Leadership through Crisis: Decision-Making When the Stakes Are High
Speaking into the Void — Activities

1. The 72-Hour Crisis Simulation (15-20 minutes)
Each table receives the same crisis scenario (e.g., product recall, data breach) but different time stamps: Hour 2, Hour 12, Hour 24, Hour 48, Hour 72. Teams draft the appropriate public update for their assigned moment. After 8 minutes, one spokesperson from each table stands and delivers their message in chronological order. Class observes how transparency, tone, and information evolve—and votes on which updates maintain vs. erode trust.
Materials: Crisis scenario handout (one per table), timer, voting mechanism (show of hands or digital poll)
Learning Goal: Experience how update cadence and evolving transparency shape public trust over time; see crisis messaging as a narrative arc rather than a single statement
Scaling Notes: With 10 tables of 6, assign 2 tables per time stamp for comparison. Larger classes can add more time intervals (Hour 6, Hour 36, etc.)

2. Dual Message Dilemma (12-15 minutes)
Teams receive a crisis brief and must simultaneously draft two messages: one for internal employees and one for external customers—both addressing the same event. After 7 minutes, adjacent tables swap their message pairs. Tables identify discrepancies, contradictions, or tone mismatches that could create credibility problems if both leaked. Teams present their findings: 'Here's how this organization would get caught in inconsistency.'
Materials: Crisis brief handout, two-column worksheet (internal/external template)
Learning Goal: Understand the tension between internal and external messaging; practice alignment while respecting audience differences
Scaling Notes: Pair tables for peer review to reduce presentation time. Can focus presentations on the 2-3 most problematic discrepancies found.

3. The Uncertainty Spectrum (10-12 minutes)
Present a crisis scenario where facts are still emerging (e.g., cause of outage unknown, investigation ongoing). Each table must craft a public statement choosing a position on the transparency spectrum: (1) Maximum disclosure of uncertainty, (2) Moderate disclosure with reassurance, (3) Minimal disclosure with action focus. Tables post statements on the wall. Class does a gallery walk, then votes: which approach maintains credibility AND manages anxiety? Debrief by discussing when each strategy might be appropriate.
Materials: Large post-it sheets or chart paper per table, markers, scenario handout, dot stickers for voting
Learning Goal: Recognize that managing uncertainty requires strategic choices; practice balancing honesty with reassurance without eroding credibility
Scaling Notes: Can combine 2-3 tables per spectrum position if time is tight, creating debate teams for each approach

4. Empathy Audit Speed Round (8-10 minutes)
Display 4-5 real crisis messages (from actual companies/organizations, anonymized). Each table gets 90 seconds per message to score it on two axes: Empathy (1-10) and Transparency (1-10). Tables record scores on a shared digital board or whiteboard grid. Rapid-fire discussion: Why did we all rate Message 3 high on transparency but low on empathy? What's missing? Instructor highlights patterns and surprises in the scoring.
Materials: Pre-selected crisis messages (displayed on screen), scoring grid (digital or physical), timer
Learning Goal: Develop diagnostic skills for identifying empathy and transparency in real-world messaging; recognize they're distinct dimensions that both matter
Scaling Notes: With 10 tables, can split and assign 5 tables to odd messages, 5 to even, then compare scores to surface disagreement and discussion

5. Stakeholder Carousel (12-15 minutes)
Each table is assigned a stakeholder identity (employees, customers, investors, regulators, media, community members). Present a crisis scenario. Round 1 (3 min): Draft what YOUR stakeholder needs to hear. Round 2 (6 min): Two students from each table rotate to a new table, bringing their stakeholder perspective. Tables now try to craft a SINGLE message that addresses all represented stakeholders. Round 3: Share the impossible trade-offs discovered. Discussion: When is unified messaging possible? When do you need separate channels?
Materials: Stakeholder identity cards, crisis scenario, rotation instructions
Learning Goal: Embody different stakeholder needs viscerally; understand why crisis communicators often must segment audiences rather than broadcast one message
Scaling Notes: With 10 tables and 6 stakeholder types, assign 1-2 tables per stakeholder. Larger groups can have 3 visitors rotate to create more complex stakeholder mixes.

6. The Silent Update Challenge (10-12 minutes)
Present a multi-day crisis timeline. One team member from each table is designated the 'communication lead.' Crisis unfolds in real-time via instructor announcements (new info every 90 seconds). Communication leads must decide: Issue update now, or wait? Each time they issue an update, they stand and state it aloud (15 seconds max). Other teams track: Who updated when? Who stayed silent? After timeline ends, analyze: Which cadence maintained trust? When did silence become suspicious? When did over-updating seem panicky?
Materials: Crisis timeline script for instructor, tracking worksheet for students, timer
Learning Goal: Experience the real-time pressure of update cadence decisions; understand how silence itself communicates
Scaling Notes: Can designate 2-3 'communication leads' per table who must agree before speaking. Rotate the lead role if repeating with a second scenario.

