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How to LEAD in a Cris iS

INTRODUCTION
Everyone is in one of three places: about to be in a crisis, in a crisis, or coming out of a crisis. Struggle, 
adversity, crisis. They’re all synonyms for the same thing: tough times. 

As a team leader, you may encounter crises such as a teammate losing a family member, losing a 
teammate to an accident, or storms that damage your community. These are all situations that you’d rather 
not deal with, but the thing about tough times is that they will come whether you want the responsibility 
of handling them or not. There’s no escaping tough times; they are simply part of life. 

The good news is that you are preparing for leadership during times of crisis by leading in sports. Athletics 
teach you to deal with unexpected circumstances and obstacles every time you meet an opponent on 
the field. Athletics teaches you to keep pushing when things are hard every time you try to set a new PR. 
Athletics teach you to look out for your teammates every time you sweat alongside them. 

All of these skills are essential to a leader during times of crisis. 

There are a few other things that can help during tough times. They are the ABCs of crisis leadership: 
Avoid blame, Become you, and Carry on. These are the three most fundamental things to remember as 
you lead your team through adversity. Let’s dive in.

Avoid Blame
In times of crisis, we all experience some level of fear. This is natural. But, if left to fester, fear may lead 
you to blame others for what is going wrong—to point the finger at anyone or anything to help you feel 
less afraid. You might think that blaming others or making excuses for why you are in this situation will 
somehow help you control the situation. But the reality is that this rush to blame or excuse takes control 
away from you as a leader. 

Blame and excuses are tempting because when you turn to them, it feels like you’re doing something. But 
it’s a bit like sitting in a rocking chair; sure you’re moving, but you’re not getting anywhere. Even if you’re 
blaming the person who really is at fault, pointing the finger at them does nothing to change the situation 
for the better. Even if the excuse you give is really the reason why you’re in this mess, the excuse changes 
nothing for the better. 

Blame and excuses might make you feel better in the moment, but they don’t help the situation. In fact, 
focusing on blame and excuses makes everything worse because it removes the focus from its rightful 
place: finding a way through the crisis. As leaders, your primary goal during a crisis should be finding a 
solution to help your team through the tough times you’re facing.

Instead of blaming or making excuses, ask these three things when leading your team through a crisis:

1. Ask why until you know why, then stop. Blaming or making excuses does nothing to help the 
situation, but the cause of the problem could hide the key to the solution. It’s important to understand 
why something has happened, not so you can assign blame, but so you can understand the underlying 
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problem. Only when you have a clear picture of the problem can you hope to find a solution. If the 
crisis is a lack of team unity, find out the root cause, such as lack of trust, fear of ridicule, or internal 
drama. Knowing the cause will help you find the cure.

2. Ask what your team needs. Talk to your teammates to learn their struggles. You can probably figure 
out some of the issues for yourself, but you won’t really know what they need from you unless you ask. 
Find out what they are struggling with most during this tough time. Then, you can work together to 
figure out what they need to make it better. For example, if you lost a teammate to injury (or worse), 
find out how your teammates are coping and if they need expert help to cope in a healthy way.

3. Ask for help. No one should have to go through tough times alone, and that includes leaders. You 
need other people like your team, your mentors, and your family. It is only together that you can come 
through a crisis relatively unscathed. Be humble enough to admit when you are out of your element 
and need assistance. It is not a sign of weakness to need help from others, especially during a crisis. 
Remember: we can do more together than any of us can alone.

Blaming others or making excuses for why a crisis has come about will not change the situation. But, if 
you ask the right questions, you stand a better chance of leading your team through the crisis to the other 
side.

Questions
1. What effect have you seen blaming someone for a crisis have on your team’s morale? What effect do 

excuses have on morale?

2. How do you know that you have asked why enough? Why is it important to stop asking why at some 
point and start acting on the answers to your why questions?

3. Who do you look to for advice when you aren’t sure what to do? What qualities does that person 
have that you could emulate?

4. How do you feel when someone blames you for something, whether it was actually your fault or not? 
Are those emotions helpful in a crisis situation? Why or why not?

5. Why do leaders in particular need to focus on finding solutions rather than blaming others for the 
problem?
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Become You
How you lead during tough times reveals a lot about you. Circumstances are not as usual and for some 
people, that means they cannot be expected to behave as usual. This thinking is backwards, though. Who 
you are during tough times should be the same as who you are during good times. 

A crisis reveals your true values. In fact, a crisis is an opportunity for you to become who you say you 
are and to live into your true values. That’s because leadership during a crisis requires more of you than 
leading at any other time. It requires you to step up your integrity, your commitment, and your toughness. 

Leading through a crisis requires you to be all of the things that you state you are when you talk about 
your core values. Let’s look at a few examples of core values and how they can be strengthened while 
leading through crisis.

Integrity. Your integrity is who you are when no one is looking. During a crisis, there is generally less 
oversight from higher leaders as they work to bring the crisis to an end. If school is closed due to hurricane 
damage, Coach isn’t going to be there to make sure you’re still doing your workout anyway. It’s up to you 
to have the integrity to do it regardless of who’s watching. You strengthen your integrity every time you 
pass up an opportunity to slack off or take the easy route. If a crisis gives you an opportunity to be without 
oversight, it also is giving you an opportunity to act with integrity anyway.

Commitment. During a crisis, you may be worried about your family or closest friends only. It can be 
hard to think about others outside your inner circle when you’re scared and unsure about the future. But 
you made a commitment to be a leader on your team, and they will need you even more during a crisis. 
It’s easy to be committed when the days are sunny and the wind is blowing your way. It’s much harder to 
remain committed when storm clouds roll in and the tough times come. A crisis is an opportunity to renew 
your commitment to your team.

Toughness. It takes a tough person to lead through tough times. Being tough isn’t just about being the 
biggest and baddest person in the room. It’s also about being mentally tough and having the level of grit 
needed to push through to the end of the crisis even when you want to quit. A crisis is an opportunity to 
practice and improve your grit because it constantly forces you to confront the desire to quit and keep 
pushing forward anyway.

Who you are during tough times should be the same as the person you say you are during good times. 
That means your core values should remain intact even when you’re leading through a crisis. Use the crises 
you encounter as a leader to become the you that your core values say you are.

Questions
1. In the spaces below, write down five of your core values and how each of those values serves you or 

can be improved during a crisis.

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________________
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Carry On
The longer a crisis stretches on, the harder it is to keep moving through it. There will be times when you just 
want to throw in the towel and pass on the responsibility of leadership to someone else. 

There is nothing wrong with having these thoughts. Wanting to quit doesn’t mean you’ve failed. You only fail 
when you actually quit. When you feel like you want to just give up, use the ideas below to help you keep 
pushing forward. 

Stick to your routine
Routines help you keep pushing when things are hard. When the world seems chaotic and unrecognizable, 
your routines are there for you to fall back on. The time you wake up and go to bed, showering and getting 
ready for the day, working out at the same time—All of these things will help you find the grit needed to keep 
going. 

There’s a reliability about a routine that makes it ideal for crazy times. It gives you something normal to turn to. 
Even a bare bones schedule of when you wake up, work out, and eat will give structure to your days that can 
help guide the rest of your actions. Everything won’t be as it was, but some things can be.

Compartmentalize your thoughts

Usually we talk about compartmentalization as a bad thing, in the sense that you can’t compartmentalize 
your life by thinking it’s okay to be no star in the classroom because you’re five star on the field. But there is 
a different sense in which compartmentalizing is beneficial and even necessary. During a crisis, you can’t let 
things like fear and the magnitude of the situation overwhelm you. 

Instead, you need to compartmentalize your thoughts—keeping the thoughts that will help you lead during 
this time at the forefront and setting aside the thoughts that will cause your leadership to break down. This 
does not mean a leader is expected to become an unfeeling robot. It means acquiring the mental discipline to 
temporarily set aside negative thoughts so you can focus on the task at hand.

Don’t go it alone
You already know that you need to be humble enough to ask for help while leading through crisis. You may 
think that means asking for leadership advice or assistance with certain logistical tasks. But it also means being 
humble enough to ask for a shoulder to lean on when things seem overwhelming. 

Everyone needs someone to talk to, someone to confide in when they are stressed. Leading through a crisis 
is a stressful situation. Don’t try to go it alone in this. Have someone that you trust to listen and help you cope 
with the struggle.

As a crisis lingers, it leeches your will to carry on. But, a leader doesn’t give up. A leader might want to quit, 
but he or she digs deep and finds the will to carry on anyway.

Questions
2. What routines do you have currently that you can fall back on during a crisis? How can you adjust those 

routines if needed while keeping their essential elements?
3. Think of a crisis you are dealing with or have dealt with recently. How did you have to adjust your routines? 

How did your routined help you deal with that crisis?
4. Why do you need a willing ear to help you during a crisis? Who would you turn to for this?
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5. What helps you to carry on when you want to quit during a tough workout? What about during a tough day?
6. How can the things that help you carry on in the daily activities help you carry on for weeks if needed?

Conclusion
Crises and tough times cannot be avoided. In fact, everyone that you meet is either in a crisis, coming out of 
a crisis, or about to enter a crisis. A crisis could be anything from a flat tire to a friend’s loss of a loved one to 
hurricane season to a global pandemic. There’s a wide range of events that qualify as a crisis or a tough time. 
What they all have in common is that unusual circumstances are trying to throw you into turmoil.

As leaders, more will be expected of you during times of crisis than in times of calm. When crisis comes, 
remember the ABCs of leading through crisis: Avoid blame, Become you, and Carry on.


