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ABSTRACT

JILL BATES
UNIVERSITY LEADERS’ RESPONSE TO CRISES ON CAMPUS
Under the direction o f ANTHONY HARRIS, Ed.D

In this study, select university administrators and recommended staff from State 

University were interviewed and a focus group was conducted to gather experiences with 

crisis management and response during and following a devastating tornado on campus. 

The participants shared their experiences, successes, and lessons learned from the crisis 

and made recommendations for preparing higher education campuses for future crises. 

The participants also discussed the impact o f  leadership on crisis management and morale 

during and following the events o f  the tornado and recovery. In this study, the researcher 

found that numerous coordinated strategies must be utilized for successful crisis 

response, including, but not limited to, institutionalizing and enforcing mandated state 

and university crisis response protocols, effective communication from executive-level 

leadership to all other levels, and consistent and comprehensive planning and practice of 

crisis response scenarios. The researcher also found that leadership style varies 

depending on the type and severity o f  the crisis situation, and that leadership style has a 

crucial impact on morale during and after a crisis. The researcher found that there are 

numerous ways in which campus leaders can better prepare the campus for future crises.



These include, but are not limited to, gaining and utilizing information from past crises in 

future planning, implementing an organizational plan for volunteers, the formation and 

utilization o f a Campus Response/Management Team, the institutionalization o f a 

campus-wide alert system, and regularly planned leadership crisis management training.



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO STUDY 

On April 16, 2007, a Virginia Tech student shot and killed 33 students and 

faculty, and then took his own life (Davenport, 2009). This tragedy shocked the nation 

and stands out in the minds o f  many when considering crises on college campuses. 

School shootings, once an uncommon threat for higher education institutions, have 

become a reality on many campuses since 2007 (Newman, Fox, Harding, Mehta, & Roth, 

2004). These shootings, as well as other crises, have highlighted the need for 

comprehensive crisis preparation and effective response and management on college and 

university campuses.

Institutions vary in numerous ways; however, no institution is immune to the 

threat o f crisis (Fanelli, 1997). Crises are an issue for leaders, students, parents, as well 

as other stakeholders (Merriman, 2008). Past crises, such as the Virginia Tech massacre, 

the terrorist attacks on September 11,2001, and Hurricane Katrina, provide additional 

examples o f when it would be advantageous for leaders to be adequately prepared to 

respond to crisis situations (McLaughlin, 2010). The composition o f campuses, having 

multiple buildings, large classrooms, irregular scheduling, and numerous access points, 

increases the opportunity for unexpected incidents on campus (Mufett-Willett, 2010) 

Lessons learned following Hurricane Katrina in 2006 demonstrate that natural disasters 

can trigger human-caused crises, such as panic and desperate acts, leading to criminal

1
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activity and violence, and that the impact can be amplified on a larger scale (Mitroff, 

Diamond, & Alpaslan, 2006). Other examples, such as the Penn State University sex 

abuse scandal which made headlines in 2011, the death o f a Florida Agricultural and 

Mechanical University student resulting from a 2011 hazing incident, the University o f 

Colorado football scandal in 2004, the Texas A&M bonfire that took the lives o f  12 

students in 1999, and the harassment o f female cadets at the Air Force Academy which 

was made public in 2004, all pose threats to the universities’ reputation. In each o f these 

situations, university leaders had to respond swiftly yet effectively to crises not 

previously experienced on their campuses. M itroff and colleagues (2006) state that as 

campuses change and grow in the future, the threat o f crises will increase, and therefore 

leaders must be more adequately prepared to respond to the unexpected.

Crisis management literature indicates many college and university leaders are not 

prepared to respond appropriately in a crisis situation (Dolan, 2006). Though crises are 

occurring more frequently, many campus leaders still lack preparation and effective crisis 

response and management strategies. Lack o f  preparation decreases the chance that a 

leader will make the most effective decision when a crisis occurs (Adubato, 2008). A 

study conducted by Zdziarski (2001) examined the preparedness o f higher education 

institutions for response to campus crisis. For this study, a total o f  155 National 

Association o f Student Personnel (NASPA) member institutions were provided with 

questionnaires to assess crisis preparedness. Results o f this study reveal that many 

leaders believe they are prepared to respond to crises on campus; however, they were 

only truly prepared to partially handle situations that occurred in the past. Findings from
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this study also suggest that leaders in higher education commonly take a reactive 

approach by responding once a crisis has occurred instead o f being proactive by planning 

ahead for possible crises. Overall, these findings support the belief that there is a need 

for leaders to be better prepared for crisis response and management.

Crises can occur in various forms. Environmental, health related issues, and 

financial threats are common concerns leaders must face (Gainey, 2009). Fanelli (1997) 

describes various crises seen on college campuses, including labor disputes, fires, sexual 

and other assault crimes, student disruption on campus, funding issues, community 

outrage over a campus event, mishandling o f  finances, a reduction in enrollment, and 

more. M itroff (2006) identifies illness outbreaks, food tampering, fires, explosions, 

chemical spills, disasters in the environment, natural disasters, major crimes, attacks by 

terrorists, and violence as areas o f  concern on campus. Others may include threats to 

institutional reputation and a significant drop in revenue from athletic scandals and major 

lawsuits. Leaders should be aware o f  these crises and select effective strategies for crisis 

preparation, response, and management.

Statement o f the Problem

Dolan (2006) states that there is a lack o f crisis management planning and 

coordination for effective crisis response on many college and university campuses. 

College and university leaders are not prepared to respond appropriately to the broad 

array o f  crises that threaten college campuses (Dolan, 2006). Though crises are a reality, 

higher education institutions have been slow in responding to the need for coordinated 

crisis preparation and response. A study reviewing university websites indicates that
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there is a lack o f  planning surrounding a broad range o f crises (M itroff et al., 2006). 

Zdziarski (2007) found that leaders in higher education focus more on the reactive as 

opposed to the proactive when dealing with crises. Failure to take a proactive approach 

makes it difficult to respond effectively when the unexpected occurs (Farazmand, 2007).

For this study, crisis is defined as a sudden or unexpected event that disrupts 

operation o f the institution and threatens the safety and wellbeing o f the campus 

community (Zdziarski, 2006). Institutions o f  higher education have experienced a broad 

array o f crises, including student suicides, campus shootings, assaults, mass murders, 

serial killers, natural disasters, as well as others (Merriman, 2008). A crisis, whatever the 

source, can have a grave impact on the institution and can set o ff a chain o f  events 

leading to severe consequences (Prothrow-Smith, 2007).

The impact o f administrator response in times o f  crisis is great; however, there is 

little research on how leaders should effectively respond to a crisis (Sweeny, 2008).

Rollo and Zdziarski (2007) found that action taken by leaders during crisis could have an 

effect on the safety o f the campus community as well as university’s retention, revenue, 

and overall reputation. Assessing leaders’ ability to manage a crisis could be critical in 

preparing them to react effectively in eventual crises in the future (Wooten & James, 

2008). Failure to respond effectively during a crisis can lead to an unsafe environment, 

risk to institutional reputation, and possible financial hardship (Catullo, 2008).

Purpose o f the Study 

The range o f crises that threaten higher education institutions is steadily 

increasing (Catullo, 2008). Now more than ever, leaders must be prepared to respond to
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crises effectively (M itroff et al., 2006). Research by Larson & Fowler (2009) supports 

the notion that the need for crisis management on college campuses has never been more 

critical. The purpose o f this study is to identify effective strategies to assist campus 

leaders in successfully responding to crises on campus and in the implementation of 

prevention efforts and to examine the role o f  leadership in crisis management.

Research Questions 

With the threat o f crisis on campus, college and university leaders must be 

prepared to make timely and effective response decisions (M itroff et al., 2006). In order 

to examine how leaders can respond most effectively during crisis, the researcher posed 

the following research questions: (1) What crisis response strategies are effective in 

successfully responding to a crisis on campus? (2) How does leadership style vary during 

a crisis? (3) How does a leader prepare the institution for possible crises?

Theoretical Framework 

Crises will continue to be a concern for college and university leaders, students, 

staff, and parents (Merriman, 2008). The manner in which leaders respond to crises can 

have a lasting impact on the campus community (Rollo & Zdziarski, 2007). The severity 

o f  a crisis may be subjective, but even a minor crisis can require attention and resources 

that may be scarce at the time (Sweeny, 2008). Theory surrounding crises and leader 

crisis decision-making, such as Chaos Theory and Crisis Decision Theory, provide a 

framework for the nature o f crises and the process a leader may use to make decisions 

effectively in times o f  crisis.
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Chaos Theory was discovered by meteorologist Edward Lorenz in 1960 (Hilbom, 

2004). Lorenz’s Chaos Theory explains how minor changes and small occurrences can 

trigger a series o f  unpredictable and momentous results. In Chaos Theory, these drastic 

results stem from what is known as the Butterfly Effect (Farazmand, 2007). Literature on 

the Butterfly Effect often discusses weather conditions, stating that the smallest o f 

occurrences in nature can drastically impact weather conditions across the world at a later 

time. In a crisis situation, the preparation and response o f those involved can have a 

significant impact on the overall consequences o f  the crisis (Hilbom, 2004).

Crisis Decision Theory, as described by Sweeny (2008), states that individuals 

progress through three stages when facing a crisis. These stages include (a) assessing the 

severity o f  the crisis, (b) determining options available for response, and (c) evaluating 

those response options for the most viable choice. In Stage One o f the Crisis Decision 

Theory, the leader assesses the cause or causes o f the crisis, the facts surrounding the 

event, and the possible consequences. In this stage, gathering information is essential in 

guiding the leader toward the most appropriate decision (Torley, 2011). Stage Two o f the 

Crisis Decision Theory involves determining the options available to the leader at the 

time o f crisis. At this time, the leader must decide which options are feasible and how 

much control he or she has in changing the outcomes o f the crisis (Sweeny, 2008). These 

factors will come into play as the leader moves on to Stage Three and must decide on the 

best response. After the leader has evaluated all options available from Stage Two, he or 

she must identify the pros and cons o f each option and examine available resources as 

well as any indirect consequences that may occur from the leaders decision. Sweeny
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(2008) also notes that leaders may not progress in a linear fashion through the stages o f  

the Crisis Decision Theory. Depending on each Stage, the leader may return to other 

Stages or may linger in one Stage for a long period o f  time. Other factors, such as 

emotions, social influences, and personal motivation, may impact how a leader 

progresses through the Stages o f  the Crisis Decision Theory (Torley, 2011).

Significance o f the Study 

Crisis management has and will always be a concern for college and university 

leaders (Pearson & Clair, 1998). The need for comprehensive crisis management has 

gained attention in higher education since the occurrence o f  high profile incidents, such 

as the terrorist attacks o f  September 11, 2001, the impact o f  hurricane Katrina in 2005, 

the Virginia Tech massacre o f 2007, and the tornadoes devastating the University of 

Alabama in 2011 (Catullo, 2008). M itroff (2004) states that the concern for effective 

crisis management and response is more critical now than ever as the frequency o f  crises 

increases steadily. Research in the area o f  campus crisis management demonstrates that 

leaders are not prepared to respond to the many crises and disasters that may occur both 

on and off campus (Jarrell, Dennis, Jackson, & Kenny, 2008). Zdziarski (2001) suggests 

that university leaders perceive that they are prepared to respond in the event o f a crisis 

on campus when, in reality, most institutions’ leaders are reactive versus proactive in 

dealing with crises. This study contributes to the body o f knowledge concerning 

effective crisis response and successful crisis management during campus crises.
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Research Design

Dolan (2006) states that college and university leaders are not prepared to respond 

appropriately to crisis situations. Effective leadership and successful response is crucial 

in protecting the campus community as well as the institutional reputation (Zdiarski & 

Rollo, 2007). This study utilized qualitative methods involving a case study to identify 

how university leaders successfully manage and respond to crises.

Qualitative research has an extensive history and is derived from multiple fields 

including phenomenology, anthropology, and the behavioral and social sciences 

(Huberman & Miles, 2002). A case study was conducted in this study to gather data on 

the experiences o f  university leaders, as well as other instrumental staff, in the areas o f  

crisis response and crisis leadership.

For this study, the population included one university that experienced a crisis 

situation in the past five years. This study utilized the case study method, which is ideal 

to provide in-depth investigation into a theory or phenomenon (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). 

Case studies are useful for deep exploration and lead to a comprehensive understanding 

from the viewpoint o f  participants and the environment under study (Kezar & Eckel, 

2008). To gather data through the case study method, the researcher conducted numerous 

interviews, a focus group, and a thorough analysis o f all documentation concerning 

campus crisis response and management on one campus that recently experienced a crisis 

(Hancock & Algozzine, 2006).

The researcher interviewed the selected sample posing specific questions to 

answer the following: (1) What crisis response strategies are effective in successfully
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responding to a crisis on campus? (2) How does leadership style vary during a crisis? (3) 

How does a leader prepare the institution for possible crises?

Analysis o f  data collected included verbatim transcription o f interviews and focus 

group data, document analysis, member checking to allow participants to review 

transcripts, coding o f all transcripts, and analysis o f  major themes found within the data 

collected to answer all research questions posed within this study.

Limitations

This study utilized qualitative methods; therefore, the researcher was sensitive to 

internal bias during data collection and analysis (Norman, Denzin, & Lincoln, 2005). In 

order to eliminate bias, the researcher examined personal subjectivities surrounding the 

topic o f crisis management and remained impartial during data collection and analysis. 

The types o f crises discussed in this study did not provide an exhaustive list o f possible 

campus crises. Other crises need to be examined in order for institutions to effectively 

respond and manage crises on campus. Data was gathered from subjects via interviews, a 

focus group, and document analysis. Participation was voluntary, which may have 

decreased the transparency, honesty, and reliability o f the answers given. The researcher 

was careful to create all interview questions in a manner that attempted to elicit honest 

answers from all research participants.

Delimitations

The researcher also considered delimitations present due to the nature o f this 

study. This study only utilized data collected from one institution, which will not allow 

for comparison among multiple sites in their crisis response and management strategies
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and procedures. The researcher also chose to narrow the scope o f the study to one 

specific type o f crisis instead o f focusing on numerous other possible crises discussed in 

the literature.

Definition o f Terms 

For this study, the major terms will be defined as follows:

Campus Crisis: A crisis is a sudden or unexpected event that disrupts operations o f 

the institution and threatens wellbeing o f the camps community (Zdziarski,

2006).

Crisis Management: Pearson and colleagues (1998) define crisis management as a 

systematic approach taken by an organization, including all stakeholders, to 

prevent and manage crises.

Summary

Chapter 1 provided an introduction to the study o f crises on campus, crisis 

response, and administrator leadership during a crisis situation on campus. The problem 

identified in Chapter 1 states that there is a lack o f preparation among campus leaders 

surrounding effective crisis response and management. Chaos Theory and Crisis 

Decision Theory provided a framework for the nature o f  crises and the three stages 

utilized during the decision making process, including (a) assessing the severity o f the 

crisis, (b) determining options available for response, and (c) evaluating each o f  these 

options. This study will answer the following questions: What crisis response strategies 

are effective in successfully responding to a crisis on campus? How does leadership style 

change during a crisis? Do leaders successfully prepare their institution for future crises?
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This study contributes to the body o f knowledge concerning effective crisis response and 

successful crisis management during campus crisis. A case study methodology was 

chosen in this study to gather data on the experiences o f  university leaders, as well as 

other instrumental staff, in the areas o f crisis response and crisis leadership. To gather 

data through the case study method the researcher conducted numerous interviews, a 

focus group, and a thorough analysis. Results o f this study provide institutions with 

personal accounts from campus leaders successful strategies and procedures for handling 

crisis situations.



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This chapter includes a review o f literature relevant to the topic o f crises on the 

college campus, crisis response and crisis leadership. The researcher will conclude 

Chapter 2 with a discussion o f Chaos Theory and Crisis Decision Theory. When 

exploring crisis management, it is critical to identify what is meant by the term “crisis.” 

The fragmentation o f literature within the field o f crisis management makes it difficult to 

define crises in concrete terms that are generalizable to various fields (Mitroff, 2008). 

Crises vary in type and origin and it appears that no environment is immune to the threat 

o f a crisis occurring (Gainey, 2009). Crises are unexpected, require urgent action, create 

a sense o f  loss o f control, and present threats to productivity and reputation (Muffet- 

Willett, 2010). Crises have the potential to threaten the safety, security, health, and 

environment o f  those involved (Trela, 2008). Crises are events seen regularly on the 

television news, in newspapers, in magazines, as well as on the Internet (Joly, 2008). 

Crises have the potential to cause physical, economic, and psychological harm and often 

cause a disruption in routines and daily functioning (M itroff & Alpaslan, 2006).

Though a commonly recognized definition o f the term “crisis” may not be readily 

available, the definition can be narrowed to focus specifically on higher education 

institutions. For this study, “crisis” is defined as a sudden or unexpected event that

12
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disrupts operations o f the institution and threatens the wellbeing o f  the campus 

community (Zdziarski, 2006).

Documented Campus Crises

History has proven that crises are likely to occur on college campuses and will 

vary drastically in type and origin, making it difficult to plan for effective crisis 

management. Past crises have demonstrated that all campuses, no matter the location or 

size, are at risk for possible crises. Muffet-Willett (2010) posits that the makeup o f the 

campus community -  consisting o f numerous buildings, students, staff, and schedules -  

invites the unexpected. Due to this unpredictability, campus leaders must plan 

accordingly to effectively respond to the unexpected (Zdziarski, 2006). The following 

examples o f past crises will provide a condensed view o f  the threat that crises pose to 

higher education institutions. These examples are divided into four categories: natural, 

facilities, human, and criminal (Zdziarski, 2001).

Natural Crises

Crises o f  natural origin often have a devastating impact. Examples o f natural 

crises may include tornados, hurricanes, earthquakes, floods, as well as other types o f 

severe weather (Zdziarski, 2001). Natural crises are a threat on college and university 

campuses, and therefore appropriate leadership, response, and management is critical in 

protecting the campus community from these crises.

On April 27 ,2011, tornadoes swept through Alabama and surrounding states, 

killing at least 200 and wounding many others. The college town o f the University o f 

Alabama in Tuscaloosa was among the hardest hit. The tornadoes did not damage the
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University o f  Alabama campus directly, however many students residing nearby felt the 

devastating impact o f  the storms (Simmons & Sutter, 2012). A reported 36 individuals 

died from the tornado that swept through Tuscaloosa, and many more were left homeless. 

In the weeks following the disaster, many students residing close to campus were forced 

to seek housing in the University o f Alabama recreational center (Drabek, 2013). In 

response to the devastation experienced in the areas surrounding the campus community, 

university leaders decided to cancel classes for the remainder o f the school year. This 

incident provides an example o f  how institutions are impacted by tragedy faced in the 

surrounding community (Simmons & Sutter, 2012).

Similarly, the results o f  Hurricane Katrina had a devastating impact not only in 

Louisiana but also on surrounding states (Kieman, 2005). Students in Louisiana were 

displaced by floodwaters and were funneled throughout the country to other institutions 

to continue their education (Zdziarski, 2006). Though campus crises may have lasting 

effects, each crisis can be utilized for future planning, prevention, and crisis management 

(Gainey, 2009).

Facilities Crises

The composition o f  college and university campuses -  having multiple buildings, 

large classrooms, irregular scheduling, and numerous access points -  increases the 

opportunity for unexpected incidents on campus (Muffet-Willett, 2010). Facility-related 

crises increase the likelihood that normal daily functioning will have to cease until the 

crisis is resolved. Campus leaders must be prepared to successfully respond and manage 

a variety o f crises that may affect campus facilities. Facility-based crises may include a
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campus fire or explosion, chemical leaks, the loss or corruption o f data, or the loss o f 

utilities, all o f  which may result in the evacuation o f campus buildings or the evacuation 

o f the campus as a whole (Zdziarski, 2008).

Fire is among the deadliest threats to student safety, because fire can start without 

warning, develop rapidly, and quickly become impossible to control. The impact o f a fire 

on campus can be devastating. Merriman (2008) documented numerous campus fires 

that have led to fatalities, injuries, displaced students, and property loss (Merriman,

2008). On M other’s Day in 1996 on the University o f North Carolina Campus, a sudden 

fire developed in the basement o f  a fraternity house following an annual celebration. The 

fire moved quickly, eventually leading to the death o f five students and extensive injuries 

to the only survivor (Merriman, 2008). An arson fire devastated the campus o f Murray 

State University in Kentucky on September 18, 1998. This fire led to 16 student deaths, 

multiple injuries, as well as the need to relocate more than 100 displaced students 

(Meilman, 2006). On April 7, 2002, a Rector Hall fire at DePauw University in 

Greencastle, Indiana, caused by an electrical malfunction, led to more than $1 million in 

damages. The fire also forced the evacuation o f 116 residents from the building and 

more than 200 students from surrounding buildings (Merriman, 2008). On January 19, 

2000, Steton Hall University in South Orange, New Jersey, was devastated by fire in a 

six-story dormitory built in 1952. The 350-room dormitory was not equipped with a 

sprinkler system, leading to the death o f  three 18-year-old students (Griffin, 2007).
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Human Crises

A crisis is often a significant event that threatens the safety and wellbeing of those 

involved. Zdziarski (2008) states that human crises on campus may include suicide, a 

missing person, an alcohol or drug overdose, an infectious disease, a racially motivated 

incident, a campus disturbance or demonstration, or the injury or death o f a student, 

faculty, or staff member. Effective leadership during a human crisis can minimize the 

short-term as well as long-term consequences o f  the crisis and also protect the campus 

community (Prothrow-Smith, 2007).

In the past, the spread o f the news o f one campus’ crisis has led to reactions on 

other campuses, as with the Kent State University protests against the war in Vietnam in 

May o f 1970 (McMahon, 2008). In this incident, National Guard troops killed four 

students and wounded nine in an attempt to disperse antiwar protests on campus. News 

o f the events on the Kent State campus sparked demonstrations and protests on numerous 

campuses nationally, leading to cancelled classes and closed campus communities 

nationwide. On the morning o f  November 18, 1999, preparations were underway for the 

annual football rivalry bonfire on the Texas A&M campus. W hen 5,000 logs collapsed 

during the building o f the legendary Texas A&M bonfire, 12 students were killed and 27 

were critically injured. This tragedy had left its impact on the Texas A&M campus as 

well as surrounding communities (Vogelaar, 2007).

Criminal Crises

Criminal crises, including, but not limited to, homicide, terrorist attacks, assault, 

and rape, regularly make headlines and bring fear to campus communities (Karmen,
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2012). Campus leaders must be equipped to respond to criminal crises in order to 

minimize chaos on campus and protect the lives o f  the campus community.

On August 1, 1966, tragedy struck the University o f Texas campus when a former 

U.S. Marine killed 14 people at gunpoint and injured numerous others in a murderous 

rampage (McMahon, 2008). This campus crisis was one o f the first to be broadcast live, 

bringing vivid details o f the incident into homes across the country. On October 19,

1998, Matthew Sheppard, an openly gay student from the University o f  Wyoming, was 

brutally attacked and murdered. W ord of this tragedy quickly spread nationally and 

sparked outrage and protests on campuses across the country (Vogelaar, 2007).

On the morning o f  September 11, 2001, terrorists used commercial jetliners as 

weapons o f  mass destruction to attack the United States -  an act that killed more than 

3,000. The terrorist attacks o f  September 11, 2001, resulted in widespread fear o f 

reoccurring attacks throughout the nation (Trela, 2008). Following the attacks, numerous 

colleges and universities shut down due to fear o f  potential threats to campus safety. This 

exhibits how college campuses can be impacted by some tragic events even when they do 

not occur on a college campus.

The 2004 football scandal on the campus o f the University o f Colorado, 

incriminating football players as well as the university’s football coach in the rape o f 10 

women, caused outrage as well as conflicting emotions among university stakeholders. 

The allegations made, whether founded or unfounded, greatly impacted the reputation o f 

the university (Mitroff, Diamond, & Alpaslan, 2006). The shooting o f 30 on the Virginia 

Polytechnic Institute and State University (Virginia Tech) campus in 2007 spread fear
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onto campus communities and brought the need for crisis prevention measures into focus 

once again for leaders in education (Epstein, 2004). This highly publicized incident led 

to great debate on laws surrounding guns and violence. In response to the Virginia Tech 

shooting, Senate Bill 6328, which requires public colleges and universities to prepare 

comprehensive safety plans and clearly communicate these plans to the campus 

community, was passed in the Washington State Senate on March 10,2008. Though this 

bill is a progressive step forward, comprehensive safety plans are still absent on 

numerous campuses (Hong, Cho, & Lee, 2010).

Higher Education Institutions and Crisis

The college and university campus community is no different from other 

environments in that crisis is a common concern for campus leaders. Coombs (2008) 

found that the campus environment is at risk for crisis due to the sheer size o f the campus 

community, the diverse political views o f those on campus, changes in technology and 

communications, as well as an increase in litigation concerning higher education 

(Mastrodicasa, 2008). Though university leaders are aware o f the threat o f  crisis on 

campus, research by M itroff and colleagues (2006) supports the belief that the majority o f 

leaders are not prepared to respond to the broad range o f  crises that may occur. A 2004 

study surveying 117 provosts from 350 major universities concluded that most 

universities lack crisis management programs and were only prepared to respond to they 

types o f crises that had already been experienced in the past (Mitroff, et al., 2006).

In 2009, the Student Affairs Administrators in Higher Education (NASPA) 

replicated a 2001 study by Zdziarski that found that, over time, leaders in higher
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education continually perceive they are prepared to respond to campus crises. In reality, 

these two studies show that campuses are in fact not prepared for crisis management and 

response (Catullo, 2009).

Crisis Leadership

Immense responsibility and accountability is placed on leaders in higher education 

institutions. Leadership involves influence, shared goals, clear objectives, and a 

collective effort to achieve a common purpose (Yukl, 2006). Past crises affecting 

colleges and universities suggest that there is a need to reexamine crisis leadership in the 

higher education setting (Weiss, 2002). Examples o f the need for effective crisis 

leadership can be seen in literature describing the impact o f  Hurricane Katrina in 2005 on 

college and university campuses (Kieman, 2005). Numerous higher education 

institutions were devastated by the hurricane and faced a variety o f challenges. Lessons 

learned from this crisis demonstrate that there was an overall lack o f coordinated support 

among student services, academic affairs, and administration at many institutions 

impacted by Hurricane Katrina (Jarrell et al., 2008). In the wake o f this crisis, numerous 

colleges and universities reassessed their crisis response procedures and found them 

lacking (Gainey, 2009). Jarrell and colleagues (2008) support that institutional leaders 

would be wise to utilize the lessons learned from the Hurricane Katrina crisis and put in 

place detailed procedures for comprehensive crisis management for natural as well as 

man-made disasters.

The Virginia Tech massacre in 2007 is also an example o f  how effective 

leadership is essential to responding to crisis on campus. When the attacks began on
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April 16, 2007, leaders had no idea that a crisis was occurring on campus. It was not 

until more than two hours following the first shots that students in other areas o f campus 

were informed o f the massacre (Fox & Savage, 2009). Following a review o f the actions 

taken by leaders during the crisis, numerous parents o f slaughtered students called for the 

president as well as the campus police officials to be removed from office. Response to 

the crisis led to university as well as governmental action banning the possession o f  

firearms on campus (Thompson, Price, Mrdjenovich, & Khubchandani, 2009). Campus 

leaders also evaluated communication systems within the university to ensure rapid 

communication among the campus community in the event o f future crises (Zdziarski, 

2006).

Crisis management literature supports that effective leadership is essential during

times o f  crisis in increasing the occurrence o f successful outcomes (Muffet -  Willett,

2010). Jackson (2002) describes successful crisis management as when operations are

not interrupted or are resumed in a timely manner, when losses are minimized for all

stakeholders, and when the situation is evaluated and utilized in future planning. Leaders

must view a crisis situation from the lens o f multiple perspectives, considering all
%

stakeholders, including students, faculty, staff, parents o f  current students, governing 

groups, athletic organizations, vendors, and others (Mitroff, et al., 2006). Kennedy 

(2004) states that if  stakeholders feel a situation is a crisis then often a crisis will 

ultimately occur. When crises occur, not only must leaders face concerns for current 

students, but they also must face concerns surrounding the impact a crisis will have on 

prospective students (Kelsay, 2007). This occurred at the University o f Colorado when
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student admissions decreased 19 percent for out-of-state students and 4 percent for in

state students following a football scandal (Mitroff, et al., 2006).

Interviewees in a study by Kelsay (2007) stated that a number o f factors are 

considered when prospective students are making decisions about their college o f choice. 

These factors include: quality o f academics, tuition cost, geographic location, and campus 

safety. The perception that campus leaders are committed to the security and safety o f  

the campus community can have a positive impact on institutional reputation and success 

(Perrotti, 2007). The future o f  the institution may be affected by how a crisis is handled 

by university leaders (Zdziarski, 2006).

Decision-making abilities and leadership behaviors are altered during time of 

crisis as compared to normal, everyday situations (Smits & Ezzat, 2003). Yukl (2006) 

believes that during a crisis a leader will need to think quickly, be flexible, and be 

resourceful. During this time, the leader’s roles, responsibilities, and standard leadership 

style may be forced to change to adapt to the situation (Fiedler, 2001). Literature in the 

area o f crisis decision-making states that a leader adept in making successful decisions on 

a normal, daily basis may not be well suited to leading in a crisis situation effectively 

(Boin, 2009). Competence and judgm ent are easily compromised under stressful 

conditions, and therefore it is essential that leaders are aware o f how their roles and 

leadership styles may change during crises (Liu, Siu, & Shi, 2010).

Jacobsen (2010) identified eight challenges a campus leader faces during a crisis:

(a) leading while control is in question, (b) coping with limited crisis response 

preparation, (c) constant evaluation o f leadership decisions, (d) changes in operations and
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roles, I sudden changes during the crisis, (f) communication issues, (g) meeting the needs 

o f  multiple stakeholders, and (h) handling long-term outcomes.

Preparing for Crisis

Considering the variety in type o f crises, such as the terrorist attacks o f September 

11,2001, the Virginia Tech massacre, and Hurricane Katrina, colleges and universities 

must expand their efforts and plan for a broader range o f possible crises (Catullo, 2008). 

Carmeli, and Schaubroeck (2008) state that being prepared for a crisis means being 

capable o f  preventing, containing, recovering, and learning from a crisis situation. The 

Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) recommends that higher education 

institutions identify and assess risks to determine possible threats before they occur 

instead o f reacting once a crisis begins (Federal Emergency Management Agency, 2007). 

Types o f  Crises

Crises which are specific to higher education are numerous and challenging to 

predict. Various researchers have provided more information on what leaders may 

expect and should consider in preparing for crisis. In a study examining crisis 

preparedness in higher education, Zdziarski (2001) states that crises may be broken down 

into four categories: natural, facilities, human, and criminal. Natural crises include 

severe weather conditions such as tornados, hurricanes, earthquakes, and others. Crises 

in the facilities category include fire, explosion, loss o f utilities, evacuation o f buildings 

or campus, and others. Human crises involve suicide, a missing person, racial incidents, 

an alcohol/drug overdose, a campus disturbance, the death o f  a student, faculty, 

administration or staff member, and others. Criminal crises include homicides, assaults,
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burglary, vandalism, terrorist activity, abduction, domestic abuse, hate crimes, and others. 

It is unrealistic for campus leaders to plan for every possible crisis on campus, therefore it 

is recommended that these four categories should be utilized by campus leaders in setting 

priorities for planning and preparing for crisis (Zdziarski, 2006).

Fanelli (1997) provides a diverse list o f  possible crises faced by leaders, such as a 

student disturbance, fire, theft, drastic reduction in student enrollment, community 

outrage over a campus event or program, as well as multiple financial issues. M itroff and 

colleagues (2006) also provide a list including 14 crises most likely to happen on campus, 

including contagious illness, food tampering, fires, chemical exposure, environmental 

and natural disasters, employee sabotage, athletic scandals, a decrease in revenue, ethical 

breaches, mishandling o f confidential records, lawsuits, terrorists attacks, major crimes, 

and harm to the reputation o f the institution.

Crisis Management and Response

Crisis management is not a new field, and the threat o f  crisis on campus has and 

will always be a concern for campus leaders. Crisis management researchers have varied 

perspectives concerning the definition o f crisis management. Pearson and Clair (1998) 

define crisis management as a systematic approach taken by an organization, including 

all stakeholders, to prevent and manage crises. Crisis management should be considered 

as a process, not one single set o f actions (Zdziarski, 2006). Organizations prepared for 

effective crisis response will be capable o f  preventing, containing, recovering, and 

learning from a crisis when it occurs (Maditinos & Vassiliadis, 2008). Crisis 

management focuses on the proactive approach utilizing planning and prevention
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strategies versus the reactive response, which often leads to the need for extensive time 

and resources (Coombs, 2014).

Crisis management utilizes strategies to prevent or reduce the impact o f  the crisis 

on the stakeholders and the organization as a whole (Coombs, 2008). Essential steps in 

crisis management preparation should include identifying a broad array o f possible crises 

and their warning signs as well as assembling a diverse crisis management team 

involving internal and external stakeholders. Gainey (2009) supports the perspective that 

successful crisis management will include: (a) creating a formal crisis management plan,

(b) communicating effectively with stakeholders, and (c) leading effectively to suit the 

culture o f  the institutional community. Other crisis management literature states that 

management efforts are successful when normal operations are maintained or briefly 

interrupted, internal and external stakeholder losses are minimal, and lessons are learned 

and used for future planning (Pearson & Clair, 1998). M itroff and colleagues (2006) 

found that effective crisis management involves preparing ahead for a variety o f crises 

and their possible interactions in order to experience successful outcomes. In order for 

leaders to effectively identify possible risks within the institution it is necessary to be 

aware o f  the phases o f  crisis.

Crisis Management Process

Crisis management researchers recommend understanding the phases in crisis 

management process prior to creating a crisis management plan (Ritchie, 2004). Jaques 

(2010) states that that these phases are: (a) preventing and mitigating, (b) planning, (c) 

responding, (d) recovering from the crisis, and I learning from the crisis.
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The first phase involves taking action to prevent possible crises from occurring 

and identifying ways to mitigate the impact o f  these crises if  they should occur. This is 

the phase that many leaders overlook in the process o f  crisis management (Zdziarski, 

2001). Prevention and mitigation may involve the establishment o f institutional policies, 

comprehensive crisis management training, as well as modifications made to campus 

facilities to establish an environment conducive to safety.

Not all crises can be prevented, so the second phase is an essential component in 

the crisis management process. During the planning phase, leaders will anticipate 

effective ways to respond to the most likely crises and develop a crisis management plan. 

This plan should focus on prompt response, minimizing impact, and resource recovery.

In phase three, the responding phase, the crisis management plan will be put into 

action. At this point, all roles and responsibilities will be clear and executed successfully 

in response to crisis. The fourth phase involves recovering from the crisis. Recovery 

will possibly be the longest phase in the crisis management process. Zdziarski (2006) 

points out that this phase is often omitted in planning for crisis management leading to an 

extended recovery time. The goal o f this phase is to resume business in a timely manner 

and bring about a sense o f  normalcy on campus in the aftermath o f crisis. In phase five, 

learning from the crisis is essential for improving the crisis management plan. Following 

a crisis, the institution must examine all actions taken in all other phases o f  the crisis 

management process. This provides the opportunity to learn from mistakes made in an 

effort to respond more effectively in the future. This final phase connects with phase one 

forming the cycle o f  the crisis management process (Zdziarski, 2006).
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In order to respond effectively to a crisis, it is critical to understand the levels o f 

campus crisis. Zdziarski (2006) suggests that these levels include: (a) a disaster, which 

may threaten resources o f  the institution and surrounding community, (b) a crisis, which 

specifically affects the campus community, and (c) a critical incident, which occurs on 

campus and may be controlled successfully to avoid a crisis or disaster.

Crisis Management Team

FEMA (2007) suggests that a crisis management plan is only as effective as the 

crisis management team implementing the plan. A successful crisis management team 

must be capable o f  utilizing response strategies that minimize the impact o f the situation 

while protecting the institution’s reputation (Catullo, 2008). Pearson and Clair (1998) 

state that the goal o f a crisis management team should be to develop a crisis management 

plan, implement the plan effectively, and handle unexpected incidences which may arise. 

The team should also respond promptly and strategically, give precedence to protecting 

people first, maintain focus on the crisis while at the scene, and communicate thoroughly 

with all involved (Ray, 1999).

Careful selection o f  crisis management team members is important, as each 

member will have specific duties and responsibilities essential to successful response. 

Crisis management teams are most often comprised o f stakeholders internal to the 

institution who can provide access to resources, which are valuable during crisis 

preparation and management (Zdziaraki, 2006). These individuals may come from the 

departments o f  student services, media services, facilities, administration, campus safety, 

as well as others.
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Theoretical Framework 

The manner in which leaders respond to crises can have a lasting impact on the 

campus community (Rollo & Zdziarski, 2007). The severity o f a crisis may be 

subjective, but even a minor crisis can require attention and resources that may be scarce 

at the time (Sweeny, 2008). Theory surrounding crises and leader crisis decision-making, 

such as Chaos Theory and Crisis Decision Theory, provide a framework for the nature of 

crises and the process a leader may use to make decisions effectively in times o f crisis. 

Chaos Theory

Chaos Theory was discovered by meteorologist Edward Lorenz in 1960 (Hilbom, 

2004). Lorenz’ Chaos Theory explains how minor changes and small occurrences can 

trigger a series o f unpredictable and momentous results. In Chaos Theory, these drastic 

results stem from what is known as the Butterfly Effect (Watts, 2007). Literature on the 

Butterfly Effect often discusses weather conditions, stating that the smallest o f 

occurrences in nature can drastically impact weather conditions across the world at a later 

time. A common example of this is how the flutter o f butterfly wings or bird wings 

triggers a hurricane thousands o f miles away (Hilbom, 2004).

Chaos Theory and Crisis

Crisis situations are often unpredictable, and occur in a series o f events that can 

quickly escalate and possibly lead to catastrophic results if  not handled effectively. This 

sequence o f events triggered by a crisis occurs in a similar manner to the Butterfly Effect 

in the Chaos Theory (Sellnow, Seeger, & Ulmer, 2002). A study conducted by Sellnow 

and associates (2002) applied Chaos Theory to the results o f a natural disaster crisis
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situation. Results o f  this study demonstrated how rash and unplanned reactions to the 

natural disaster greatly diminished effectiveness in response and management (McCarthy 

& Butler, 2003). The impact o f  this disaster situation was multiplied due to poor 

response decisions and led to a trigger effect o f  tragic consequences similar to the 

Butterfly Effect in the Chaos Theory (Schuh & Santos, 2006). This study supports the 

need to plan, prepare, and respond effectively in order to minimize the impact o f a crisis 

(Sellnow, Seeger, & Ulmer, 2002).

Crisis Decision Theory

Crisis situations are subjective, and are perceived differently by each individual 

involved. However, even situations seen as minor may require considerable attention, 

time, and resources. The decision-making process changes drastically during a crisis 

situation (Sayegh, Anthony, & Perrewe, 2004). Sweeny (2008) describes the processes 

involved in responding to crisis and predicts responses to crisis situations through the

The Crisis Decision Theory poses two questions concerning the response to crisis: 

(1) What is the decision process that occurs in response to a crisis? And (2) What factors 

predict the response to a crisis? Three main stages are identified as the stages individuals 

normally experienced while facing a crisis. In these stages, the individual will: (a) assess 

the severity o f the situation using information available, (b) determine response options 

which may be limited by controllability and feasibility, and (3) evaluate response options 

evaluating pros and cons and then choose a response. Sweeny (2008) identified that 

individuals may not progress through the three stages o f  the Crisis Decision Theory in a 

straightforward manner. Some individuals may reverse to a previous stage or remain in
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one stage without progression. The Crisis Decision Theory is helpful as a framework for 

understanding the complexity o f  decision-making as it relates to crisis leadership and 

crisis response and management.

Summary

A review o f  the literature has identified documented campus crises that have had 

an impact on the future o f  crisis preparation, management, and response. Four types o f  

crises were established as critical in prioritizing the focus o f crisis management planning: 

natural, facilities, human, and criminal. Crisis was also defined in the context o f higher 

education, describing how crises impact all stakeholders as well as the institutional 

reputation. Literature concerning examples o f a variety o f  past crises on campuses 

nationwide were provided. These illustrated the vast and unpredictable nature o f crises 

and how institutions were impacted, how they responded, and what lessons were learned 

from those events by the campus as a whole as well as the leadership.

Leadership during crisis response and management was also included in the 

review o f literature, proving that effective leadership is essential during times o f crisis in 

increasing the occurrence o f successful outcomes. Campus leaders must be prepared to 

successfully respond and manage a variety o f  crises that m ay affect the campus and 

campus community and result in short- as well as long-term consequences. A variety of 

views from researchers in the field o f crisis response, management, and preparation were 

included in the literature review. Best practices for preparing institutions for crisis found 

within the literature include identifying the most likely types o f crises, creating a crisis 

management team, and developing a coordinated crisis management plan.
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Chaos Theory and the phases o f the Crisis Decision Theory also provide a 

framework for assessing the crisis, evaluating resources for response, and selecting the 

most effective response for managing the crisis. Lorenz’ Chaos Theory explains how 

minor changes and small occurrences can trigger a series o f unpredictable and 

momentous results. In a crisis situation, the preparation and response o f those involved 

can have a grave impact on the overall consequences o f the crisis. Crisis Decision 

Theory describes that individual’s progress through three stages when facing a crisis. 

These stages include (a) assessing the severity o f  the crisis, (b) determining options 

available for response, and (c) evaluating those response options for the most viable 

choice. These theoretical frameworks support the unpredictable nature o f crises as well 

as the need for a sequential yet timely response in order to foster successful outcomes.

The following chapter will provide details o f qualitative research methodology 

utilized in order to answer research questions concerning preparing for crisis on campus, 

crisis leadership, and effective crisis response and management strategies.



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY

Chapter 3 provides a description o f qualitative methods utilized in this study to 

examine university leaders’ response and management during crises. Chapter 3 describes 

the methodology, target population, instrumentation, data collection methods, and data 

analysis. This methodology chosen answered the following questions: What crisis 

response strategies are effective in successfully responding to a crisis on campus? How 

does leadership style change during a crisis? Do leaders successfully prepare their 

institution for future crises? This study contributed to the body o f  knowledge concerning 

effective crisis response and successful crisis management during campus crisis.

Research Design

This study utilized a qualitative approach to provide a deeper understanding o f 

crisis response and leadership characteristics displayed by university leaders during 

crises. A case study methodology was chosen for this study to gather rich and 

meaningful data from university leaders on their perspectives on successful crisis 

response (Bryman, 2006). The qualitative case study process allowed for more flexibility 

in interviewing participants and elicited more detailed responses concerning the thoughts, 

feelings, and experiences that are inherent during crises (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).
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Face-to-face interviews allowed for the gathering o f rich description and insight 

and permitted the researcher to learn about crisis response at one particular university in 

ways not possible with quantitative research methods (Denzin, & Lincoln, 2005). 

Interviews and analyzed documents yielded in-depth information concerning university 

crisis response strategies, leadership during crisis, and successful crisis preparation 

procedures. Interviews were the most effective method to gather this data and provided a 

detailed account o f real life crisis experiences and events (Lichtman, 2012). Each 

interview was transcribed verbatim from digital recordings. From the interviews, 

information provided by the participants was analyzed and coded to identify unique and 

reoccurring patterns and themes (Berg & Lune, 2004). Open coding was utilized and 

included line-by-line review o f all transcripts. The experiences and quotes gathered from 

the interviews were then organized into an Excel document according to relevance, and 

pseudonyms were assigned for the university as well as all participants to protect privacy.

Biases

The qualitative research method provides rich and detailed description about the 

topic under study (Creswell, 2013). The nature o f  qualitative research connects the 

researcher to the subject through interaction with participants and deep analysis o f data 

collected. It is important in qualitative research for the researcher to disclaim any 

thoughts, feelings, beliefs, or experiences that may contribute to bias during the study 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). In order to prevent bias, the researcher first examined all 

thoughts and feelings involving crises as well as crises in the campus community.

Second, the researcher selected the target population utilizing specific criteria and 

avoided selecting participants based on personal factors. Third, the researcher formulated
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all research questions surrounding strategies for crisis response and leadership style 

characteristics in crisis situations in an open-ended format in order to avoid the utilization 

o f leading as well as closed-ended questions to ensure that all interviewees were able to 

provide accurate information about their experiences and beliefs.

Population

No college or university setting is immune to crisis. The campus environment is 

at risk for crisis due to the sheer size o f the campus community (Baldridge & Julius, 

1998). In order to identify effective strategies for campus crisis management, the 

researcher selected a research group that provided qualitative data surrounding best 

practice crisis preparation and management experiences. The population selected for this 

study included university leaders as well as staff members that were recommended by the 

leadership for a focus group interview. For this study, the population was limited to one 

institution o f  higher education that experienced a crisis in the past two years.

For this study, the researcher emailed possible participants within the university, 

beginning with leadership in the Facilities department. The researcher then requested 

contact information for other possible interviewees in leadership roles having a 

substantial role in crisis response on campus. Numerous emails and preliminary phone 

consultations were conducted to gather respondents for the study. Additional 

recommendations were made from the leadership o f supporting staff members to include 

in a focus group interview concerning campus crisis response and management. 

Following the initial contact procedures, interview times and locations were set in 

advance to be conducted over a two-day period on the campus.
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Sample

Crises are a threat to all higher education institutions and it would be unrealistic to 

interview all institutions having dealt with a crisis. For this study, the researcher 

identified one institution having experienced a devastating crisis within the last year. 

Within this university, key administrators, staff, as well as others who played a key role 

in crisis management were interviewed. Both the university and each person interviewed 

were provided a pseudonym and their departments and roles were generalized to ensure 

that participants remain anonymous. Tables 1 and 2 describe the study participants.

Table 1:

Interview Participants_________________________________________________________
Level o f  
Leadership

Department Role in Crisis Response

David

Kimberly

Robert

Pablo

Tim

Douglas

Henry

Amy

Jerry

Executive

Executive

Executive

Executive

StaffTMid-
Management

Staff/Mid-
Management

Staff/Senior
Management

Staff/Mid-
Management

Staff

President’s
Office
Financial Aid

ERT Lead

Involved in all financial 
aid decisions

Administration Responsible for facility 
management and ERT

Student Affairs Front line responsibility 
for safety and ERT

President’s
Office

President’s
Office

University
Police

Directed by President

Directed by President

Responsible for initial 
response and ERT

Administration Assists as needed

Administration Assists as needed
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Table 2:

FocusGroupParticipants
Level o f 
Leadership

Department Role in Crisis Response

Beth Staff Administration Directed by leadership

Kristin Staff Administration Directed by leadership

Sherry Staff Administration Directed by leadership

Tiffany Staff Administration Directed by leadership

Luke Staff Administration Directed by leadership

Leonard Staff Administration Directed by leadership

Data Collection

The researcher interviewed executive-level administrators as well as other key 

players in crisis management at one university having dealt with a crisis within the past 

year. The researcher queried participants during pre-study preparations to identify other 

individuals within the institution who might be critical in campus crisis management. 

From these recommendations, the additional individuals were contacted prior to the study 

and asked to participate in a similar interview.

Esterberg (2002) describes an interview as communication, utilizing questions 

and responses that lead to the exchange o f information and ideas about a subject. For this 

study, interviews were conducted via recorded face-to-face conversations. Interview 

questions were predetermined, however follow-up questions were asked as deemed 

necessary by the researcher. Each interviewee was provided with all details o f the study, 

the purpose o f the interview, as well as an informed consent prior to the interview 

session. Each interview was conducted in a similar manner, took place within a set hour-
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long timeframe, and was digitally recorded with the participant’s prior consent. The 

researcher ensured confidentiality by changing participant and institution names, and all 

interview records were stored in a secure location. Each interviewee was also given the 

opportunity to review notes and transcripts and was offered the option to elect not to 

continue participation at any time throughout the study.

The researcher also conducted an extensive document analysis, which included 

written documents concerning crisis management policy mandated by the university as 

well as documents mandated by the state for crisis response. The documents were 

utilized to identify how written-mandated policy assists in successfully responding to a 

crisis.

Data Analysis

Following the completion o f all interviews and document analysis, each interview was 

transcribed verbatim and analyzed in a timely manner in order to capture all details and 

all document information to be coded (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Member checking was 

conducted to allow participants to examine a copy o f transcripts for their approval and 

allow them to make comments and changes as needed. No changes were recommended, 

and therefore all transcripts were unitized in their original form for coding. All 

transcripts and document data were coded and analyzed for reoccurring major as well as 

minor themes. A detailed Microsoft Excel spreadsheet was created to assist the 

researcher in organizing and recording all identified codes, quotes, and themes. All 

themes were examined and results were described in detail to provide insight into the 

most effective crisis management strategies, leadership styles, and effective crisis 

preparation.
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Summary

The purpose o f Chapter 3 was to provide a description o f qualitative methods 

utilized in this study to examine university leaders’ response and management during 

crises. This methodology chosen answered the following questions: What crisis response 

strategies are effective in successfully responding to a crisis on campus? How does 

leadership style change during a crisis? Do leaders successfully prepare their institution 

for future crises? This study contributed to the body o f knowledge concerning effective 

crisis response and successful crisis management during campus crisis. Chapter 3 

described the methodology, target population, instrumentation, data collection methods, 

and data analysis. For this study, the researcher conducted a case study in order to gather 

in-depth qualitative data concerning university leaders’ response to and management o f 

crises on campus. Interviews and analyzed documents yielded in-depth information 

concerning university crisis response strategies, leadership during crisis, and successful 

crisis preparation procedures. Document analysis was also utilized to provide insight into 

both university and state-wide policies utilized in crisis response and management 

procedures. The population selected for this study included university leaders as well as 

staff members who were recommended by the leadership for a focus group interview.

All results o f the study will be reported in Chapter 4.



CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS

Given the unpredictability o f  most campus crises, college and university leaders 

must be prepared to make timely and effective crisis response decisions (Mitroff, 

Diamond, & Alpaslan, 2006). Though crises are now occurring more frequently, many 

campus leaders still lack preparation and effective crisis management strategies. The 

purpose o f  this study was to identify effective strategies to assist campus leaders in 

successfully responding to crises on campus and the role o f leadership in crisis response 

and management. For this study, the research questions were: (1) What crisis response 

strategies are effective in successfully responding to a crisis on campus? (2) How does 

leadership style change during a crisis? (3) How does a leader prepare the institution for 

possible crises?

The design was a case study employing the data collection methods o f interviews 

o f  university leaders and staff, document analysis, and a focus group. The study also 

included a literature review o f  related research and theory in the areas o f state and local 

crisis management policy and campus crisis management and response policy. The 

qualitative approach was employed for this study to allow the researcher to obtain rich, 

detailed data concerning the experiences o f  the participants. Chapter 4 presents a 

summary o f the following: description o f the site, description o f sample data, 

respondents, document analysis, findings, and conclusions made from data analyzed.
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Site Description

State University was founded in the early 1900s and is a research university with

a student body o f approximately 17,000 students, both national and international in

origin. State University is situated on more than 300 acres o f  lush, pedestrian-

friendlylandscape and offers successful arts, academic, and athletic programs. The

administration, faculty, and staff o f State University describe the university community

as having a family atmosphere. One leader in an executive role stated:

I don’t know how an organization or institution develops sort o f  an ethos or a 
culture, but there is one here that no matter what happens you can knock us down 
but w e’re going to get back up. There’s just a real can-do spirit about the place.

Early in 2013, this “can-do spirit” was tested and reaffirmed when State

University experienced the detrimental effects o f  an F4 tornado. In the early evening

hours, the tornado -  unleashing winds up to 170 mph -  damaged buildings, destroyed

vehicles, snapped trees, spread debris, and risked the lives o f many throughout the

campus and the nearby community.

The substantial damage to campus and the surrounding area ignited the SU

leadership -  and the campus as a whole -  into action in order to ensure the safety of

students, faculty, and staff and to restore the campus to full functioning capacity as

expediently as possible. Those having experienced the impact o f the F4 tornado or its

aftermath were more than willing to share their feelings, memories, and lessons learned

in order to assist other universities in preparing and responding for similar future campus

crises. The following section will provide descriptions o f  the sample and the respondents

who were interviewed and subsequently included in the focus group for the State

University case study.
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Descriptive Sample Data

For this study, the researcher interviewed nine employees o f  State University. 

These employees varied in leadership status within the university and held diverse roles 

in crisis response. The researcher also conducted a focus group including seven 

employees. These employees were not in management or leadership roles, but shared 

some responsibility in crisis response on campus as directed by university leadership. A 

table providing a breakdown o f participants, their leadership roles, and their crisis 

response roles can be found in Chapter 3.

Respondents

A detailed description o f  each interviewee will provide insight into each 

individual’s role and tenure with the university, his or her unique experience with crisis 

response and management, and a brief synopsis o f  his or her individual thoughts on 

leadership style.

Kimberly

Kimberly has been employed by SU for 12 years, and is in a leadership role 

managing various critical student support services and administrative staff. Kimberly has 

experience dealing with numerous crises on the SU campus, including Hurricane Katrina 

in 2005. When asked about her role in crisis response and management, Kimberly 

responded that each crisis varied and required its own specific response.

Kimberly noted that she was off-campus when the tornado struck, but that 

communication among the leadership team began quickly. The leadership team 

designated members o f  Kimberly’s administrative staff to man the phone lines in order to 

answer questions concerning the tornado’s impact on campus. This hotline for students,
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parents, alumni, and others played an important role in immediate response to the tornado 

crisis on the [Southern University] campus.

The impact o f  the tornado extended throughout campus and into the community 

surrounding SU. Kimberly recalled that the full damage sustained through the 170 mph 

winds and debris would not fully be discovered until weeks after the crisis. Upon 

returning to work after campus business resumed, Kimberly noticed a crack in the wall 

along a hallway outside o f  her office. She quickly contacted the chief o f police and 

building maintenance to conduct inspection o f the wall. Further investigation showed 

that the wall would have to be tom down to prevent possible injury and further damage. 

Once the wall was removed, it became clear that the cinder blocks underneath were 

completely cracked. At the time o f Kimberly’s interview, almost a year after the crisis, a 

curtain still covered that same wall and a warning sign stating that the building was safe 

though repair efforts continued was posted in front. The tag line “Rebuild, Restore, 

Recover” can be seen on all signs posted where restoration efforts continue in the long

term aftermath o f the tornado. Kimberly shared this story to express how the impact o f 

the tornado was still being realized, but that the SU campus community was positive and 

persistent despite their ongoing restoration efforts.

Kimberly’s involvement with past crises such as Hurricane Katrina and the F4 

tornado have provided her with ample experience to assist her in future crises. When 

asked to speak about her personal leadership style, Kimberly stated:

It varies, really and truly, by the situation and depends on what you are dealing 
with in terms o f  crisis. Sometimes I cannot be objective and I recognize that, so 
pulling together my top team, which has a wide variety o f  experience, and just 
talking the situation through o f what’s in the best interest o f  the university and 
what’s in the best interest o f  the student, so I don’t think there is just one style that 
applies. I think it is completely dependent on the situation.
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At the conclusion of her interview, Kimberly also shared her personal beliefs on

the importance o f strong leadership in a crisis. Kimberly passionately stated:

I cannot express how important the leadership is in response, and not just the 
highest level -  its every layer in there and the caring aspect. Not just their role, 
but the individual, and I think that has been one o f  the things that creates such 
success stories in our SU response and recovery and it’s that you have a set of 
individuals who not only have the students’ best interest as a top priority but also 
care about the institution and care about getting things accomplished. 1 don’t 
think it’s necessarily the style or the role. I think that caring, nurturing part o f the 
individual is essential to the response.

David

David, the tenth president o f State University, began his presidency a few months 

ahead o f schedule when news o f the tornado damage on the SU campus reached him at 

his then-current home more than six hours away. Upon hearing about the crisis, David 

quickly made the trip to SU to assist in response efforts. David, having held leadership 

positions in higher education in the past, was no stranger to crisis. However, his limited 

experience with a tornado crisis meant this situation took him by surprise in many ways, 

and his unexpected introduction to his new role as president provided many challenges.

David’s efforts to join the campus community in crisis response before his official 

role began offered the opportunity for his future students, administration, and faculty to 

get to know him on a personal level as well as in the role o f their future leader. Each of 

David’s staff who were interviewed shared this unique story o f  their then-future president 

standing side by side with them in the trenches and assisting in response and management 

efforts.
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When asked about his thoughts on leadership in crisis management and response, 

David pointed out that as a leader it is critical to remember the personal side o f crisis. He 

offered:

I think what we have to remember is even the people who have the responsibility 
for managing the crisis or running the university I think we cannot lose sight o f  
the fact that they are still human and what has taken place has affected them as 
much as it has affected the people around them.

Robert

Robert, who is in a leadership position in the facilities department, plays an 

important role in day-to-day facility management as well as crisis response and 

management. Robert has been described by one o f  his staff as being in charge of 

“anything that runs, lives, or dies” on campus. Robert played an instrumental role in the 

response to Hurricane Katrina on the State University campus in 2005. Experience 

gained during that monumental crisis has assisted Robert in preparing for and responding 

to campus crises since the hurricane. During the tornado crisis, Robert was a leader on 

the campus Emergency Response Team. He was a first responder on campus and 

provided details o f  his initial impressions when he arrived on campus in the aftermath of 

the tornado.

As a leader in facilities management, Robert understands firsthand the importance 

o f timely and effective crisis response and management and the role that leadership plays 

in response. Robert had much to share on his feelings concerning leadership and its 

influence on successful crisis response. When asked to describe his leadership style, he 

stated:

I believe that teams play like the coaches and they take on that kind o f persona, so 
to speak, and probably in a difficult situation like the tornado, communication is 
so critical. How fast you respond, how accurately you respond.
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Roberts’s viewpoints and experiences from both Hurricane Katrina in 2005 and 

the more recent tornado help to paint a picture o f successes and failures in crisis response 

and lessons learned to be utilized for future preparation.

Pablo

Pablo, an executive cabinet official for Student Affairs, has been employed with 

State University for three decades and has served under five different presidents. With 

his many years o f  service in higher education, Pablo has experienced numerous crises of 

differing levels o f  severity, including Hurricane Katrina in 2005. Pablo stated that the 

experiences o f  Hurricane Katrina were valuable in preparing for future crises including 

the tornadoes that struck the SU campus more recently.

Pablo states later in his interview that, even though close to a year has passed 

since the tornado struck campus, there are still many occurrences that bring those hours, 

days, and weeks following the crisis back to the forefront o f  his mind.

At the conclusion o f the interview, Pablo was asked to speak about his own 

personal leadership style, which he described as assertive and nurturing, with a strong 

focus on relationships and the feelings o f others, while at the same time being assertive. 

He added as an example, “I’m Pablo, and I’m here to help, and here’s how we are going 

to do that. Leadership is about people. You don’t lead money, buildings or resources -  

you manage those -  but leadership is about leading people.”

Tim

Tim, a high level president’s office staff member, joined the university within six 

months prior to his interview with the researcher. In his previous role with another 

university, Tim had experience with past crises -  namely Hurricane Katrina and its
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impact on campuses throughout the nation. Tim was not yet employed with State 

University at the time o f the tornado, but his secondhand accounts o f the events coupled 

with his past experiences are helpful in providing an outside perspective on the 

university’s crisis management and leadership.

Douglas

Douglas, who is in a leadership position within the president’s office, has been 

employed with State University for more than five years. He has past crisis experience 

with Hurricane Katrina from outside o f the higher education setting. Douglas’ role in 

crisis response for the university is dealing with the local and federal officials, such as 

FEMA, in order to expedite cleanup and recovery. With the tornado on campus, Douglas 

was specifically designated to work with the insurance company to ensure that all details 

were covered and claims were made appropriately in order to reach a timely settlement.

Douglas was part o f  the Emergency Response Team, which began meeting 

quickly after the crisis. As part o f that team, he experienced firsthand how leadership 

impacts the response in a crisis situation.

Henry

Henry, a senior leader in campus safety, has been with State University for 15 

years. Henry, having many years o f  experience in law enforcement, is no stranger to 

crises, and as a first responder and member o f  the campus crisis response team he plays 

an important role in timely response and management during a crisis on the SU campus. 

Since he is in charge o f campus safety, Henry is responsible for initial response, 

containment, and mitigation when a crisis occurs. When asked about his memories o f  the 

evening the tornado swept through the SU campus and local community, he recalled that
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he was off-campus at the time o f the tornado, so he had to count on his staff to follow

protocol as planned and practiced prior to the crisis. Henry stated that prior planning and

training is essential in response and management in a crisis situation. Henry expressed

his belief that planning, training, and communication were crucial in his team ’s response

to the tornado.

When asked to discuss his leadership style, Henry stated:

I consider m yself the type o f  leader that can manage almost anything, and I’ve 
had most everything you can think of. W e’ve had chemical spills, we’ve had 
hurricanes, w e’ve had tornadoes, w e’ve had the active threat. Everything you can 
possibly think of, w e’ve pretty much had it here. But I may be an anomaly. It 
may be that’s just who I am. I’m cool and calm. People always ask me why I 
don’t have any gray hair. First o f  all, I don’t worry m yself to death about a lot o f 
things. The other thing is I know my limitations, and that’s important. A lot o f 
people think success is being good at everything. I ’m good at a lot, but I’m not 
good at everything, and I know what my limitations are.

Amy

Amy, a manager for the State University physical plant group, handles the 

financial aspect o f  her department and, in a crisis on campus, she acts as a liaison 

between the university and the insurance company in order to ensure all processes are 

followed correctly. Amy was working with the university at the time of Hurricane 

Katrina, and she mentioned the fact that past experience in a crisis is beneficial in 

planning for future responses. When asked to recall the tornado crisis on campus, Amy 

shared that she felt the crisis was handled well in every respect. She specifically 

mentioned that the teamwork approach she experienced led to successful response and 

management.
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Jerry

Jerry holds a leadership role in building maintenance for State University. A part 

o f  the university for many years, Jerry was involved in the response efforts during 

Hurricane Katrina in 2005, which had a lasting impact on crisis response on campus. He 

compared the two experiences and said that each crisis is unique, but with each crisis 

your response can become more efficient. When asked about his experience specifically 

with the tornado crisis on campus, he described the feeling when he first arrived on 

campus as ‘shock and aw e.’ He noted that it was a very emotional time, and much o f the 

emotion experienced came from the outpouring o f support from the university 

community as a whole.

Focus Group Participants 

A focus group including seven participants was held on the [Southern University] 

campus including. The group consisted o f five females and two males: Melissa, Beth, 

Kristin, Sherry, Tiffany, Luke, and Leonard. Varying roles and departments were 

represented, including the offices o f  the registrar, facilities management, enrollment, and 

landscaping. These individuals were able to provide insight into how university leaders 

impacted them in their supporting roles during the tornado crisis. The conversation 

during the focus group was positive, lively, and informative. Each member had his or her 

own personal experiences as well as response roles during the tornado crisis on the SU 

campus. Many o f the members had past experience with crises on campus, specifically 

with Hurricane Katrina in 2005. The general consensus o f  the group was that the 

response efforts during Katrina better prepared the campus for action following the
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tornado. The group shared many thoughts and feelings concerning leadership, morale, 

successes, and lessons learned.

Document Analysis 

The researcher conducted an extensive document analysis. The document 

analysis included written documents concerning crisis management policy mandated by 

the university as well as documents mandated by the state for crisis response. The 

documents were utilized to identify how written-mandated policy assists in successfully 

responding to a crisis. The two major documents analyzed included the State University 

Emergency Incident Response Plan and The State Institutions o f  Higher Learning 

Disaster Recovery Plan.

State University Emergency Incident Response Plan

The State University Emergency Response Plan, last revised in 2012, provides

detailed guidelines including organizational structure, communications, and specific

emergency incident procedures, each o f which is broken down by crisis type. The

purpose o f the plan as stated in the document reads, “The basic emergency procedures

outlined in this guide are for the protection o f lives and property through effective use of

University and surrounding community resources.”

The plan outlines specific procedures to be followed during a tornado crisis on

campus and the surrounding community. The guidelines and information provided for a

tornado crisis include the definition and description o f a tornado:

Tornadoes are violent local storms with whirling winds o f  tremendous speeds that 
can reach 200-400 mph. Tornadoes occur with little or no warning. The 
individual tornado appears as a rotating, funnel-shaped cloud that extends toward 
the ground from the base o f  a thundercloud. It varies from gray to black in color. 
A tornado spins like a top and may sound like the roaring o f a train. These small
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short-lived storms are the most violent o f all atmospheric phenomena, and, over a 
small area, they are the most destructive.

Definitions describing the difference between a tornado watch and a tornado 

warning are also included. Specific details are provided concerning the local and campus 

warning siren locations and their sequences so that they may be easily recognized in the 

event o f  a tornado. Important guidelines explaining what to do during a tornado warning 

include:

When you hear the emergency warning siren, seek shelter inside the closest 
building. If inside a building, take shelter on the lowest floor or the first-floor 
inner hallway. Stay away from windows and glass doors; if  they break there is 
danger o f flying glass. Close all doors to outside rooms. TUNE TO A LOCAL 
TV OR RADIO STATION FOR WEATHER UPDATES. When the bad weather 
hits, crouch down with your back to the wall, bring your knees up to your chest 
and cover your head with your books, backpack, or coat. If  outside and there is 
not time to reach indoor shelter, and then lie flat in the nearest ditch, ravine, or 
culvert with your hands shielding your head. After a tornado, check all buildings 
for survivors who may be trapped. Avoid downed power lines, check for gas 
leaks, and contain or control small fires.

State University students, faculty, and staff have been trained and notified o f

crisis response procedures as described by numerous interviews with participants. Prior

training on procedures as well as regular follow-up training was repeatedly recommended

during interviews. As stated by Pablo, a member o f  the executive committee with student

affairs, in reference to prior planning and protocol, “You certainly need a documented

crisis response protocol. You need a plan. You need a team. W ithout it, there is no

direction and can lead to chaos.”

Jerry also added, in support o f a crisis response plan:

Every university should have a plan o f action where they give everybody a 
general idea o f ‘when I get here this is what I do.’ Because you don’t want 
everybody running around like nobody knows w hat’s happening.
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Henry, who is in charge o f all o f campus safety, shared his experience in having

prior training and a protocol in place for his team during the tornado crisis on campus:

My guys who have the same training I do have already started the response 
process and set up a command post, identified our incidence response plan, and 
they are checking the residence halls to make sure we don’t have any injuries and, 
if  we do, what are their needs? Some were doing an assessment o f travel. What 
can we get through? What can we not get through? And then we have another 
team looking at, what is the damage, where is it? So that we would know where 
our response needs to be. This is all planned out ahead o f time so it works 
efficiently.

[State] Institutions o f  Higher Learning Disaster Recovery Plan

The IHL Disaster Recovery Plan document is provided through the Office o f Risk 

Management o f the [state] and requires that each university within the state follow the 

detailed protocols provided. The purpose o f the document is stated as:

A coordinated relief and recovery effort to assist an Affected Institution(s) in its 
recovery efforts in the aftermath o f a disaster to reduce the further risk to life and 
safety and loss to campus facilities and operations. This plan describes how an 
Institution(s) will respond to a request for assistance from an Affected 
Institution(s) after a disaster.

The adherence to IHL policy was something mentioned in numerous interviews

with campus leaders. The State University crisis response team, as well as many support

staff, participate in training regularly on the IHL disaster recovery protocols.

The president o f the university, having stepped in before his set hire date, shared

that in his new role he had to learn the IHL protocols while he learned the environment of

his new appointment as president. He stated:

I was really focused on making sure that as we made decisions in the heat o f the 
moment that those decisions would not be ones we would regret having made.
And so making sure that we followed institutional policies, IHL policies, which is 
our governing board here in the state.
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Findings

In order to examine how leaders can respond most effectively during crisis, the 

researcher posed the following research questions: (1) What crisis response strategies are 

effective in successfully responding to a crisis on campus? (2) How does leadership style 

change during a crisis? (3) How does a leader prepare the institution for possible crises? 

The following results were concluded from the data gathered through interviews, a focus 

group, and document analysis on the State University campus.

Crisis Management

The tornado on the State University campus led to mass destruction on the 

campus as well as the surrounding community. Crisis management protocol was initiated 

immediately once imminent danger passed in order to secure the campus. From the 

tornado crisis, as with past crises like Hurricane Katrina, valuable lessons were learned 

through both successes and failures. These experiences can be utilized by university 

leaders in preparing the campus for future crisis management.

Successes Experienced in Crisis Response

For the leadership o f State University, the main concern during the tornado crisis was the 

safety o f the campus community. Once the campus was deemed safe, the next concern 

was restoring the university to normal operation as quickly as possible. State University 

experienced many successes in recovering quickly from the crisis. One o f the 

contributing factors to this success was the amount o f  pre-existing protocols set into place 

through university safety as well as procedures mandated by the state. The State 

University Emergency Incident Response Plan and the State Institutions o f  Higher 

Learning Disaster Recovery Plan are two such protocols that were practiced and followed
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in response to the tornado crisis on campus. These plans outline specific details for 

response in a variety o f  crisis situations in order to provide more organization and 

direction when a crisis occurs. During his interview, Jose spoke in support o f protocol, 

stating that, “virtually everything was handled in alignment with protocol and went really 

well.”

Communication among the leadership on the SU campus was also a reoccurring

theme in the discussion o f successes in response and management to the tornado.

Kimberly identified effective communication with the campus community as one o f the

essential steps in moving quickly with the process o f returning the university to standard

operating procedure. She stated:

The communication during the whole process was exceptional and essential in 
getting the students back as quickly as possible and back to class. Considering 
their safety and making sure that that timeline to make sure that it’s safe for their 
return but minimizing the down time was a priority. And that’s what we came 
together to do and make sure they got back to class and that the faculty had space 
to do their research and to do their advising. It was a heroic effort o f the 
university community in all aspects.

In line with previous statements supporting communication as a key to success in

a crisis, Amy also pointed out that, along with communication, teamwork is essential to

accomplishing the countless tasks that arise with crisis response and management. Amy

shared that, following the crisis, the leaders at SU were thoroughly committed to the task

o f securing and restoring the campus and much o f the success could be attributed to

teamwork. She stated:

I think a lot o f  what went well was just the teamwork part o f it. Everybody 
pitched in. I think that everybody working together and just getting done what 
needed to be done, that was our biggest highlight, I think. I mean, we really 
worked really well together.
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Kimberly also spoke o f teamwork during the crisis. She recalled that during the

aftermath o f the tornado teamwork was more important than specific roles and

responsibilities when there was a task needed to be accomplished. She stated that, “the

primary responsibility o f  the individual comes into play, but it’s all hands on deck to

come together for whatever needs to be done for the student and the university. An

additional success, one experienced by Leonard from the physical plant department, was

the “faith and trust” he experienced from the leadership in allowing the supporting staff

to take the lead in situations during the crisis in order to expedite the process o f getting

tasks accomplished in a timely manner. He shared that there are procedures to be

followed in order to move forward with work orders in a normal situation but, during a

crisis, procedure may have to be changed or adjusted to fit the needs o f the specific

incident. Leonard shared that, without the support o f  leadership, progress would have

occurred much more slowly in the response, management, and restoration on the campus.

During his interview, he shared:

Faith and trust from leadership is critical. If  you don’t have it, then you have this 
halting forward motion. It takes a month to do something that you know you 
could have done in three days. It takes longer to communicate things back and 
forth. And I know some of that is bureaucracy and all that, but it doesn’t need to 
be, and I don’t think it was in this instance. We just did what we needed to, and 
we knew we needed to, but we were allowed to do it. That’s important.

Lessons Learned from Crisis Response

One o f the most important aspects o f  crisis management is learning from past

crises in order to better prepare and respond in the future. Many SU leaders experienced

past crises, including Hurricane Katrina. Learning from the hurricane crisis led to many

improvements in crisis management plans on the campus. M any successes were

experienced both during and following the tornado crisis that can be attributed to sound
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leadership as well as effective prior planning and preparation. There were also many 

lessons learned from the tornado crisis that leaders plan to utilize in future preparation 

and planning.

During her interview, Kimberly shared that during a crisis prioritization can be 

difficult. She shared that, in her experience, as a leader “you have to prioritize what 

needs to be done and then what you can do,” and that these are not always the same 

things. She added that during the tornado one o f  her most critical tasks was assessing 

what buildings were viable and which were unfit for use by students, faculty, and staff. 

Kimberly expressed how difficult it can be to prioritize when so much work is needed. 

She shared:

You can’t rebuild a building to accommodate the return o f  students in the 
immediate but you can put a fence around the building so it’s safe and then 
reassign those buildings. You have to figure out the necessities and then address 
those necessities and then the other things as needed.

Both Henry and Amy mentioned similar lessons they learned, sharing that during

a crisis it is important to be sure that all leadership are well aware and practiced with the

systems put into place for timely response and management. Both o f these leaders

experienced, thanks to the tornado, that it can be difficult to respond if  all individuals are

not aware o f who to contact, what systems and procedures are in place, and where to

locate the necessary resources. Henry commented that from past crises, especially with

the tornado, “it is vital to make sure the people under [me] are trained and can respond

without [me] being here.” He supported this by saying:

I’m not a 10-headed snake. I can’t be in every place all the time, and not 
everything is going to wait until I ’m here to happen. So I have to make sure there 
are people under me that know the system also and they know what to do, so 
training is one o f  the things that you always have to do.
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Amy said that she learned a great deal from the tornado crisis surrounding the

financial aspects o f  working with FEMA. Am y’s experience reinforces that prioritization

and prior preparation are essential in successful response in a crisis. She said:

The biggest thing we learned was just the process o f  having to go to our 
governing body, get emergency declarations so we can go out and get what we 
need and get it now and so the bureaucracy, paperwork, and red tape kind o f thing 
that we normally deal with, we can’t have during a crisis. And another part was 
FEMA coming in afterwards, they want to get involved, too, and the layer of 
paperwork you need for them is just more and more, so it’s not even something 
you would think is related to the event itself but it adds more work to what you 
are trying to do.

Robert, having had significant experience with past crises, shared that one o f the 

most apparent lessons learned for him during the tornado crisis was the need to have 

more adequate preparation for dealing with volunteers. He described in his interview 

that, immediately following the tornado, there was an outpouring o f  support from the 

campus community as well as from the local community. Though the assistance was 

needed, at the time there were no prior preparations in place for the handling of 

volunteers. He stated that the safety and organization o f volunteers was a concern and 

that “they needed direction.” He feels this issue should be addressed in planning for 

future crises.

The university president also shared Robert’s belief that one o f the lessons learned

from the tornado crisis was understanding how to deal with the many volunteers arriving

on campus following the tornado. During his interview, David reinforced that handling

volunteers was one area that could have been handled more successfully and should be an

area o f  focus for future planning. He said:

W e almost immediately had a flood o f students, o f  community members, parents, 
alumni, all who wanted to help. And so organizing the volunteers and seeing 
them as part o f  the solution, I think, is a really critical part o f  how you manage a
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crisis. So the volunteer aspect is key, and how you manage that and coordinate 
that, what you communicate to them. And then we even found out that what 1 
didn’t realize that there was a way if  you log the number o f  volunteers the number 
o f  hours that they did and the economic impact o f  what they contributed there was 
some benefit to the university for having that done.

Tim, like the other members o f leadership also felt that planning for volunteers

was essential in order to keep them safe but also to assist them in being a beneficial part

o f  the restoration efforts following the crisis. He stated:

If you look at disasters all over, people are willing to help but you have to have 
somebody to tell them what to do because sometimes you do get overwhelmed 
with more help than you can actually use because you are not actually prepared 
for it so I think that’s a really important thing that people don’t take into 
consideration because really you are not having to beg for help usually in a 
disaster.

Some lessons learned from the tornado crisis revolved around the assumption that

certain resources were available that, it turned out, were not in place when the crisis

occurred. Following the crisis, outside vendors were necessary to begin restoration

procedures that could have been handled more expediently and more cost effectively if

employees were already in-house to handle the issues. Douglas shared:

We had to rely on outside vendors, which isn’t always the worst thing, but in a 
time o f crisis you need to have you own folks. We had about $20 million worth 
o f  damage, and because we didn’t have enough professionals, engineers, 
architects on staff, we had to go out and retain that expertise and in a lot o f those 
cases it would have been better to have in house employees.

Learning from a crisis situation is an important way to improve on future

preparation in case other crises occur. The SU campus community has had many

opportunities to learn and grow from Hurricane Katrina and the F4 tornado. Much o f

what was learned included prioritizing needs in the immediate aftermath, identifying

procedures and systems for response prior to the crisis, improving planning for the

management o f  volunteers, and establishing in-house staffing for restoration needs.
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Leadership and Crisis Management 

From the highest tier o f  university executives down to the student body level, 

leadership plays an essential role. Each State University leader and support staff member 

interviewed shared a similar belief that sound leadership is essential in successful crisis 

management. The information provided in their interviews paints a vivid picture o f the 

impact o f  leadership on the campus community as a whole during a crisis.

The Role o f  Leadership in Crisis Management

During his interview, the current president o f State University expressed his views 

on leadership and crisis management, stressing the importance o f  selecting suitable 

leaders to fill leadership roles and then enabling them to respond appropriately in a crisis. 

David, shared that much o f the success experienced during the tornado crisis was due to 

the leadership o f his staff. He explained, “We had a powerful group o f people there who 

knew what they were doing and were empowered to do their jobs,” and he said that made 

successful response possible.

When asked her views on the impact o f  leadership in crisis management, 

Kimberly, a member o f  executive leadership, stated, “Oh, it’s pivotal. And the leadership 

o f  the crisis response sets the tone for everything that happens thereafter.”

She shared her experience with leadership specific to the tornado, emphasizing 

how leadership is essential in making progress during times o f  crisis. She reiterated that 

“all o f  the high-level and executive-level administration were part o f the process,” not 

just in their offices, and that was an important factor in the successful response to the 

tornado as well as getting the SU campus back on track and students back into classes 

quickly.
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Robert, having the responsibility o f handling all facility management on campus 

during the tornado crisis, had firsthand experience with the importance o f leadership in 

successful crisis management. His past crisis experience on the SU campus during 

Hurricane Katrina also provided many examples o f  the importance o f sound leadership 

during a crisis. Robert shared, “ I believe the team plays like the coach, and they take on 

that kind o f persona. In a difficult situation like the tornado, leadership is so critical to 

how fast you respond and how accurately you respond.”

For staff members who do not have a leadership role during a crisis like the 

tornado, it is vital to have guidance and organization from the leadership in order to make 

progress in the aftermath. During the focus group conducted with seven staff members 

on campus, the role o f  leadership surfaced in discussion repeatedly. When describing 

successful crisis management, Beth stated, “It’s integral. You have to have somebody in 

charge to lead everybody and let them know what to do next or it would be pretty 

chaotic.”

Jose, with his numerous years o f  experience in higher education, had much to

share concerning the role o f  leadership in crisis management. He shared that, though

each crisis is different, there is something to be learned from the experience, especially as

a leader. Jose recalled that during a crisis such as the tornado, adrenaline tends to run

high and decisions must be made quickly, however as leader, staying calm is vital in

successful response. He shared:

It’s important to stay calm because others are going to feed o ff o f the cues they 
get from you. So it’s about being calm, not making knee-jerk decisions. 
Sometimes you move pretty fast, but you have to think through unintended 
consequences and that’s why it’s really important to have a team o f thinkers. One 
person can’t foresee every unintended consequence in a situation. That’s why it’s 
important to take a team approach.
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Throughout interviews conducted on the SU campus, the theme that leadership in

a crisis is vital and that leaders must set an example as to how others should respond to a

crisis was mentioned often. Luke described his experience with the tornado crisis and

how the new university president stepped in when he was not yet in office and provided a

perfect example for others to model, showing everyone how to stay strong and work

together during the crisis. He stated that David, upon arriving to the campus ahead o f  his

scheduled start date, stepped into his leadership role and spread a sense o f “calm and

purpose” over the entire campus community. Luke shared:

When I think o f  [David] that was a lot o f  the campus community’s first way o f 
seeing him. It w asn’t his official capacity as president yet, so he gets to ride in 
and be kind o f a rallying point and gather people around just to make sure 
everyone knew it’s okay, everything is going to be fine. And really he brought 
that energy to it, really hands-on, and was engaging with getting the community 
together afterward so that we all knew that everything would be okay.

Characteristics o f a “Good” Leader

When interviewed, each leader and staff member was asked to share his or her

views on what characteristics and traits make a “good” leader in a crisis. Each

interviewee expressed his or her beliefs and opinions, many o f which mirrored and

supported the others’ beliefs and opinions. Several themes o f good leadership

characteristics emerged. These include a leader who is courageous, who can remain calm

and be decisive during a crisis, who is an effective and accurate communicator, who is an

active listener, and who is a risk taker and a visionary. A good leader is also an

individual who can empower and trust others along with themselves to take a leading role

in a crisis situation despite all circumstances.
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A crisis can mean different things to different leaders and can take on many

forms. Jose stated that he experienced a wide variety o f  crises in his tenure at the

university and that each crisis called for a few major characteristics from a leader in order

to be successful. For Jose, these characteristics included being decisive in times o f crisis

when many opinions and needs are brought to the table. He stated, “Decisiveness is

important when you need to be deliberate in your decision making because it’s not a time

to not make a decision. So you’ve got to be decisive and a great communicator.” He also

supported the comments o f  other SU leaders in, saying that “the cornerstone o f

leadership, to [me], is trust.” Jose added:

And trust is not something that gets handed to you because you are called the vice 
president o f  student affairs or university president or chief o f police. Trust is 
something you build in relationships over time. And the way you build it is by 
being very consistent between what you say and what you do. You sort o f 
manage by agreement so when you say you are going to do something you 
deliver. You don’t make false promises. You don’t break agreements. And you 
are transparent. So over time if  you are consistent in that, you develop credibility 
and respect. And if  both o f those happen, then we have trust. In an organization 
where you have high trust, you have low risk, so people aren’t afraid to go out and 
make decisions.

Kimberly added that in her experience, a leader must in some ways be a risk taker 

because o f  the numerous variables that arise in a crisis. She stated that, at times, 

decisions made in a crisis must be “trial by fire” with no guarantee o f  a successful 

outcome. She also supported the team approach mentioned by many o f her colleagues. 

She explained:

Sometimes it may not work out, but knowing in your heart o f hearts that you are 
doing the right thing for the students and the right thing for the university because 
there is not a handbook. There is a check-list, but there is not a plan where all the 
little pieces fall into each category. It’s dependent upon what you are dealing 
with and recognizing that it takes the team to get to the end result.



Robert expressed that a good leader must embody a wide variety o f

characteristics, especially in a crisis situation when decisions must be made quickly yet

prudently. Robert shared how his first visual o f  the tornado site on the SU campus

impacted him emotionally and that in such a situation “part o f  you wants to sit down and

cry.” However, he feels it is in that specific moment that a true leader must move past

those emotions and embrace the situation as a possible opportunity for improvement. As

a leader in facilities management, Robert sought to empower his staff to see past the

devastation o f  the campus and to visualize the opportunities that were ahead. He stated,

“I think realizing that through the devastation and destruction and disaster, sometimes

comes and opportunity that may have never presented itself otherwise.”

Robert, like Kimberly, also stated that a good leader must be open to taking

calculated risks in order to accomplish what is needed during a dire situation like the

tornado crisis. He felt active listening skills were important in order to make appropriate

decisions. He said, “You have to be a good listener and soak it all in in a quick fashion

and put a plan together. It’s a bit o f taking risk, but I would say a calculated risk.”

Robert also included that a good leader should be an active listener in order to

respond to the crisis, but also to protect his or her fellow leaders and staff. He shared that

with his experience with Katrina and the tornado, many o f his staff and fellow leaders

were willing to work extreme hours to the point o f  exhaustion and it was his role to be

observant o f that and enforce break time when needed. He shared:

A lot o f  the people I have would work themselves to the bone if  I let them, and so 
my job  was to be able to recognize when they are getting drained, when it’s 
wearing on them, and send them home and say, ‘We will get it tomorrow, go take 
care o f  your family.’ You have to recognize, and there is a part o f you as a 
manager that wants to say, ‘You need to be here, do your jo b ,’ but you have to 
manage with compassion, and part o f that is being a good listener and part o f  that
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is sensing that something isn’t right. I don’t know what exactly those traits are, 
but if  you can combine being calm, being a good listener, being compassionate, 
and also being a provider o f  good direction, then you have a good leader.

Following his interview, Robert thought more on the questions presented and

reached out to the interviewer to provide additional comments concerning his thoughts

and beliefs about good leadership characteristics. He said:

A leader must have the courage to believe in the direction or outcome they have 
chosen; to communicate the direction in a confident fashion; to convince people 
to do more than they believe they can do; to make decisions that affect others, on 
things one might have never encountered. I believe that all great leaders have 
earned that title because they had the courage to lead through difficult, maybe 
desperate, situations. I don’t know o f any great leader who was recognized as not 
having this quality.

Tim and Douglas were also adamant that a good leader should be calm, decisive, 

and an active listener. Tim added, “You have to have a leader who can bring calm to the 

situation.” As other leaders and staff stated, a leader who models a calm demeanor 

during a crisis will inspire a feeling o f calm and control in others impacted by the crisis. 

Amy also added her views concerning these same characteristics o f a good leader, 

stating:

I think anybody who can keep a steady head. Because everybody around you is 
going crazy and just being able to say, ‘Calm down, this is what we are going to 
do.’ Just something to calm the storm a little bit. ‘Calm the storm, after the 
storm.’

When David, the university president, was asked his views on characteristics that 

make a good leader, he shared that trust was a critical factor. He felt that “at every level 

throughout the crisis, whatever the role, it is important to trust yourself as a leader, trust 

your decisions, trust your assessment, and trust that you have what you need to complete 

the task before you and not second guess it.” He discussed that with all o f  the different
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variables present during a crisis, no one could be totally prepared, and so a leader must

make the best decisions possible with the resources available at the time. He added:

If  a tornado, God forbid, were to come through this year, our response and the 
way we organize ourselves may or may not be like it was this past crisis. I think 
you have to trust that you can handle and appropriately respond to the crisis as it 
presents itself in real time. That’s really important. And you have to have people 
around, people who have that level o f confidence in themselves to be able to do 
what you are asking them to do.

Leadership and Morale

From the details shared by the State University community, it is clear that

leadership plays a significant role in crisis response and management. During their

interviews, the respondents were also asked to comment on the morale o f the campus

community during the tornado crisis and the impact they felt leadership had on morale.

The interviewees provided a variety o f outlooks on the morale experienced and how the

SU leadership contributed to morale.

When asked to consider how morale is affected by leadership, Robert, who played

an enormous leadership role during Hurricane Katrina as well as the tornado, stated:

I think morale is a response to leadership. I f  the leadership is crying in their beer, 
then the morale o f  the people who are waiting for something to happen is not 
going to be good, but if  leadership is laying out a plan, then morale is not an issue.

Henry, who was in charge o f all o f  campus safety during both Katrina and the

tornado, also placed the responsibility o f  morale on him self as a leader. He described this

by saying:

Morale is really based on me. If I’m happy, most o f  the people around me will be 
happy. If  I feel comfortable with the job that I’m doing and they see that, they 
will be comfortable with what they are doing. So it’s kind o f like a picture in a 
mirror. If  I wake up in the morning and I look in there and I feel good, I’m ready 
to go to work, and they see that in me every day, they’ll see a lot o f  that, too, for 
themselves.
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Throughout all interviews, leaders and staff stated unanimously that the morale

following the tornado was positive considering the extensive damage the campus

received. Many stories and experiences were similar in that the leadership played a vital

role in the morale o f  all involved and that the leadership began with the monumental

efforts o f  the university president who stepped into his leadership role prematurely in

order to lead the charge for his campus.

Kimberly stated that the morale she experienced on campus was a feeling that the

[SU] community was unbreakable and would get through the tornado crisis by working

together as a team. She shared that one specific event played a substantial role in this

sense o f  empowerment for the community, and that was the fact that David “boarded a

plane and came straight to campus even though he w asn’t even on the job .” She shared

that his efforts to join his “family” on the SU campus set the tone for the morale she

experienced. She commented on the leadership’s impact on morale, stating:

It was unbelievable. How many times have I said, ‘He got on a plane and came 
straight here, and he w asn’t even on the job, and he was here,’ and to see that 
much support in that time period was amazing. When [he] saw it on the news, he 
said, ‘I’ve got to go, that’s my family.’

In the focus group on campus, Kristin also shared in Kimberly’s observation that 

David, as a brand new president, set an example for being positive during times o f 

struggle and being present to support one another to restore the campus. She stated, 

“When they were holding the press conference, he was down here, and we were like, 

‘Wow, this guy isn’t even on the job yet, and here he is driving from [his state] to [our 

state] for us.””

Robert also commented on the impact the president had on morale, as well as his 

many positive leadership characteristics, all o f which helped him in make a lasting
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impression on the campus community from their very first encounter following the

tornado. Robert commented:

David is a good communicator and he has a vision and evaluates things very 
quickly and is thoughtful about other people’s feelings and perceptions. I think he 
really set the tone as a leader that helped our morale because at first the 
devastation is overwhelming and it’s really easy for morale to be down.

Robert was also mentioned during the focus group meeting as being a booster for

morale during the initial cleanup following the tornado as well as throughout the

continued efforts in restoration. Leonard, working closely under Robert’s leadership,

shared that Robert modeled behavior expected o f the staff and, thanks to his organization,

prior planning, and trust o f  his “men,” empowered all involved to work through long

hours o f cold, wet, and dark conditions to accomplish what was needed to get campus

back to normal function. Leonard provided an example o f  Robert’s leadership, sharing:

I’ve got numerous guys that work on the grounds crew and they are going to stay 
in as long as I stay in to work. It was cold, and it started getting dark, and I said 
we have half an hour to get anything done, and they follow that blindly, they will 
just do whatever you do and that is a reflection o f  what Robert would do. If  he 
was pulling the ripcord at 4 o ’clock and going home because he’d had enough,
I’m going to leave at 3 o ’clock and my guys are going to leave at noon. That’s 
just how life works. So we all were here until the bitter end thanks to Robert’s 
leadership.

Jose reminisced that the morale on campus following the tornado was “incredibly

positive.” He stated that there was “a positive spirit, collaboration, not a lot o f  tension or

disagreement among the leadership team.” These aspects helped to keep both morale and

progress strong. Jose also added:

When you think about the institution’s morale, you are talking about the faculty, 
staff, and students, the broader community, the alumni base, parents, etcetera.
The main thing that leadership can do in supporting those is communicate 
frequently and accurately about what is going on and what is not. N ot to paint the 
picture rosier than it is and certainly not darker than it is. And err on the side o f 
optimism yet being accurate.
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The examples presented provide a picture o f how leadership impacts morale and

show that its strong leaders who believed in what they were doing visibly heightened the

morale on the SU campus. One example mentioned by each interviewee shows how

morale can truly influence many individuals to act for the better o f  others and their

campus community in times o f  struggle. Such an event occurred just following the

tornado when SU students and community members banded together to assist in a

coordinated campus cleanup initiative organized by students via social media networking.

Each member o f  the leadership team interviewed as well as all focus group members

mentioned this meaningful event from their own perspective.

Jose stated that the love o f the campus itself can have a great impact on morale for

students as well as the community. He said:

I can’t lay claim that our leadership created the spirit and motivation o f 800 
students to come out on a rainy W ednesday morning. That devotion was already 
there. They love the place. Maybe that can be attributed to long-term leadership.

He continued:

So again, students could have stayed at Mardi Gras, gone home, or slept all 
morning, but on a cool and drizzly Wednesday morning at like 9 a.m., about 800 
students showed up. Can you believe that? And they cleaned this campus and 
just transformed it. They worked all morning long. And it was really a 
heartwarming thing. And that w asn’t a part o f the plan. They just made it 
happen.

In the focus group, Beth commented that, for her, “morale was clearly evident 

when 800 students wanted to come back to campus to work together to clean up the 

following the tornado.”

Similarly, Kimberly described how she felt when she witnessed the teamwork and 

camaraderie o f students, faculty, and community members working together to clean up a 

campus they sincerely love. She stated:
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I was in this office manning the phones, knowing we had a compromised situation 
right outside the door, and to see those students walking around with bags right 
outside picking up trash, it’s very emotional. And if  you care about the students 
and the environment and the institution itself, you can’t help but to dig in and 
push through.

Douglas shared in the awe experienced by his fellow leadership when the students

pitched in to clean up the campus. He recalled:

There were over 700 students shoulder to shoulder walking across this campus to 
pick up all the trash. There was just trash everywhere, and there is not piece o f  
equipment, there’s no service that can do that, so the students got out here and 
lined up shoulder to shoulder with a sack and picked it all up and it was clean.
And that’s the only way you can clean up a campus.

Crisis Response and Leadership Style

For the purpose o f this research project, each interviewee was asked his or her

opinion on whether or not leadership style changes from a non-crisis situation to a crisis

situation. The following provides a description o f the statements from the respondents.

Kimberly felt strongly that leadership style varies when a leader is faced with a

crisis. Having hands-on experience during both Hurricane Katrina and the tornado, she

was able to compare how her leadership style changed due to the demands placed on her

during each crisis. She shared in her interview:

It depends on the level o f the crisis. Thinking about the level o f  the tornado was 
one thing, but thinking about the hurricane was completely different. In the 
tornado, I was more in a leadership position o f assigning tasks that needed to be 
accomplished, but in the hurricane I was in the trenches, side by side, dealing with 
individual student situations. So it does vary, crisis-mode versus non-crisis mode 
and the extent o f the crisis.
Jose shared that from his experience “leadership is situational,” however it is the 

leaders’ responsibility to stay true to themselves and consistent in their leadership in 

order to establish trust. In times o f  crisis, leading will be different because o f the diverse 

demands placed on leaders. Jose provided the following example:
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With crisis management, you don’t always have the time to be as collaborative as 
you would like to be. In higher education especially, but really in the best 
organizations everywhere, people tend to work hardest toward goals that they had 
a hand in making, so the leader will need to collaborate more in a time o f crisis 
than in a normal situation.

According to Douglas, the “key tenets” o f an individual’s leadership style would

not change from a crisis to a non-crisis situation. He shared the example:

If  you are a bad listener on a daily basis, then it is going to be really hard to be a 
good listener in a crisis situation. If you are a poor listener and a quick decision 
maker, then it is going to be really hard for you to be a good listener after the 
tornado. You are not going to change the leopard’s spots.

Henry also stressed that consistency in leadership style is paramount in order to

maintain the trust o f those you are leading. He shared that in his experience with police

work and campus safety, it is critical to lead consistently so that clear expectations are set

and met in every situation. He described, “In law enforcement, I tell my people all the

time, the biggest fear that you can have is that you do things inconsistently, because then

the public has no real expectation o f what to expect when something happens.”

Whether leadership style remains the same in and out o f crisis, some

characteristics o f leadership are essential in any situation. Teamwork, collaboration, and

consistency are three themes that a leader should strive to embrace in any situation.

Preparing for Crisis 

One o f the purposes o f  this research project was to provide recommendations 

from those having experienced crises on campus to assist other university leaders in 

planning and training for possible future crises on their campus. The following 

recommendations were made by the interviewees and include information concerning 

organization o f volunteers, crisis management team composition, campus-wide training, 

and plans for communication.
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Organization o f  Volunteers

Following the tornado crisis on the SU campus, a flood o f volunteers contacted 

the campus and arrived on-site to assist in cleanup efforts. The leadership on campus was 

overwhelmed and grateful for the response, however this was an unexpected turn o f 

events and prior planning for volunteers was overlooked. Many members o f  the 

executive leadership team recommended that universities include a detailed plan for 

volunteers with their other procedures in order to fully utilize volunteers in recovery 

efforts.

David, the new president on campus, was impressed with the outpouring o f

support from the campus community. His only regret was that prior planning was not in

place to utilize their assistance. In retrospect, he stated, “Organizing the volunteers and

seeing them as part o f  the solution is a really critical part o f how you manage a crisis.”

Robert also realized that there was a need for additional organization for

volunteers when he received more than 80 phone calls after the tornado from individuals

as well as other universities wishing to extend their assistance. This overwhelming

response shows great community devotion, however not all assistance was utilized due to

lack o f organization and planning. He stated:

You have to have a plan for the volunteers, because they do want to help and you 
want to use them and you want to show them your appreciation afterwards, but 
you don’t want to just stick them in somewhere because you want to say you used 
them. You want them to be able to take back that they really made an impact and 
that happened here.

Concerning volunteers, Tim also spoke from experience during Hurricane 

Katrina, saying that, “You have to have somebody to tell [them] what to do because



70

sometimes you do get overwhelmed with more help than you can actually use because 

you are not actually prepared for it.”

The Crisis Management Team

SU leaders also recommended the development and utilization o f a crisis 

management team. SU has a team o f leaders they call the Crisis Response Team. The 

team is comprised o f the executive leadership, facilities management, and the director of 

campus safety. Many leaders spoke highly o f the importance o f  this team in their 

interview and view this as an integral part o f crisis management planning for all 

campuses.

Jose shared that, “Every campus should absolutely have a team o f individuals to 

respond immediately in a crisis.” Kimberly mentioned the Crisis Response Team often in 

her interview, stating that they play a key role in response in a crisis situation on campus. 

When the tornado devastated the campus, the CRT began communicating and taking 

action immediately. This led to timely recovery and restorative efforts for the SU 

campus community. Concerning the importance o f a crisis management team, Kimberly 

stated:

The most important part is the team dynamic and the team makeup and making 
sure that you have a crisis management team in place so that you can assess all of 
the risk factors associated with the road to recovery. So it’s not just who they are 
and what their responsibilities are, it’s the dynamic and the interaction o f the team 
members. They are critical to response.

Robert, also part o f the CRT, supported his colleagues in stating that the 

immediate response on campus would not be possible without a planned and practiced 

team. The individuals on the team should be well aware o f  their roles. He stated that this 

team is vital to successful response and can lead to a faster recovery, “especially if  the
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people on that team are good communicators themselves, which I think we have on our 

team.”

Leonard, a member o f  the focus group, offered his insight to the importance o f  the

Crisis Response Team. In his experience during the aftermath o f  the tornado, he strongly

believed that a strong group o f leaders is needed to provide guidance and organization

during a crisis. He stated:

I think assembling a team o f practical thinkers and folks that don’t believe that the 
process is the result. I would form a team o f folks who have a proven history or 
some experience in triage -  figuring out what to do in what order -  and having 
that streamline process where you don’t bog it down or get it bloated where it has 
five or six different steps. You just have to have people who know how to 
respond, know how to delegate authority to others, and not a lot o f people are 
comfortable doing that.

At times, the crisis management team may branch o ff into other teams. This

occurred during the tornado crisis. It was determined by the ERT that a specific team

was necessary to handle the insurance side o f  the crisis because the damage was

substantial and much work was needed in this area. A specific team was designated by

the president to work side by side with the insurance company to ensure all procedures

were followed. Concerning the benefit o f  this team, Robert shared:

Having that insurance team is so critical, because we could bounce that off o f 
each other and one person doesn’t have the burden for getting a settlement or not 
getting a settlement, getting something paid for or not getting something paid for.

According to all ERT members interviewed, consistent training is necessary to

ensure the team is well-practiced in all procedures and prepared for crisis. The leaders on

the SU ERT team organize regular “table tops,” which are meetings to discuss, plan, and

practice for possible crises on campus. Kimberly describes:
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We talk about as a team what if  this and that and how would we respond. For 
example, when hurricane season rolls around we all talk about a plan and who is 
on first call and in the event o f  a storm prediction, where are you going and what 
will be your communication method? On an individual basis, because not only do 
we need to respond to the campus community but we care about each other 
individually.

Jose also mentioned the table top meetings that are held at to discuss possible

crises as well as work through simulations o f crisis situations:

At least once a year we do a table top exercise. We gather the executive cabinet 
and others that are a part o f  that crisis team, such as the director o f the university 
physical plant and director o f  communications, and we walk through a simulated 
crisis. In fact, this fall we did one that was a tornado simulation. I feel they help 
us be more prepared.

Another common theme among the leadership o f  SU concerning crisis

management teams and crisis management in general was planning, revisiting the plan,

and consistent practice. Jose shared his thought that plans are only as strong as the

people who must carry them out, and in order for leaders to lead properly they must be

well practiced in all areas o f crisis response and management on campus. Jose recalled

that between the crises o f Hurricane Katrina and the tornado, many o f the executive

leadership team had changed, so continued training was vital. He emphasized:

You can have a team and a plan, but I promise you that will do little good over 
time if  it’s not revisited at least annually. Crisis management simulations or table 
tops are vital. You’ve got to have an institutional mindset to remind yourself that 
the players change. Between Hurricane Katrina in 2005 and the tornado, the 
president and almost all the executive officers were totally different people, they 
weren’t here then. So had we not continued that training and conversation we 
would have had more o f a challenge on our hands.

Kimberly also emphasized the importance o f training and practice during her 

interview. She described, “It’s ongoing. It’s a daily thought. It’s not necessarily 

planning for a major event -  it’s constant assessment. There is risk management 

constantly, so that keeps you in the mode for planning.
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She also recommended:

Plan, re-plan, and plan again. And don’t ever assume that it can’t happen to you 
and think about everything possible and potential in the worst case scenario and 
the best case scenario and plan for everything from one extreme to the other.

A Communication Plan

When a crisis occurs, normal lines o f communication are often disrupted, making

it difficult to organize and plan at the time o f the event. Many SU leaders recommend

having a communication plan in place so that there is a clear protocol o f how

communications should occur during any crisis. For the leadership team, communication

also included media communication and ensuring that consistent and accurate

communication was provided via all portals.

One means o f communication set into action on the SU campus following lessons

learned from Hurricane Katrina was the campus’ Eagle Alert system. The Eagle Alert is

a text messaging system controlled by campus communications. When any type o f

emergency arises, the alert can be deployed to warn students, faculty, and staff o f

possible threats and provide instructions and updates as they occur. This system was

instrumental in the tornado crisis in decreasing the threat o f injury to persons on campus.

Henry describes:

When we got word that the tornado was actually on the ground about two miles 
from us, we sent out an Eagle Alert and we told them there was a tornado on the 
ground, to take cover immediately. The result o f  that, some people that were in 
the buildings that were totally destroyed, left and went to a more secure location. 
W e had one building that was just wiped out. It had about 15 people in it, so it 
could have been big.

Jose shared that one o f the most important roles as a leader is to communicate in a 

consistent and accurate fashion. During a crisis, ensuring that all parties involved 

whether on campus or o ff are informed in a timely and accurate manner. He stated:
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When you think about the institution’s morale you are talking about the faculty, 
staff, and students, the broader community, the alumni base, parents, etcetera.
The main thing that leadership can do in continuing that is communicate 
frequently and accurately about what is going on and what is not. Not to paint the 
picture rosier than it is, and certainly not darker than it is.

David, as president, is in the forefront o f  media attention for all SU-related

activities, especially campus crises. David shared his beliefs about communication,

stating:

I think that is important when a crisis visits your campus to get out in front, to get 
in front o f the cameras and talk to the media, get on the webpage, and be honest 
with people about what you are facing and tell them how they can help or, ‘No, 
we don’t need your help yet, but stand by and we will let you know when we do.’
I think that really helped us a lot.

Efficient Resource Management

Ronnie, with facilities management, as well as Douglas, who works closely with

the president, had similar advice for other universities in planning for a crisis. One o f the

lessons learned from the tornado crisis on campus was that, immediately following the

crisis, numerous contractor teams arrived on campus with manpower and equipment

searching for work. These teams were not contacted by the university, but arrived o f

their own volition to bid in hopes o f  working on the restoration o f campus. The arrival of

these groups o f contractors, who Ronnie describes as “storm chasers,” proved to be an

extra challenge for many o f the individuals among the SU response team, as they had to

be dealt with and dispersed.

Douglas mentioned this in his interview as a lesson learned from the tornado

experience, and he shared a recommendation for other universities in order to avoid this

issue:

M y number one advice is, if  a tornado hits your campus, you need to have a 
contract in place with one or more vendors, and those vendors show up on your



75

campus immediately after the disaster. They all know their role, and you’ve got a 
preapproved pricing structure that the university has agreed to, that the insurance 
company has agreed to, and need to update that annually, and a year from now 
they all submit new pricing and go from there.

There is much to be learned from the experiences o f those having dealt with crisis 

on their own campus. The recommendations provided by the State University 

interviewees will be useful information for institutions to include in their own planning 

efforts for successful crisis response and management.

Results

For this study, the research questions were: (1) What crisis response strategies are 

effective in successfully responding to a crisis on campus? (2) How does leadership style 

change during a crisis? (3) How does a leader prepare the institution for possible crises?

Based on the preceding summary o f  data generated by the study, a summary of 

conclusions is as follows:

Conclusion One

University leaders utilize numerous strategies and attributes in the response and 

management o f  a crisis on campus. From the data collected from interviews and a focus 

group on the State University campus, data support that the following strategies have 

been successful with the F4 tornado crisis: The utilization o f statewide and institutional 

mandated plans and protocols o f  action during a crisis, strong leadership from the 

president o f  the university down to all supporting members o f staff, trust from leadership 

in delegating to supporting leaders and staff, training in all systems, protocols, and 

resources before crisis, and assessing, evaluating and prioritizing needs expediently 

during a crisis.
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Leadership style is unique to each individual. Does leadership style change due to a 

crisis? The data collected from State University leaders supports that leadership style is 

variable and situational depending on the severity o f the crisis. Other leaders feel that, 

although style o f  leadership may change, the characteristics which make a leader 

successful during a crisis remain stagnant. The characteristics o f a successful leader 

consistently provided by all interviewees included a leader who can remain calm during a 

crisis, who is an active listener, who is an effective and empowering communicator, who 

is decisive, who is a risk taker, and who is a prudent and trusting delegator.

Conclusion Three

From the data collected from the State University leadership and focus group members, 

there are many ways the leaders at SU demonstrated having the campus prepared for crisis. 

These included: gaining and utilizing information from past crises in future planning, an 

organizational plan for volunteers, a Campus Response/Management Team, a campus- 

wide alert system, regularly planned leadership crisis management training, on-campus 

resources for all restoration efforts.

University leaders’ timely and successful response and management during a 

crisis is vital to the overall outcome o f the crisis. The results o f this study support that 

leaders utilize numerous strategies in the response and management o f a crisis on 

campus. The data collected from State University leaders supports that leadership style is 

a critical factor in the culture and morale o f the campus community during a crisis and 

that, although style o f  leadership may change, the characteristics which make a leader
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successful during a crisis do not change. Data collected concerning crisis preparation 

show that there are many ways leaders can better prepare the campus crisis response.

Summary

Chapter 4 is a review and analysis o f  data collected from interviews o f university 

leadership and staff who were asked to answer questions concerning successes and 

lessons learned during a specific campus crisis situation as well as their views on 

leadership and crisis preparedness. The design was a case study employing the data 

collection methods o f interviews o f university leaders and staff, document analysis, and a 

focus group. For this study, the researcher interviewed nine employees o f State 

University. The study also included a literature review o f  related research and theory in 

the areas o f state and local crisis management policy and campus crisis management and 

response policy. The qualitative approach was employed for this study to allow the 

researcher to obtain rich, detailed data concerning the experiences o f the participants. 

From the analysis o f  data collected, the researcher found that numerous coordinated 

strategies must be utilized for successful crisis response, including the enforcement o f 

mandated state and university crisis response protocols, effective communication from 

executive-level leadership to all other levels, and consistent and comprehensive planning 

and practice o f  crisis response scenarios. The researcher also found that leadership style 

varies depending on the type and severity o f  the crisis situation and that leadership style 

has a crucial impact on morale during and after a crisis. The researcher discovered that 

there are numerous ways in which campus leaders can better prepare the campus for 

future crises. These include, but are not limited to, gaining and utilizing information 

from past crises in future planning, implementing an organizational plan for volunteers,
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forming and utilizing a Campus Response/Management Team, instituting a campus-wide 

alert system, and conducing regularly planned leadership crisis management training. 

Chapter 5 will summarize the study, make conclusions, and make recommendations.



CHAPTER 5

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSION, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Campus crises are an issue for leaders, students, parents, and other stakeholders of 

a college or university (Merriman, 2008). Lessons learned following Hurricane Katrina 

in 2006 demonstrate that natural disasters can trigger human-caused crises, such as panic 

and desperate acts, that lead to criminal activity and violence and amplify the impact on a 

larger scale (Mitroff, 2006). Crisis management literature indicates many college and 

university leaders are not prepared to respond appropriately in a crisis situation. 

Responding effectively in a crisis is essential, and the need for crisis management on 

college campuses has never been more critical (Dolan, 2006).

Summary o f  the Study 

The purpose o f  this study was to identify effective strategies to assist campus 

leaders in successfully responding to crises on campus. A secondary focus was the role 

o f leadership in crisis response and management utilizing research questions based on 

relevant literature review and framed with Crisis Decision Theory and Chaos Theory. 

Chapter 1 introduced the issues surrounding campus crisis management and response and 

the need for research regarding successful crisis management strategies. Chapter 2 

provided a review o f relevant literature that discusses past campus crises, issues related to 

campus crisis management and response, and the theoretical frameworks for Crisis 

Decision Theory and Chaos Theory.

79
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Chapter 3 detailed the methodology o f the research, the manner in which the 

participants were selected, the method o f data collection, and the overarching research 

questions. For this study, the research questions were: (1) What crisis response strategies 

are effective in successfully responding to a crisis on campus? (2) How does leadership 

style change during a crisis? (3) How does a leader prepare the institution for possible 

crises?

Chapter 4 provided a review and analysis o f  data collected from interviews of 

university leadership and staff, who were asked to answer questions concerning successes 

and lessons learned during a specific campus crisis situation as well as their views on 

leadership and crisis preparedness. The chapter provided a summary o f responses to the 

questions asked and an analysis o f themes identified based on data collection methods 

described in Chapter 3.

This final chapter will summarize findings related to the research purpose and 

relevant literature reviewed. Chapter content will also discuss conclusions and 

implications o f the study for practice, leadership for the advancement o f  learning and 

service, and research.

Summary o f M ajor Findings

What crisis response strategies are effective in successfully responding to a crisis 

on campus? Based on the analysis o f  data generated by the study, interviews, and focus 

group meeting, conclusions related to this research question support that numerous 

strategies are utilized in order to successfully respond and manage crises on campus. The 

specific strategies identified in this study include: utilization o f statewide and institutional
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president o f  the university down to all supporting members o f staff; trust from leadership 

in delegating to supporting leaders and staff; training in all systems, protocols, and 

resources before crisis; and assessing, evaluating, and prioritizing needs expediently 

during a crisis.

How does leadership style change during a crisis? The leaders and staff o f  the 

university who were interviewed for the study each responded that leadership style differs 

depending on the specific crisis situation. The data collected from State University 

leaders also support that the severity o f  the crisis will impact leadership style. Other 

leaders feel that although style o f leadership may change, the characteristics o f  an 

individual as a leader do not truly change during a crisis. One common denominator 

supported throughout all interviews conducted is that it is critical for a leader to be 

consistent in his or her leadership to establish trust from constituents during a crisis.

How does a leader prepare the institution for possible crises? Answers provided 

from one-on-one interviews and a focus group meeting support that there are many ways 

a leader can better prepare a campus for crisis. In the case o f  State University, these 

include: gaining and utilizing information from past crises in future planning, creating an 

organizational plan for volunteers, fielding a Campus Response/Management Team, 

implementing a campus wide alert system, hosting regularly planned leadership crisis 

management training, and allowing for on-campus resources for all restoration efforts.

Discussion o f  the Findings

This study examined which crisis response strategies are most effective in 

successfully responding to a crisis on campus, how leadership style changes during a
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from the interviews support the review o f  literature provided in Chapter 2. Findings also 

revealed issues surrounding preparing for crisis that were not addressed in the review o f 

literature, which should be topics considered for future research and crisis response 

planning. The findings concerning successful crisis management and response strategies, 

leadership style and crisis management, and preparing for campus crisis will be 

discussed.

Crisis Management and Response Strategies

Crisis management and response should be considered a process, not one single 

set o f strategies (Zdziarski, 2006). Gainey (2009) supports the perspective that successful 

crisis management will include (a) creating a formal crisis management plan, (b) 

communicating effectively with stakeholders, and (c) leading effectively to suit the 

culture o f the institutional community. In the case o f State University, data collected 

from interviews and a focus group support each o f  these perspectives. Numerous 

strategies have been successful in responding to and managing crises on the State 

University campus, including the creation o f a formal crisis management plan. The State 

University Emergency Incident Response Plan has proven effective in the coordination 

and organization o f timely response efforts during and following various crises, including 

the tornado. The State University Emergency Response Plan provides detailed 

guidelines, including organizational structure, communications, and specific emergency 

incident procedures, which are broken down by crisis type. Each leader who was 

interviewed discussed the successes experienced in response to the tornado and supported 

the idea that established and practiced protocols and policies were necessary to effective
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stakeholders during and following the tornado. Jacobsen (2010) identified 

communication issues as one o f  the most critical issues a leader faces during a crisis. 

When interviewed, each leader emphasized communication and described the success 

experienced from precise and transparent communication during the tornado crisis. This 

communication was critical for all stakeholders, including students, faculty, staff, as well 

as students’ families away from campus who were concerned o f the status o f the students. 

This communication occurred via text message through a mass communication system 

established following Hurricane Katrina. The leadership who w ere interviewed, as well 

as the staff among the focus group, shared their appreciation for the manner in which 

communication was handled and reinforced the need for timely and accurate 

communication when any crisis occurs. Literature on crisis response continually 

promotes the utilization o f past crises in future response and preparation efforts. The 

events o f  the Virginia Tech shooting massacre were instrumental in the creation o f mass 

communication systems on numerous campuses nationwide (Zdziarski, 2006).

Successful leadership was also shown during the tornado crisis. Crisis management 

literature provides that effective leadership is essential during times o f crisis in increasing 

the occurrence o f successful response and management outcomes (Muffet -  Willett, 

2010). Reoccurring themes reinforced repeatedly during interviews include support for 

strong leadership, beginning with the president o f  the university and then consistently 

enforced among all leadership and staff. Experiences detailed during each interview 

among supporting leadership, as well as focus group members representing staff from 

varing vantage points, offer testimony o f  the impact that leadership has on crisis
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response. Each interviewee shared the overwhleming impression made by the newly 

selected president o f the university when he arrived on campus following the tornado, 

even though he was not yet the active university president. Interviewees shared that the 

leadership shown by the new president set the tone for the rest o f the campus community 

and had a positive impact on the overall morale, expediting the recovery process for all 

involved.

Leadership Style and Crisis Management

Muffet-Willet (2010) provides that effective leadership is essential during times 

o f crisis in increasing the occurrence o f successful outcomes. Campus leaders face 

countless challenges when responding to campus crisis. Jacobsen (2010) identified eight 

challenges a campus leader faces during a crisis: (a) leading while control is in question, 

(b) coping with limited crisis response preparation, (c) constant evaluation o f leadership 

decisions, (d) changes in operations and roles, (e) sudden changes during the crisis, (f) 

communication issues, (g) meeting the needs o f  multiple stakeholders, and (h) handling 

long-term outcomes.

The State University leaders were asked to provide their views on the impact that 

a crisis situation may have on leadership style. Each interviewee responded similarly that 

leadership style is unique depending on the crisis situation and the necessary response 

required. Crisis management literature supports that leaders must view a crisis situation 

from the lens o f multiple perspectives, considering all stakeholders including students, 

faculty, staff, parents o f  current students, governing groups, athletic organizations, 

vendors, and others (Mitroff, Diamond, & Alpaslan, 2006). The data collected from State 

University leaders also supports that the severity o f the crisis will impact leadership style.
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Crisis leadership literature provides that competence and judgm ent are easily 

compromised under stressful conditions; therefore it is essential that leaders are aware of 

how their roles and leadership styles may change during crises (Ritchie, 2004). Many 

leaders provided detailed events and stories o f  their experiences during and following the 

tornado crisis that forced them to embody differing roles outside o f their daily 

responsibilities in order to respond to the crisis. During this time the leader’s roles, 

responsibilities, and standard leadership style were forced to change to adapt to the 

situation (Yukl, 2006). A leader adept in making successful decisions on a normal daily 

basis may not be suited to leading in a crisis situation effectively (Boin, 2009).

Each leader interviewed had a unique leadership style, all o f which were 

discussed in Chapter 4. Each supported that the spontaneous nature o f  a crisis forces the 

leader to face the unexpected situation, differing from the usual situation in which the 

leader makes a decision on an everyday basis. Other leaders feel that although style o f 

leadership may change, the characteristics which make a leader successful during a crisis 

do not change. The characteristics o f  a successful leader consistently provided by all 

interviewees included a leader who can remain calm during a crisis, who is an active 

listener, who is an effective and empowering communicator, who is a decisive decision 

maker, who is a risk taker, and who is a prudent and trusting delegator.

Preparing for Crisis

Crisis management literature consistently supports that planning and preparation 

are essential in successful response. Crisis management should focus on a proactive 

approach, utilizing planning and prevention strategies, versus a reactive response, which 

often leads to the need for extensive time and resources (Jaques, 2010). M itroff and
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colleagues (2006) found that effective crisis management involves preparing ahead o f 

time for a variety o f crises and their possible interactions in order to experience 

successful outcomes. Answers provided from interviews and a focus group meeting 

among State University leaders and staff support that there are many ways a leader can 

better prepare the campus for crisis. Gaining and utilizing information from past crises 

was a strategy recommended consistently by State University Leadership. Ample crisis 

preparation literature supports that past crises such as the Virginia Tech massacre, the 

terrorist attacks on September 11,2001, and Hurricane Katrina in 2005, provide learning 

opportunities for leaders to utilize in preparation efforts (Merriman, 2008). Interviewees 

among the leadership as well as staff o f State University mentioned their experiences 

with hurricane Katrina as instrumental in their ability to effectively respond to the 

tornado on campus. Lessons learned from Katrina led to the creation o f a campus-wide 

alert system as well as the improvement o f the campus crisis management plan and the 

creation o f a Crisis Response Team.

The president o f  SU as well as executive leaders from facilities and campus safety 

said that it is necessary to include an organizational plan for volunteers as part o f the 

campus crisis response plan. The tornado that devastated the campus left much 

destruction in its wake. All respondents shared a similar story o f  overwhelming support 

from the campus community when 800 individuals arrived on campus prepared to assist 

in restoration efforts. Interviewees recalled that although this support was necessary and 

appreciated, a plan for organizing this group had not been established, therefore leading 

to additional work for those leading the response team. SU campus leaders
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recommended including a detailed plan for volunteers in the overall campus crisis 

management plan in order to better utilize volunteer support.

The State University leaders interviewed were consistent in supporting the 

creation o f a Campus Response/Management Team, including regularly planned, 

coordinated leadership crisis management training. Crisis management literature also 

consistently refers to the establishment o f  a well-trained crisis management team as a 

critical step in successfully preparing a campus for crisis. A successful crisis 

management team must be capable o f utilizing response strategies that minimize the 

impact o f  the situation while protecting the institutions reputation (Catullo, 2008). The 

team should respond promptly and strategically, give precedence to protecting people 

first, maintain focus on the crisis while at the scene, and communicate thoroughly with all 

involved. Merriman (2008) states that an essential step in crisis management preparation 

should include the assembly o f a diverse crisis management team involving internal and 

external stakeholders. Crisis management teams are most often comprised o f 

stakeholders internal to the institution who can provide access to resources that are 

valuable during crisis preparation and management (Zdziaraki, 2006).

Past crises experienced on the State University campus have led leaders to 

establish a Crisis Response Team. This team is led by the president and includes the 

provost, VP o f student affairs, chief financial officer, director o f university 

communications, chief o f  university police, and director o f the university physical plant. 

Other staff may be added as necessary depending on the nature o f  the crisis situation and 

what resources are needed. This team was instrumental to the success experienced by the 

State University campus during and following the impact o f the tornado. The team began



88

communications before the tornado touched ground and responded immediately when the 

grounds were deemed safe. Each leader interviewed praised the efficiency o f  their well- 

practiced Crisis Response Team. Leaders from both Student Services as well as Facilities 

remarked on the regularly planned training sessions held for leaders in order to discuss 

and practice crisis scenarios to ready themselves for various crises.

Theoretical Framework 

Chaos Theory and the phases o f  the Crisis Decision Theory provide a framework 

for assessing the crisis, evaluating resources for response, and selecting the most effective 

response for managing the crisis. Lorenz’ Chaos Theory explains how minor changes 

and small occurrences can trigger a series o f unpredictable and momentous results.

Chaos Theory

Chaos Theory, often referred to as the Butterfly Effect, was brought into scientific 

evidence by meteoroligist Edward Lorenz in 1961. Literature on Chaos Theory discusses 

the unpredictability o f  nature and weather conditions, stating that the smallest o f 

occurrences in nature can drastically impact weather conditions across the world at a later 

time (Khamees Ragab Aman, 2007). In summary, the Butterfly Effect phonemonomon 

states that a butterfly flapping its wings in one part o f  the world, creating even a small 

amount o f  air turbulence, will continue to impact weather conditions possibly to the 

extreme o f a hurricane developing on the other side o f  the globe. Chaos Theory has been 

applied in the examination o f numerous disciplines, including physics, mathematics, 

politics, business, and even the chaotic nature o f  human behavior. The main idea of 

Chaos Theory as it relates to crisis management and response is that a seemingly 

insignificant occurance in the onset o f a crisis can have a monumental impact on the
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progress and outcome o f the crisis situation. In a crisis situation, the preparation and 

response o f  those involved can have a grave impact on the overall consequences o f the 

crisis (Hilbom, 2004). Small occurrences can significantly impact the outcome of 

seemingly unrelated events. Though it is impossible to prepare for every crisis situation 

due to the unpredictable nature o f  crises, State Univeristy demonstrated how response 

and management can be more efficient and successful through effective utilization o f 

statewide and institutional mandated plans and protocols o f action during a crisis, strong 

leadership from the president o f  the university down to all supporting members o f staff, 

trust from leadership in delegating to supporting leaders and staff, training in all systems, 

protocols, and resources before crisis, and assessing, evaluating and prioritizing needs 

expediently during a crisis. It was recommended by State University leaders that 

institutions utilize information from past crises in future planning for crisis response. 

Leaders strongly support the development o f a highly trained crisis management team, 

regular communication and training o f the campus community as a whole, an 

organizational plan for volunteers and efficient communication, and utilization o f on- 

campus resources for response and restoration efforts.

Crisis Decision Theory

The manner in which leaders respond to crises can have a lasting impact on the 

campus community (Rollo & Zdziarski, 2007). Crisis Decision Theory, as described by 

Sweeny (2008), states that individual’s progress through three stages when facing a crisis. 

These stages include (a) assessing the severity o f the crisis, (b) determining options 

available for response, and (c) evaluating those response options for the most viable 

choice. Data collected from State University leaders following the tornado crisis support
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that each o f the three stages in the Crisis Decision Theory were employed in response and 

management o f the tornado crisis on campus.

In Stage 1 o f the Crisis Decision Theory, the leader assesses the cause or causes 

o f the crisis, the facts surrounding the event, and the possible consequences. In this 

stage, gathering information is essential in guiding the leader toward the most appropriate 

decision (Torley, 2011). Stage 2 o f  the Crisis Decision Theory involves determining the 

options available to the leader at the time o f crisis. At this time, the leader must decide 

which options are feasible and how much control he or she has in changing the outcomes 

o f the crisis (Sweeny, 2008). These factors will come into play as the leader moves on to 

Stage 3 and must decide on the best response.

After the leader has evaluated all options available from Stage 2, he or she must 

identify the pros and cons o f each option and examine available resources as well as any 

indirect consequences that may occur from the leaders decision. Sweeny (2008) also 

notes that leaders may not progress in a linear fashion through the stages o f  the Crisis 

Decision Theory. Depending on each stage, the leader may return to other stages or may 

linger in one stage for a long period o f time. Other factors — such as emotions, social 

influences, and personal motivation -  may impact how a leader progresses through the 

stages o f  the Crisis Decision Theory (Torley, 2011).

Implications

Research in crisis response and management is critical to the field o f  higher 

educational leadership. Every campus, no matter the size or geographic location, is at 

risk for a variety o f  possible crises. Campus leaders must be aware that crises can and
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will occur, and that effective response and management can be improved by learning 

from other campus communities’ successes and failures in their response efforts.

It is essential to conduct research to uncover the strategies by higher education 

programs to prepare all leaders to respond effectively. This study will advise leaders in 

higher education in crisis response and management program development and 

implementation. The results o f  this study are vital due to the insight provided into how 

campuses respond to crises, how leadership impacts crisis response and management, and 

how campuses can become better prepared for future crises.

Implications for research from this study will inform leaders on the importance of 

the familiarization and utilization o f existing policy surrounding crisis management. This 

study also provides support for the creation o f a well-selected and consistently trained 

crisis management team from which other institutions may model the creation o f their 

own response and management teams. Adherence to the state and institutionally 

mandated crisis management protocols such as those reviewed in the document analysis 

o f  this study is also critical. Results provide recommendations for policy and practice to 

assist administrators and faculty in better communicating and organizing during and 

following a crisis. Leaders will be able to incorporate these practiced methods within 

their on campus as well as in the local community.

This study uniquely examined the role o f leadership in crisis response and 

management. The results o f this study can aid in providing a rationale for careful 

selection o f those in leadership positions, especially those on the front lines o f  crisis 

response. This study also adds to the literature concerning leadership characteristics and 

traits that have been proven valuable during a crisis situation. The need for continuity
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and communication between all leadership was also a theme o f this study, which will 

support the need for ample time allotted for planning and practice with all response and 

management plans, policies, and protocols.

Recommendations for Future ResearchThe interviews with leadership and staff at 

State University provided a variety o f areas where additional research is needed in order 

to better understand campus crisis management and response. The topics o f possible 

future research include:

1. The researcher could conduct a multisite comparison o f crisis management 

and response. This study could provide a more in-depth evaluation o f how 

multiple campuses prepare and respond to crises.

2. The researcher could identify how campuses can better organize and utilize 

volunteers following a crisis situation. The State University leadership 

identified this area as necessity in response and restoration efforts.

3. The researcher could utilize a quantitative method o f data collection in order 

to increase the sample size and provide a larger data set concerning crisis 

preparation, management, and response. A questionnaire could be utilized in 

order to elicit information from the entire campus community or possible 

multiple campus communities.

4. The researcher could examine how social media and mass communication 

methods impact crisis response and management. This study could be 

conducted utilizing either qualitative or quantitative methods to examine how 

institutions are utilizing social media and mass communication methods on 

campus as well as with other stakeholders in efforts to improve response time
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and management in a crisis. This could also examine gaps in the utilization of 

mass communication and social media that may exist among some institutions 

and provide recommendations for improvement in this area crisis response 

and management.

5. Leaders could examine the methods utilized by institutions to prepare for 

possible crises. It is impossible to prepare for every possible crisis however 

additional research on lessons learned and successes concerning preparation 

policies and procedures could provide leaders with a foundation to better 

prepare their campus for possible crises.

Conclusion

Chaos Theory research postulates that a seemingly inconsequential event can be 

the catalyst for a chain reaction o f  occurrences too complex to predict. Crises are also 

unpredictable in nature, making them difficult to prevent especially, in the diverse 

environment o f  the campus community. The fact that crises are a legitimate concern for 

campus leadership gives rise to the need for effective crisis response strategies. The 

leaders o f State University exhibited that they are, in many ways, prepared for campus 

crises -  especially those they have experienced in the past, such as a hurricane or tornado. 

From the data collected in this study, it can be concluded that leaders employ numerous 

coordinated strategies that assist them in successful crisis response and management 

during campus crises. These strategies should be practiced, evaluated, and utilized in 

planning and programming for future crisis response and management. The leadership of 

State University utilized mandated state and university crisis response protocols, effective
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communication from executive level leadership to all other levels, and consistent and 

comprehensive planning and practice o f crisis response scenarios.

As with Chaos Theory, the manner in which leaders respond to crises can have an 

unpredictable yet lasting impact on the campus community during and following a crisis. 

Crisis Decision Theory, as described by Sweeny (2008), provided a framework for the 

manner in which leaders make decisions during a crisis. Crisis Decision Theory 

describes that individuals progress through three stages when facing a crisis. These 

stages include: (a) assessing the severity o f the crisis, (b) determining options available 

for response, and (c) evaluating those response options for the most viable choice. Data 

collected from State University leaders following the tornado crisis support that each o f 

the three stages in the Crisis Decision Theory were employed in response and 

management o f the tornado crisis on campus.

This study also provides the conclusion that leadership style varies depending on 

the type and severity o f  the crisis situation, and that leadership style has a crucial impact 

on morale during and after a crisis. The researcher also found that there are numerous 

ways in which campus leaders can better prepare the campus for future crises. These 

include, but are not limited to: gaining and utilizing information from past crises in future 

planning, implementing an organizational plan for volunteers, the formation and 

utilization o f a Campus Response/Management Team, the institutionalization o f a 

campus wide alert system, and hosting regularly planned leadership crisis management 

training.

In conclusion, data from this study as well as data detailed in the literature review 

concerning crisis response and management support that, even though campus leaders are
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aware that all institutions are threatened by possible crises, more coordinated planning, 

training, and programming is needed in order to aid leaders in successful campus crisis 

response and management. This study also highlighted the importance o f  selecting a 

crisis leadership team capable o f  making prudent and timely decisions and adept at 

empowering others to take charge in times o f crisis. Consistent communication and 

comprehensive training were also found to be important aspects o f  success in crisis 

response and management strategies. The examination o f leadership styles and traits 

showed that though leadership style may vary from one leader to another and change 

depending on the type and severity o f the crisis, similar leadership characteristics are 

valued to be critical in successful crisis leadership. These traits include a leader who is 

calm, decisive, empowering, and able to delegate responsibility to others in a time of 

crisis. Overall, effective policy implementation, planning, communication, and 

leadership are critical to supporting a campus community conducive to safety and the 

wellbeing o f all stakeholders.

Summary

Chapter 5 provided a summary and discussion o f the findings related to the 

research purpose and reviewed literature as well as implications and recommendations 

for future research. The purpose o f this study was to identify effective strategies to assist 

campus leaders in successfully responding to crises on campus. A secondary focus was 

the role o f leadership in crisis response and management utilizing research questions 

based on relevant literature review and framed with Crisis Decision Theory and Chaos 

Theory. For this study the research questions were: (1) W hat crisis response strategies 

are effective in successfully responding to a crisis on campus? (2) How does leadership



style change during a crisis? (3) How does a leader prepare the institution for possible 

crises? Findings o f  the study paralleled the literature review from Chapter 2 and 

provided evidence to support that university leaders utilize numerous strategies in the 

response and management o f campus crises. Data collected support that the following 

strategies have been successful with the F4 tornado crisis: the utilization o f statewide and 

institutional mandated plans and protocols o f  action during a crisis, strong leadership 

from the president o f  the university down to all supporting members o f  staff, trust from 

leadership in delegating to supporting leaders and staff, training in all systems, protocols, 

and resources before crisis, and assessing, evaluating, and prioritizing needs expediently 

during a crisis. Findings also indicated that leadership style is variable and situational 

depending on the severity o f the crisis. In addition, data showed that although style o f 

leadership may change, the characteristics that make a leader successful during a crisis do 

not change. The characteristics o f a successful leader consistently provided by all 

interviewees included a leader who can remain calm during a crisis, who is an active 

listener, who is an effective and empowering communicator, who is a decisive decision 

maker, who is a risk taker, and who is a prudent and trusting delegator. Data collected 

concerning preparing a campus for crisis show that there are many ways a leader can 

better prepare the campus for crisis. These include: gaining and utilizing information 

from past crises in future planning, generating an organizational plan for volunteers, 

forming a Campus Response/Management Team, establishing a campus-wide alert 

system, hosting regularly planned leadership crisis management training, and having on- 

campus resources for all restoration efforts.
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Interview Protocol 

UNIVERSITY LEADERS’ RESPONSE TO CRISES ON CAMPUS 

Research Questions:

(1) What crisis response strategies are effective in successfully responding to a 

crisis on campus? (2) How does leadership style vary during a crisis? (3) How does a 

leader prepare the institution for possible crises?

Interview Questions:

General/Introductory

How would you describe your role/position within the university?

How long have you been with the university?

In general how would you describe your role in crisis response on campus.

To your knowledge, what measures have been taken to prepare the university for 
crises in the past?

Is there a crisis management team in place?

W hen was this team assembled?

How was this team assembled?

Before crises occurred

Following the crises?)
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Crisis/Chaos Theory/Tornado Experience

What were the details o f the crisis situation you experienced on the USM 
campus?

What memories are most vivid for you from the tornado crisis on the USM 
campus?

W hat was your role during the crisis?

What do you feel was handled really well during the crisis?

What do you feel was handled poorly during the crisis?

What was your perception o f the preparation level o f the university with respect 
to the crisis situation?

What were the most crucial lessons learned from the crisis?

W hat were the unexpected events that arose from the crisis situation?

Leadership Philosophy

Describe the role you feel leadership plays in crisis management and response. 

What do you feel makes a “good” leader in a crisis?

W hat is your leadership style?

Do you feel that one’s leadership style is different during a non-crisis when 
compared to a crisis?

If so, how does it change?

Leadership During Specific Crisis on Campus

W hat was the overall morale you experienced during the tornado crisis at USM?

How did leadership impact the morale experienced by those involved?

W hat recommendations would you make to other universities in preparing for 
crisis situations?
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What importance has been placed on crisis management since the tornado 
experience?

What changes have been made in crisis management since the crisis situation?

What recommendations would you make for future crisis management planning at 
your university?

Crisis Management Plan/Team

What elements should be included in a crisis management plan?

Who are the key players in successful response to crises on campus?

Would these key players make up your crisis management team?

If not, who would be included on your team?

What individuals are critical to involve in a crisis management team (skills, 
abilities, experiences, etc.)?

Summary

Do you have anything to add?
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Focus Group Protocol 

UNIVERSITY LEADERS’ RESPONSE TO CRISES ON CAMPUS 

Research Questions:

(1) How do college and university leaders manage and respond to crises?

(2) How does leadership style change during a crisis?

Focus Group Questions:

Crisis/Chaos Theory

W hat was your role in the tornado crisis situation on campus?

What do you remember most about the crisis situation?

Describe your perceptions o f  preparedness for crisis before the tornados. 

Discuss your perceptions o f preparedness following the crisis.

What aspects/situations were handled well?

What aspects/situations were handled poorly?

Leadership

Describe the role you feel leadership plays in crisis management and response. 

What makes a “good” leader during a crisis?

Discuss how leadership style changes from a non-crisis situation to during a
crisis.

Who are the key players in successful response to crises on campus?

Describe your perceptions o f how leadership handled the crisis on campus. 

W hat were the leadership styles o f  leaders that you experienced?

W hat was the overall morale you experienced?

W hat role did leadership play in the morale on campus during the crisis?
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Were you given a voice or opportunity to take a leadership role? Explain.

What recommendations would you make to other universities in preparing for 
crisis situations?

What changes have been made in crisis management plans since the crisis 
situation?

What recommendations would you make for the future o f  your university for 
crisis management planning?

Are there other comments?
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Good afternoon,

I am a doctoral student at Mercer University in Atlanta, in the Higher Education 

Leadership program. My research interests, along with guidance from my advisory 

committee, have led me to ask for USM ’s participation in my dissertation study, which 

concerns crisis management by university leaders. I am aware o f the recent tornadoes 

which caused significant damage and destruction on your campus. I am also aware that 

the campus as a whole was able to handle the situation successfully; and fortunately 

many lives were spared. I believe that your institution would provide me with the ideal 

location to contribute to the current body o f literature surrounding campus crisis 

response/management.

I have attached a brief protocol narrative concerning my research goals and would 

greatly appreciate your participation. My contact information is below. So, if  needed 

please contact me for further information. I look forward to working with you on this 

research project.

Sincerely,

iillbates@atlantaschoolofmassage, 

(c) 404.626.0238
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Major Categories and Subcategories

1. Experiences with Tornado Crisis

a. Personal

b. Immediate Response

c. Strategies

2. Crisis Management and Response During Crisis

a. Handled satisfactorily

b. Handled unsatisfactorily

c. Lessons learned

d. Perceptions o f  prior preparation

3. Leadership

a. Role o f  leadership in crisis management and response

b. “Good” leadership characteristics

c. Personal leadership style

d. Changes in leadership style during crisis

e. Impact o f leadership on morale

4. Recommendations in Crisis Response and Management

a. Crisis Management Team

b. Assessment and Evaluation

c. Crisis management plan

d. Training


