concern.  

Focus your energies on the things 

you can influence, the things you can control, the inner sphere.  Do not let 

yourself or your team vacillate in the confusion and entropy of worrying about 

things that are beyond your control.  Doing so is more than just wasteful of 

time, it saps your team’s morale disproportionately.   

Do Not Ignore Your Worry 

One way or another it will come out, and likely at a worse time.  Understand 

and appreciate the things you worry about, because they come from a place 

of wisdom deep in your body; a place that you may have ignored or 

repressed for too long.   

Honor your worrisome thoughts, but don’t let them steer.  

Sphere of 
Influence

Sphere of 
Concern

Figure 2 Sphere of Influence v. Sphere of Concern 
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9. Don’t Take Asymmetric Risks 

This is borrowing a page from Good 

to Great and Great by Choice by Jim 

Collins.  

No Tightrope Walks 

Dial back your risk profile in times of 

crisis and uncertainty.  If you look 

closely you will find opportunities 

with relatively low risks all around. 

I am not advocating stopping taking 

risks. 

That is antithetical to business and 

entrepreneurism, but make sure you 

have a solid system to make clear, 

data-driven decisions rapidly.  

This may well be a chance to grow your company, but do not risk your legacy 

foolishly. 
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10. Invite Challenge Early 

Negative Feedback is Gold 

Especially when you get it early.  

Put your plans together in such a 

way that you invite your team to try 

to break them.  Have them ‘throw 

rocks’ at your plan and insist that 

they handle their own projects 

similarly.  Ask them: How could this 

fail?  Have you advisors and 

customers challenge your 

assumptions early. 

Celebrate Each Failure 

Every time one of your team is able 

to break a plan, celebrate it, because it is much less expensive to break a 

plan on paper than it is once it gets out into the market. 

There is No Need to Fear Failure 

But there is also no need to crawl when we can go straight to jogging.  Watch 

this TED talk by Astro Teller from Google's ‘skunk work lab’ on the way they 

do it.  They actually incentivize their team to break plans. The reason we try 

to break a plan is because every time the plan survives a round of breakage, 

our confidence that it will survive in the real world gets higher, and 

confidence is one of the richest currencies we as leaders have right now.   
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BONUS 11th → Keep a Good Attitude 

I added this section because so 

much of what we're dealing with 

right now is “off the balance sheet.”  

Do Not Get Lost in the News  

Check the news in the morning and 

at night. The stuff they shuffle during 

the day is mostly just rehashes 

intended to get you emotionally 

hooked on what they are saying so they can sell ads.  The vast majority of 

this stuff is outside your sphere of influence, and as we already covered, we 

are not going to devote our time and energy to that.  

Keep Your Social Media Time Focused 

Join a positive Facebook group and avoid the rest.  Here's my Facebook 

group, The Inner Circle.  Please consider joining it. 

Work Less if You Have To 

This is the ‘smarter not harder’ methodology.  Four hours of focused 

productivity on a clearly defined task, harvesting a smart, risk-managed 

opportunity is so much more valuable than eight hours of worry and 

procrastination at your desk.  
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Make Time for Fun 

Your routine is probably already affected, especially if you like going to the 

gym or the yoga studio.  Redefine what fun is for you, build it into your 

schedule and guard it.  Instead of running on the treadmill at the gym, can 

you run around your neighborhood?  Instead of lifting weights at the gym, 

can you pivot to body-weight exercises? Sit-ups, pushups, squats and 

burpees are always available to you.  For those of you with kids who are 

exploring the new world of homeschooling, make time to play with them. 

Read to them, tickle them, play hide and seek.  Do not get lost in the sterile 

two-dimensional world of your screens - get your fingers gooey with some 

finger-paint. 

Celebrate Your Wins.  

Create a virtual happy hour for your team using zoom or whatever social 

media platform you prefer.  

We will be offering these through the Inner Circle Group as well.  
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Keep Your Cup Full 

Let us finish where we started.  Remember: You are not going to be able to 

serve your customers if you cannot serve your friends and family, and you 

will not be able to serve them unless you serve yourself first.   

This crisis too shall pass, and like Warren Buffett says, every time there is a 

crisis I bet on American ingenuity and productivity and I am amazed at the 

results which come!  We have survived worse than this and we will likely face 

worse again in the future. 

 

Now pour yourself a cup and let's get back to work.  Cheers!        

 

Click this link for a no 

cost / no commitment  

Focus Session 

with me to assess your 

Crisis Readiness. 
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