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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has served as a wake-up call to the world about how 
quickly a crisis can arise and how devastating and widespread the toll can 
be. When all is said and done, few if any crises may rival the magnitude of its 

human, emotional, and financial impact.
In addition to the still-mounting human toll, many industries such as travel and 

hospitality experienced a sudden, massive 
decline in customers and revenues. At the 
same time, others have had to deal with 
an unprecedented surge in demand, such 
as online retailers, grocery delivery ser-
vices, and streaming platforms. Virtually 
every industry has had to quickly figure 
out how to change its business model to 
accommodate the “new normal,” allow-
ing as many employees as possible to 
work from home, serving customers vir-
tually whenever possible, accommodating 
surging customer demand for delivery and curbside pick-up, and providing in-per-
son services with dramatically new procedures designed to safeguard patrons and 
employees.

While almost all sectors of the economy have been affected, few if any have been 
as dramatically impacted as healthcare. Hospitals and health systems have liter-
ally been the eye of the storm. Most have had to deal simultaneously with massive 
revenue losses (due to the temporary suspension of elective procedures and the 
understandable fear among patients to access in-person care settings); significant 
cost increases (due to a deluge of highly infectious patients who require specialized 
testing and treatment protocols, including new infection control measures); and the 
need to serve non-COVID patients in new ways, such as via telehealth or in-person 
visits that have been redesigned to accommodate social distancing and other safe-
guards to protect employees and patients. While the initial round of social distancing 
appears to have thus far prevented the worst-case scenario for most hospitals—being 
overrun with more patients than they can handle—the challenges facing healthcare 
leaders during this crisis remain unprecedented and without parallel elsewhere in 
the economy.

What COVID-19 makes clear, of course, is that crises are unavoidable. Though it 
may be easy to avoid or delay discussing and preparing for crises, boards and C-suite 
executives have no choice but to do so. Before COVID-19, crisis-preparation activities 
too often got pushed to the back burner in the face of more pressing needs. They 
were seen as something that can wait for another day. In fact, many corporate boards 
and senior leaders have historically had a false sense of confidence about handling 
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a crisis, believing that everything is “under control,” that the CEO “has a plan,” and/
or that “we’ll fix it when the time comes.”1

It remains to be seen whether COVID-19 will change these attitudes. It seems 
reasonable to believe that, at least for the foreseeable future, boards and senior exec-
utives will pay closer attention to crisis preparation and management. What happens 
after the pandemic fades from memories is anyone’s guess. History would suggest, 
however, that it will return to the back burner, just as preparations for another terror-
ist attack on U.S. soil have faded over the nearly two decades since 9/11.

The Governance Institute believes that forward-thinking leaders—both boards 
and senior executives—must keep the possibility of having to navigate through a 

crisis “front and center” in their planning and activi-
ties from this point forward. The next crisis—be it 
another pandemic, a natural disaster, community 
violence, an institution-specific “scandal” due to a 
sentinel event or individual malfeasance, or some-
thing totally unforeseen—is potentially right around 
the corner. In fact, the frequency and velocity of crises 
continue to grow.2 Roughly two-thirds of corporate 
CEOs report that their companies have experienced 
a crisis in the past three years, and nearly three-quar-
ters expect to face at least one in the next three.3 And 
while every crisis is unique both in terms of its cause 
and its impact on an organization, the quality of lead-
ership by the board and senior executives matters 

a great deal—before, during, and after the crisis,4 particularly given the potential 
for crises to escalate quickly with today’s 24-hour news cycles and social media-
obsessed culture.5

The Governance Institute has prepared this toolbook to assist healthcare boards 
and senior leaders in preparing for and managing crises, whatever they may be and 
whenever they may arise. It contains three sections paralleling the required activi-
ties: preparing for a crisis, managing during one, and looking back afterwards to see 
what can be learned, what needs to be changed, and what should be done differently 
the next time around. Throughout the toolbook are lists of questions boards can use 
to discuss and assess their capabilities and those of their leadership team when it 
comes to each of these critical activities.

1 Osler, Hoskin & Harcourt, The Board’s Role in Crisis Management (2016). Available at 
https://bit.ly/36vvVAp.

2 D. Konigsburg, A. Griffin, M. Rossen, and C. Snowdon, Stepping in: The board’s role in crisis 
management, Deloitte Center for Corporate Governance, September 2019. Available at 
https://bit.ly/3gsmPZs.

3 P. Loop, “How Your Board Can Be Ready for Crisis,” Harvard Law School Forum on Corporate 
Governance, July 7, 2017. Available at https://bit.ly/2zLU7md.

4 Osler, Hoskin & Harcourt, 2016.
5 S. Klemash, J. Smith, and J. Lee, “The Board’s Role in Confronting Crisis,” Harvard Law 

School Forum on Corporate Governance, October 7, 2018. Available at https://bit.ly/2TGmqJw.
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Preparing for a Crisis

Ample preparation is the key to minimizing the fallout from any crisis, as it 
allows leaders and the entire organization to “hit the ground running,” free-
ing up precious time when a crisis hits.6 Surveys of corporate boards suggest 

there may be some level of overconfidence about how well prepared executive teams 
are for a crisis.7 The same can likely be said about boards’ assessment of their own 
readiness, as many individual board members may mistakenly believe that their 
board is ready for a crisis even when it is not. What follows is a review of key issues 
that boards should address in preparing for a crisis.

Step 1: Assessing the Fundamentals: CEO and Culture
The first task is to consider whether the organization has the “fundamentals” in 
place—a leader and culture capable of effectively navigating a crisis.

Can the CEO Effectively Navigate a Crisis?
It should come as no surprise that CEO leadership is perhaps the most crucial factor 
in determining how an organization fares during a crisis. Because leading an organiza-
tion through a crisis is not something that 
comes naturally to most, prior experience 
in handling one or more crises can be help-
ful. More importantly, perhaps, effective 
leadership during such a turbulent, unpre-
dictable time requires the ability to do the 
following: communicate effectively with—
and listen to—all key stakeholders, be 
empathetic, portray calm and confidence, 
and de-escalate tensions. Effective leaders 
also tend to act as “concert conductors,” 
delegating key tasks to teams rather than 
embracing a command-and-control, do-it-
myself leadership style. They tend to have 
great humility and little ego, exhibiting a service leadership mentality. Individuals with 
an entrepreneurial and creative mindset often tend to perform well during crises, par-
ticularly those that require out-of-the-box thinking, such as the need during COVID-19 
to find innovative ways to procure scarce supplies and equipment. Finally, the most 
effective leaders tend to be “present” during crisis—highly visible to key stakehold-
ers, making them feel supported and connected.8, 9, 10

6 Osler, Hoskin & Harcourt, 2016.
7 Ibid.
8 Interview with Rulon Stacey, Ph.D., Partner, Guidehouse, conducted April 7, 2020.
9 Interview with Kimberly A. Russel, FACHE, Russel Advisors, conducted April 27, 2020.
10 Interview with Lawrence R. McEvoy, M.D., Founder, Epidemic Leadership, conducted 

April 14, 2020.
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“You can’t tell someone to stay calm; you have to be 
out there exhibiting calm—listening as well as 
speaking. This presence helps to settle everyone 

down and make them feel supported and connected. It helps 
facilitate communication in a way that makes sense and 
makes everyone more capable of responding.” 

—Lawrence R. McEvoy, M.D., Founder, Epidemic Leadership

KEY QUESTIONS FOR BOARDS TO CONSIDER
When assessing current CEOs and/or considering new candidates, boards should 
explicitly evaluate their skills related to effective leadership during a crisis. Such an 
assessment can not only help to inform hiring decisions, but also identify any gaps or 
deficiencies with respect to current leadership. These gaps can be addressed proac-
tively through coaching and feedback and/or by tapping other members of the senior 
executive team to fill identified gaps. The goal is to have adequate leadership capacity 
to function well in the kind of unpredictable environment that comes with a crisis.11

Questions for boards to discuss include:

 • Can the CEO communicate clearly and effectively to key stakeholders, including 
clinicians, staff, patients, the board, and the public?

 • Does the CEO exhibit calm and confidence, even during stressful situations? Does 
the CEO have the right temperament to handle a crisis?

 • Does the CEO listen to—and really understand—other points of view?

 • Does the CEO come across as empathetic? Does he or she understand and relate 
to the plights of others?

 • Does the CEO come across as humble and with a “service leadership” mentality? 
Does he or she come across as egotistical?

 • Is the CEO a natural delegator? Does he or she rely on well-organized teams rather 
than a “do-it-myself” mindset?

 • Is the CEO entrepreneurial in nature? Does the CEO encourage the kind of creative, 
out-of-the-box thinking that may be necessary during a crisis?

 • Do we have adequate leadership capacity to function well in an unpredictable 
environment? If not, how can we build that capacity?12

Does the Organization Have the Right Culture to Navigate a Crisis?
The culture of an organization tends to exhibit itself during a crisis. As a result, an 
organization’s ability to navigate through a crisis smoothly and effectively may in 
large part be predetermined by the culture in place when it hits. Consequently, the 
time to assess organizational culture as it relates to crisis management is before the 
crisis, not during it.

11 Interview with Lawrence R. McEvoy, M.D., April 14, 2020.
12 Ibid.
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Organizations with a cultural foundation built on collaboration, communication, 
trust, and transparency will generally do well, no matter the specifics of the crisis. In 
these organizations, the board, senior executive team, clinical leaders, and front-line cli-
nicians and staff tend to believe in one another and work well together. Those without 
such a foundation likely will not fare nearly as well during a crisis.13 Organizations that 
promote transparency often have effective, trusted whistleblower programs. Such pro-
grams help build a culture of integrity that enhances an organization’s reputation and 
ethics, which in turn are critical to navigating a crisis. Yet a survey of corporate directors 
found relatively low confidence in existing whistleblower programs.14

In addition, organizations that are most effective during completely unforeseen 
crises tend to have an “adaptable” culture—that is, one that embraces the uncertain-
ties associated with such a crisis.15 (More information on the importance of being 
adaptable appears later in this section, in the discussion of simulations.)

“If you have strong relationships in place  
before a crisis, you will do well during one.” 

—Deirdre Baggot, Ph.D.,  
Partner, Oliver Wyman

KEY QUESTIONS FOR BOARDS TO CONSIDER 
Boards need to proactively assess the culture of the organization and whether that 
culture will help or hurt in navigating a future crisis.16 Key questions for the board to 
consider include the following:

 • Does the organization promote openness and transparency?

 • Do leaders routinely share information with key constituencies, including bad 
news? Is there any history of hiding such information?

 • Is there evidence of mistrust among key constituencies, such as between the 
board and C-suite, between administrative and clinical leaders, or between lead-
ership and front-line staff?

 • Are employees encouraged to escalate concerns or vulnerabilities they might 
observe? Is there a whistleblower program that encourages such disclosure with-
out fear of retribution?17

 • Does the organization align its core values with monetary incentives?18

 • Does the organization have an “adaptable” culture that embraces uncertainty?

 • Does the organization seem ready to respond in real time to things that could not 
be anticipated?

13 Interview with Deirdre Baggot, Ph.D., Partner, Oliver Wyman, conducted April 15, 2020.
14 Osler, Hoskin & Harcourt, 2016.
15 Interview with Lawrence R. McEvoy, M.D., April 14, 2020.
16 Osler, Hoskin & Harcourt, 2016.
17 S. Klemash, et al., 2018.
18 Ibid.
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Step 2: Making Sure Senior Leaders Have a Robust,  
Tested Crisis Management Program
The second step is for the board to use its oversight role to ensure the organi-
zation has done everything possible to prepare for both foreseeable crises (e.g., 
another pandemic, violence within the institution or the community at large, a nat-
ural disaster) and unforeseeable ones. Boards should take a keen interest in the 
crisis capabilities of senior executive teams. In particular, they need to determine 
whether they have practical, relevant, and tested crisis response programs in place, 
and actively oversee and challenge all aspects of those programs.19, 20 While man-
agement is responsible for preparing a plan and executing it during a crisis, boards 
must oversee management’s work in these areas, making sure the plan is simple yet 
robust, and that it will allow the organization to respond quickly and effectively to 
problems that could lead to crises.21, 22 The best plans serve as a crisis management 
“playbook”—including decision process flows and escalation protocols to guide the 
response—and all relevant participants knowing their roles.23

Ensuring that management is ready to handle a crisis 
is a critical part of a board’s risk oversight function. 
Trying to figure this out in the midst of a crisis is simply 

too late.24

Surveys of corporate board members suggest that many corporations do not have 
robust, vetted, and tested crisis management plans in place—while two-thirds con-
firmed the existence of a plan, half of those with a plan acknowledged that it had 
never been reviewed by an external advisor and another 
quarter did not know if it had.25 Consequently, boards 
need to be more proactive in their oversight role. They 
should question management’s process and assump-
tions in putting together the plan. The goal should be to 
have a meaningful discussion among board members 
and with management about potential vulnerabilities 
and the organization’s readiness to handle them.26 This 
section reviews key issues that boards should consider 
when playing this active oversight role.

19 D. Konigsburg, et al., 2019.
20 S. Klemash, et al., 2018.
21 Osler, Hoskin & Harcourt, 2016.
22 D. Konigsburg, et al., September 2019.
23 S. Klemash, et al., 2018.
24 P. Loop, 2017.
25 Osler, Hoskin & Harcourt, 2016.
26 Ibid.
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Does the Plan Consider and Prepare for a Broad Array of Potential Crises?
Boards must make sure that senior leaders are consistently and aggressively identify-
ing potential risks, and should question their assumptions and approach to doing so.27 
Yet surveys of corporate directors suggest that only a minority are comfortable that 
their organizations have adequately identified all material risks or that they have consid-
ered the potential for multiple and/or interdependent risks to occur at the same time.28

In the past, most hospitals prepared for “familiar” events that have occurred in 
recent memory somewhere in the region or country, such as in-facility or community 
violence (e.g., mass shootings) or local/regional natural disasters (e.g., hurricane, 
earthquake, flooding). Hence, many organizations had not considered or prepared 
for a worldwide health pandemic like COVID-19, despite warnings from global health 
experts about the likelihood of just such an occurrence. To address this issue, hos-
pital and health system leaders need to make a special effort to think “outside the 
box” when developing future disaster planning scenarios.29

Such plans should consider the real-world implications of every scenario. Before 
COVID-19, few organizations had considered the possibility that, overnight, the abil-
ity to hold in-person meetings, see patients, or perform elective procedures could 
largely go away. They had never contemplated the need to conduct business and 
see patients virtually on a massive scale, and hence did not have the systems in 
place to do so. Few had considered the need to isolate large numbers of patients 
from others, to quickly access significant quantities of ventilators and personal pro-
tective equipment, or to sustain operations in the midst of a revenue decline of over 
50 percent. Yet COVID-19 required all of this and more for most hospitals and health 
systems. While one cannot be sure what the next crisis will bring, forward-thinking 
boards should press senior management to prepare for scenarios that create these 
and other previously unthinkable challenges.

KEY QUESTIONS FOR BOARDS TO CONSIDER 

 • Has senior management spent adequate time brainstorming about the potential for 
not only well-known crises, but also things that have not been experienced before?

 • Has the organization considered a broad array of potential crises it could face, and 
considered how likely such events might be?30

 • Does the list of potential crisis scenarios include things that we as a board have 
not previously considered? Does the list seem robust and exhaustive?

 • Is the identification and treatment of potentially disruptive risks a standing agenda 
item at either the full board or board committee level?31

 • Do the plans consider broad implications of potential crises on various aspects of 
operations, including but not limited to communication systems, clinical delivery 
models, revenue generation, staffing models, and procurement systems?

 • Do the plans include development of adequate back-up systems, redundancies, 
and mitigation plans to deal with these operational implications?

27 D. Konigsburg, et al., September 2019.
28 Osler, Hoskin & Harcourt, 2016.
29 Interview with Kimberly A. Russel, FACHE, April 27, 2020.
30 S. Klemash, et al., 2018.
31 R. Chadha and F. van der Oord, “Confronting COVID-19: Actions Boards Should Take,” NACD 

Boardtalk, March 3, 2020. Available at https://blog.nacdonline.org/posts/covid-19-board-action.
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Does the Plan Establish a Trained Crisis Response Team?
Any crisis management program should put in place at least a preliminary crisis 
response team that can be activated quickly once a crisis arrives.32 The team should 
be prepared and trained to take immediate action on all aspects of a crisis.33 It gen-
erally consists of senior executives and clinical leaders, and should include qualified 
backups in case a designated team member is not available during the crisis.34 This 
team has responsibility for forming additional support teams to take on specific roles 
once the nature of the crisis becomes clear.35

For its part, the board, either as a whole or through the appropriate committee, 
should have input as to team members.36 The board needs to understand who will be 
responding to a crisis and whether those people understand their roles and respon-
sibilities and have been trained to perform them.37

KEY QUESTIONS FOR BOARDS TO CONSIDER 

 • Has senior management created a crisis response team that would take charge 
of any crisis?

 • Has the board had input into who is on that team?

 • Is the board satisfied with the composition of that team?

 • Does the team include potential replacements in case the crisis renders some 
team members incapable of performing those duties? Are those back-ups satis-
factory to the board?

 • Have the roles and responsibilities of each team member been clearly articulated?

 • Have team members been adequately briefed on, and trained for, their roles and 
responsibilities? Do they understand them, and are they comfortable with them?

Does the Plan Include a Ready Network of External Advisors?
Organizations in the midst of a crisis inevitably need to turn to outside experts and 
advisors who can quickly provide much-needed assistance. Depending on the nature 
of the crisis, these outsiders could include legal, accounting, public health, and finan-
cial experts; communications specialists; lobbying firms; and others. One name that 
should likely be on every organization’s list is someone who can assist with commu-
nications. Experts in crisis communication can be useful to most organizations, even 
with a highly skilled internal communication team.38

Since there will not be time to identify and vet these firms during a crisis, boards 
should make sure that relationships with well-vetted, highly competent outside 

32 D. Temin, “The Role of Boards in Crisis: 10 Steps for Directors Before, During, and After 
Crisis,” Fortune, October 8, 2014. Available at https://bit.ly/2TGCpXS.

33 Osler, Hoskin & Harcourt, 2016.
34 Ibid.
35 Osler, Hoskin & Harcourt, 2016.
36 M. Jeffries, K. Healy, and M. Chalmers, “Planning Ahead—The Board’s Role in Crisis Management, 

Association of Corporate Counsel, February 15, 2013. Available at https://bit.ly/3eqEoHP.
37 P. Loop, 2017.
38 Interview with Kimberly A. Russel, FACHE, April 27, 2020.

page 8 

Crisis Leadership: The Critical Role of the Board Before, During, and After a Crisis   •   Summer 2020   •   GovernanceInstitute.com

https://bit.ly/2TGCpXS
https://bit.ly/3eqEoHP
https://www.governanceinstitute.com/?


advisors are formed in advance.39 The goal is to screen, develop relationships with, 
and come to mutually acceptable and understood agreements with the advisors in 
advance. In the best of circumstances, a quick text or phone call should be all that 
is needed to bring someone on board once the crisis hits.40, 41 In many cases, board 
members can assist with this process by tapping their personal and professional 
contacts.

KEY QUESTIONS FOR THE BOARD TO CONSIDER 

 • Does the organization have a robust, ready network of external advisors who can 
be tapped in case of a crisis?42

 • Have these advisors been thoroughly and adequately vetted?

 • Does the organization have a good relationship with these advisors, such that they 
would be able to secure their help with little notice?43

 • Has the board adequately tapped its personal and professional contacts in help-
ing to develop this set of advisors?

 • Does the network of advisors include individuals or firms with expertise in crisis 
communications?

Does the Organization Have a Robust Crisis Communications Plan?
As discussed previously, communication is critical to getting through any crisis. 
Depending on the nature of the crisis, regular, transparent communication will need 
to take place with a broad array of internal and external constituencies throughout 
the crisis. Performing this task well requires preparation long before the crisis hits.

At a minimum, hospitals must meet CMS emergency preparedness requirements 
related to developing and executing a communications plan. These plans must allow 
for communication with staff, physicians, and others within the facility, across provid-
ers, and with local and state public health departments and emergency management 
agencies. Meeting these requirements likely necessitates the development of multi-
ple, redundant back-up systems, including Wi-Fi networks that can operate without 
Internet access, data recovery servers, back-up generators and fuel, mobile and vir-
tual technologies and systems, and potential “old-school” communication vehicles 
such as walkie-talkies.44 For its part, boards must be confident in such systems, the 
protocols and processes for initiating them, and the ability of all key stakeholders to 
use them if necessary.

The goal for most hospitals should be to go well beyond CMS requirements. Ro-
bust crisis response preparation should include development of a detailed plan to guide 
communications with key internal and external stakeholders.45 Sometimes a single 

39 Interview with Kimberly A. Russel, FACHE, April 27, 2020. 
40 M. Jeffries, et al., 2013
41 Osler, Hoskin & Harcourt, 2016
42 S. Klemash, et al., 2018.
43 Ibid.
44 J. Moore, “Crisis Communication: 10 Tips for Hospitals to Prepare for a Disaster,” Patient 

Safety and Quality Healthcare, March 19, 2019. Available at https://bit.ly/2TIt7up.
45 Osler, Hoskin & Harcourt, 2016.
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spokesperson will be tapped to handle communication (typically a senior executive). 
Another option is to have one person in charge of internal communications and another 
in charge of external communications. The external person can work with the CEO to 
push out talking points and send out information to the press and via social media. This 
person can also route calls to the appropriate person in response to external media re-
quests and liaise with legal experts as appropriate. Regardless of how it is organized, 
the communications team should include someone who will monitor traditional and 
social media outlets and get the organization’s message out via these outlets. In a 2016 
survey of corporate directors, only about half of organizations indicated that they moni-
tored social media on a regular basis.46 The full plan should include lists of all potential 
stakeholder groups, including contact information for communicating with them.47

For its part, the board needs to make sure that a robust, effective plan is in place, 
with a defined team and well-defined roles and responsibilities. Senior management 
and the board need to make sure that everyone feels comfortable and confident in 
taking on their communication roles. While part of this relates to choosing the right 
people for the team in the first place, in some cases team members, including senior 
executives and board members, may need training, particularly with respect to talk-
ing with the media about a crisis. Surveys of corporate CEOs suggest that just over 
half felt vulnerable and expressed concern with respect to communicating with inter-
nal and external stakeholders.48

KEY QUESTIONS FOR THE BOARD TO CONSIDER 

 • Has the hospital adequately met CMS emergency preparedness requirements 
related to communications, including adequate “back-up” systems if traditional 
vehicles for communication are not available?

 • Beyond CMS requirements, has the senior management team developed a robust 
crisis communication plan, including designation of a team to handle internal and 
external communications?

 • Does senior management have established protocols for where and how meet-
ings and communications can take place securely in the event of identified crisis 
scenarios, including the potential for virtual meetings?49

 • Does the plan prioritize communications with all key stakeholders, including 
employees, patients, the public, other hospitals and health systems, public health 
agencies, government and regulatory agencies (at the local, state, and federal 
levels), and other stakeholders?50

 • Does the plan clearly lay out the roles and responsibilities for team members? 
Do team members understand these roles and are they adequately prepared and 
trained to handle them? If not, is additional training needed, or is a change in 
assigned roles warranted?

 • Does the plan clearly delineate all key constituencies and delineate strategies for 
reaching them, including social media?

46 Osler, Hoskin & Harcourt, 2016.
47 Ibid.
48 P. Loop, 2017.
49 S. Klemash, et al., 2018.
50 Ibid.
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Does the Organization Have an Extensive Simulation Program  
to Test Preparedness?
CMS requires hospitals to complete two emergency exercises during every 12-month 
rolling period and to update training and testing at least once a year.51 The hope is 
that these regular exercises build “muscle memory” that allows everyone to react 
reflexively during high-stress situations.52 Two exercises a year, however, are likely 
not nearly enough to know that crisis management plans will actually work. Rather, 
the board must make sure that a robust simulation program is in place to ensure that 
senior management and clinical leaders know how to implement the plans and to 
test whether they will in fact be effective.53

At a minimum, crisis response plans should be tested via simulations that incor-
porate all potential known scenarios developed in the plan, including any risks and 
vulnerabilities associated with those scenarios.54 Simulations test how the orga-
nization will respond in real time and whether teams and activities are working as 
envisioned in the plan. Often these exercises identify areas of confusion and/or 
expose gaps that need to be addressed.55 Simulations should use a wide variety 
of techniques, including scenario-specific walk-throughs, table-top exercises, and 
half-or full-day simulations that allow for 
thorough practice and discussion. Drills 
should be repeated regularly, particularly 
when there is significant turnover on the 
team.56, 57 To test various systems (e.g., 
communications, supply chain), simu-
lations can potentially include use of an 
outsider (i.e., someone not involved in set-
ting them up) to try to disrupt them. This 
process helps identify and fix flaws before 
they show up during an emergency.58

As noted earlier, no organization can 
conceive of every potential scenario. Con-
sequently, simulation exercises should also incorporate “unknowable” scenarios 
that likely necessitate the “mixing and matching” of various elements from planned-
for scenarios and/or require new elements to be developed “on the fly.” Simulations 
should also incorporate “what-if” scenarios, including what would happen if existing 
mitigation plans fail. The end goal for simulations is to have rigorously tested leaders 
and a thoroughly tested process for responding, not a pre-designed playbook with 

51 J. Moore, 2019.
52 Ibid.
53 Interview with Anne Murphy, Partner, Arent Fox, conducted April 9, 2020.
54 M. Jeffries, et al., 2013.
55 P. Loop, 2017.
56 Deloitte, “Focus on: Building crisis-ready boards,” The Deloitte Center for Crisis Management, 2015. 

Available at https://bit.ly/3d7bXhH.
57 Interview with Deirdre Baggot, Ph.D., April 15, 2020.
58 Interview with Lawrence R. McEvoy, M.D., April 14, 2020.
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all the answers. The hope is that these simulations will allow them to be ready for 
anything that might happen, not just everything that one can think of now.59

As discussed earlier, organizations that come through crises well tend to have 
more adaptable cultures. Consequently, part of the purpose of running simulations 
is to become more adaptable as an organization. Such adaptability allows people 
to more readily embrace the uncertainties associated with a crisis. It needs to exist 
at every level of the organization, as a mindset among both individuals and teams. 
Done well, simulations help create this mindset, forcing leaders and teams to con-
sider how to handle a completely unexpected scenario in real time. To support these 
simulations, organizations should consider bringing in outside experts who have 
experience with unpredictable environments, such as those who have served in a 
war or responded to an earthquake in a region that seldom has them.60

For its part, the board needs to be assured that the simulations have been suc-
cessful in making the various teams familiar with and comfortable in using and 
executing all crisis management plans, including in response to unknowable crises. 
Individual board members should consider attending simulations and other exer-
cises—and taking part in them as appropriate—to make sure they are satisfied that 
everyone is indeed prepared.61, 62, 63

KEY QUESTIONS FOR BOARDS TO CONSIDER

 • Does the organization conduct rigorous simulation and other exercises that go 
well beyond CMS requirements?

 • Do simulations incorporate all scenarios identified in the crisis management 
plans and require participants to practice for all the risks associated with those 
scenarios?

 • Do simulations explicitly stress test the various back-up systems, redundancies, 
and mitigation plan outlined in the crisis management plan?

 • Do simulations use outsiders who try to intentionally disrupt systems?

 • Do simulations go beyond identified scenarios to help in preparing for an unknow-
able crisis?

 • Have board members attended simulation exercises and, if so, are they satisfied 
that they are effective?64

 • Do the simulations suggest that the organization has an “adaptable” culture?

 • Is the organization ready to respond in real time to things that cannot be 
anticipated?65

59 D. Konigsburg, et al., 2019.
60 Interview with Lawrence R. McEvoy, M.D., April 14, 2020.
61 Deloitte, 2015.
62 D. Konigsburg, et al., 2019.
63 S. Klemash, et al., 2018.
64 Ibid.
65 Interview with Lawrence R. McEvoy, M.D., April 14, 2020.
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Step 3: Making Sure the Board Is Ready for a Crisis
Just like the senior leadership team, boards must be prepared before a crisis hits, not 
figure it out once one unfolds.66 Consequently, crisis management should be on the 
board’s agenda on a regular basis, likely at least several times a year. Boards might 
also want to consider holding a retreat focused exclusively on assessing the board’s 
preparedness for a crisis, identifying gaps, and addressing them quickly. This sec-
tion discusses the key questions and issues that boards should address related to 
their own readiness for a crisis.

The board should discuss its readiness and ability to 
navigate through a crisis at least several times a year. 

Consider a half- or full-day retreat on the subject.

Does the Board Have the Right People to Handle a Crisis?
Boards need to be unified; long-standing disagreements or factions tend to surface 
during a crisis, thus undermining the board’s ability to be effective. Consequently, 
these issues should be discussed and addressed proactively.67 In addition, boards 
should explicitly consider whether they have the right competencies and skill sets 
around crisis management.68 Ideally, having someone on the board who has been 

through a crisis before can be helpful, 
bringing not only knowledge but also 
poise and confidence under pressure. 
While crisis experience alone is likely not 
a reason to select a board member, it is 
something to consider when screening 
otherwise qualified candidates.69 Simi-
larly, it is useful for boards to have at least 
some members who are comfortable 
operating in unpredictable environments 
and/or who have an entrepreneurial mind-
set. Both can be quite useful when dealing 
with totally unforeseen circumstances, 

such as the need to procure or produce supplies in an environment where almost 
none are available.70 Finally, boards need access to individuals who have certain skill 
sets during a crisis, such as public relations/communications, safeguarding risk, and 
the like.71 These skills can reside within the board itself, or could potentially be found 
in a network of outside advisors or through non-director committee members.

66 D. Konigsburg, et al., 2019.
67 D. Temin, 2014.
68 Interview with Anne Murphy, April 9, 2020.
69 Deloitte, 2015.
70 Interview with Lawrence R. McEvoy, M.D., April 14, 2020.
71 Deloitte, 2015.
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KEY QUESTIONS FOR BOARDS TO CONSIDER 

 • Are there factions or disagreements bubbling under the surface within the board? 
If so, can we discuss those openly and attempt to address them soon?

 • Does anyone on the board have experience in a crisis? If not, should we consider 
bringing on someone with such experience in the future?

 • Does anyone on the board have an entrepreneurial, creative mindset that might 
be helpful dealing with unforeseen circumstances?

 • Does the board have access to individuals with skills that are critical during a 
crisis, including communications and public relations?

Is the Board Prepared to Convene and Function During a Crisis?
The board must be prepared to quickly convene and make decisions during a crisis. 
Pre-established protocols should spell out how communication will be maintained in 
the event of various scenarios, such as the temporary inability to meet safely in per-
son or loss of access to power, the Internet, or telephone lines. Boards must make sure 
that their bylaws and state laws allow for virtual meetings and voting. Typically, state 
laws allow virtual meetings so long as every participant can hear and participate in 
interactive decision making. Meetings may be subject to some advance-notification 
requirements as well, although those potentially can be waived for a special meeting 
if relevant documents and laws allow.72 With not-for-profit organizations that have cor-
porate or individual members, there may be reserve powers that individual members 
can exercise with respect to meetings, and there may be limitations on proxy voting as 
well. For example, due to COVID-19, the governor of Massachusetts signed emergen-
cy legislation giving additional flexibility to not-for-profit organizations with respect 
to some of these governance issues.73 Finally, legal experts disagree to some extent 
as to whether the boards of public hospitals can meet virtually; public hospital boards 
should seek clarification on this issue before a crisis hits and then plan accordingly.74

All board members must understand how to participate in any virtual meeting, 
be it via video or conference call. Boards should conduct their own training and sim-
ulation exercises to make sure that all board members are familiar with established 
protocols and know how to execute them, including use of any technologies to facil-
itate communication and decision making.75 Many boards will need orientations on 
how to use virtual meeting software such as Zoom.76

With respect to decision making, boards might want to consider whether the 
bylaws allow for—or should allow for—the executive committee to make decisions 
on behalf of the entire board in certain well-defined crisis situations, as there may 
be scenarios where it is difficult or impossible for the full board to come together.77 
Alternatively, it may be worth considering whether there is any scenario where the 
CEO would be temporarily granted the authority to make certain types of well-defined 
decisions that might under normal circumstances require board approval.

72 Interview with Anne Murphy, April 9, 2020.
73 Ibid.
74 Ibid.
75 S. Klemash, et al., 2018.
76 Interview with Deirdre Baggot, Ph.D., April 15, 2020.
77 Interview with Kimberly A. Russel, FACHE, April 27, 2020.
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KEY QUESTIONS FOR BOARDS TO CONSIDER 

 • Does the board have established protocols for where and how to meet securely 
in the event of a crisis, including the potential for virtual meetings under various 
disaster scenarios?78

 • Does the board have established protocols related to communication and deci-
sion making in the event of a crisis?

 • Do all protocols comply with all relevant state laws and bylaws, including any 
reserve powers?

 • Are all board members familiar with established protocols? Have all board mem-
bers received training on how to use any systems or technologies specified in 
these protocols? Has the board used simulations to make sure they understand?79

 • Should the board consider defining specific circumstances where the executive 
committee or the CEO would have defined decision-making authorities normally 
held by the full board?

Are Board Committees Ready to Handle Crisis Oversight?
While the full board has oversight responsibility for crisis management plans and 
preparations, one or more relevant committees should conduct closer ongoing 
oversight. Depending on the size and complexity of the organization, these commit-
tees could include the audit, quality assurance, risk management, and/or executive 
committees.80 Boards should decide upfront which committees have oversight 
responsibilities over which aspects of the organization’s crisis management plans 
and preparations, and make sure that the full board, CEO, and senior leadership team 
understand these assignments. As part of this preparation, the board should con-
sider the possibility that it will need to play a very active role during a crisis, such 
as if the CEO is accused of malfeasance and hence must step aside temporarily or 
permanently. The board should plan for this possibility when defining the various 
crisis-related roles and responsibilities of individual board members and commit-
tees, thus ensuring that critical time is not lost during a crisis.81

In some cases, it may also make sense to pre-populate a “crisis” committee 
that could spring into action if needed when a crisis arises. This committee could 
include directors with certain skill sets such as communications, government rela-
tions, finance, or audit.82 This committee can also be charged with developing a 
board-specific crisis response plan and running simulations against it periodically.83

Finally, board committees with oversight responsibility might consider task-
ing senior executives with a range of scenario-specific modeling exercises related 
to crisis management and preparation. These models should include the potential 
financial ramifications for the balance sheet and profit-loss statements. For example, 
the finance committee will likely want to see models of the ability of the organization 

78 S. Klemash, et al., 2018.
79 Ibid.
80 Interview with Anne Murphy, April 9, 2020.
81 D. Konigsburg, et al., 2019.
82 Deloitte, 2015.
83 M. Jeffries, et al., 2013.

page 15 

Crisis Leadership: The Critical Role of the Board Before, During, and After a Crisis   •   Summer 2020   •   GovernanceInstitute.com

https://www.governanceinstitute.com/?


to withstand significant revenue declines and cost increases, such as the overnight 
50%+ drop in revenues and spike in costs seen by many organizations with COVID-
19.84 Before a crisis hits, this simulation helps the board and senior leaders figure 
out how much of a financial cushion the organization has and allows for proactive 
decision-making to increase that buffer by conserving capital and boosting reserves. 
This analysis can also be used to lay out various actions that may be necessary 
during a future financial crisis, including the need for furloughs, layoffs, downsizing, 
or even facility closure.85 During the crisis, real-time updates can be used to guide 
decision making related to tapping into credit lines or reserves and determining 
when the organization may need to execute any of these actions.

KEY QUESTIONS FOR BOARDS TO CONSIDER 

 • Has the board clearly defined committee-specific oversight responsibilities with 
respect to crisis preparation and management?

 • Is there a common understanding among management, the board, and board 
committees about their respective roles and responsibilities during a crisis?86

 • Has the board prepared for the need to play a highly active role during a crisis, 
such as in a scenario where the CEO is accused of malfeasance?

 • Should the board consider pre-populating members of a “crisis” committee that 
could be mobilized if necessary, depending on the nature of any crisis that arises?

 • Have board committees worked with senior management to conduct and analyze 
relevant modeling exercises based on various crisis scenarios that might arise?

 • Are these modeling exercises adequate or do they need to be stronger, particu-
larly with respect to the organization’s finances and credit rating?

 • Do the results of the financial modeling exercises indicate the need for any imme-
diate decisions, such as cost-cutting to boost reserves?

 • Do the results of the financial modeling exercises indicate the need to develop a 
set of potential action items that could be available in the event of future finan-
cial distress?

Is the Board Prepared for Potential Crisis-Driven Turnover?
Succession planning is a key part of crisis preparation. Because some crises might 
involve the CEO and/or other members of senior management (such as alleged 
wrongdoing) or put them at risk (such as a health pandemic), the board should have 
a short list of internal and external candidates to take over key leadership roles, 
including but not limited to the CEO.87 The board should also have a ready list of 
people qualified to join the board, given the potential of a crisis to affect individual 
board members.

84 N. Donaire, “Leadership during COVID-19: Best Practices for Boards and Executives,” Diligent 
Insights, March 16, 2020. Available at https://bit.ly/2X5qo00.

85 A. Murphy, “The Governing Board’s Role in Assessing Possible Closure or Downsizing,” 
E-Briefings, The Governance Institute’s, Vol. 17, No. 3, May 2020.

86 R. Chadha and F. van der Oord, 2020.
87 M. Jeffries, et al., 2013.
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The COVID-19 crisis in particular has highlighted the need for boards to prepare 
for leadership turnover. It has made very real the possibility of losing key leaders, 
either temporarily or permanently. It has highlighted the potential for board members 
to be temporarily sidelined due not only to illness, but also due to competing respon-
sibilities. COVID-19 has dramatically affected almost every industry and company, 
including those where many board members work in their “day jobs.” Consequently, 
for some organizations, the ability of the full board to remain engaged has been 
compromised.88

At a minimum, boards need to make sure that a robust succession plan exists and, 
if not, work to develop a deeper bench of executive and board talent. Some of these 
individuals can potentially be tapped to provide temporary help if key individuals 
are sidelined or relegated to behind-the-scenes roles during a crisis.89 The board’s 
crisis management plan should also include a periodic review of director and officer 
indemnity agreements and insurance policies, as out-of-date or missing agreements 
or policies could be a distraction during a crisis or even leave to unwanted board 
turnover.90

KEY QUESTIONS FOR THE BOARD TO CONSIDER 

 • Does the board have adequate succession plans in place that consider the poten-
tial for multiple board members to be temporarily or permanently unable to serve?

 • Are there potential board candidates who could help in a temporary or permanent 
capacity if necessary?

 • Does the board have a deep bench of qualified candidates who could take over 
senior executive roles within the organization, including but not limited to the CEO?

 • Are director and officer indemnity agreements and insurance policies complete 
and up to date?

88 Interview with Kimberly A. Russel, FACHE, April 27, 2020.
89 Interview with Deirdre Baggot, Ph.D., April 15, 2020.
90 Osler, Hoskin & Harcourt, 2016.
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Does the Board Have a Crisis Communication Plan with Senior Executives?
The board must establish clear expectations upfront about communication between 
senior leaders and the board during a crisis, although the exact timing, frequency, and 
nature of these communications will undoubtedly need to be more clearly defined 
once the nature of any crisis becomes clear.91 These expectations should include 
guidelines on when senior management should alert the board about potential cri-
ses.92 In addition, the board and management need to establish communication 
channels that will be used during a crisis in advance, including alternative vehicles for 
communication in case regular channels are not available. Planning should consider 
the possibility that face-to-face communication and regular and mobile telephone 
might not be available. Back-up systems must be operational and protocols for how 
to use them understood in advance of any crises.

KEY QUESTIONS FOR BOARDS TO CONSIDER 

 • Has the board made clear its expectations as to when it should be alerted by the 
CEO about a potential crisis?

 • Do protocols and ground rules exist about information flow to and communi-
cation with the board during a crisis (recognizing that the specifics may change 
depending on the nature of the crisis)?93

 • Have the board and senior leaders established channels that will be used to com-
municate with each other during a crisis, including back-ups in case they are not 
available?

91 M. Jeffries, et al., 2013.
92 P. Loop, 2017.
93 R. Chadha and F. van der Oord, 2020.
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Oversight During a Crisis

In a crisis, when the stakes are high and scrutiny is intense, the board has a unique 
role. Stepping in may be uncomfortable but stepping aside is not an option.94 
This section discusses the critical role of the board, both immediately after a crisis 

becomes apparent and on an ongoing basis as it runs its course.

Immediate Actions
Once the existence of a crisis becomes clear, boards will need to convene as quickly 
as possible, virtually if necessary, making use of protocols and systems established 
during the crisis preparation stage. The CEO should likely be part of this meeting 
unless the crisis relates to his or her alleged malfeasance or that of another senior 
leader. In the event of malfeasance, the board’s first action step will be to consider 
the need to temporarily or permanently remove the CEO; if that decision is made, the 
board will also need to decide whether to appoint an interim CEO or have a director 
step into the role temporarily.95, 96

In addition, the first meeting should establish a special meeting schedule going 
forward, and assign crisis-related responsibilities, either to existing committees, the 
pre-populated crisis committee (discussed earlier), or, if deemed appropriate, to a 
specially formed ad hoc committee or workgroup tailored to the specific crisis. The 
pre-populated crisis committee or special committee will support and oversee man-
agement’s handling of the crisis, as it should have the ability to meet, respond to 
issues, and make decisions more quickly than the full board.97 Bylaws typically allow 
for such a committee to have a certain number of non-directors, giving the oppor-
tunity to bring in specialized expertise not present on the board (e.g., a public health 
expert to assist with COVID-19).98 If management is implicated or conflicted by a 
crisis, the board may need to create a committee of independent directors to oversee 
investigations and make recommendations to the full board on how to proceed.99, 100

This first meeting also provides an opportunity to discuss whether to consult 
with internal or external expert advisors, choosing from the list developed during 
the crisis preparation stage. (Decisions to tap additional advisors can be made later 
during the crisis as well, as events unfold.) In addition, the CEO should inform the 
board how he or she intends to organize the crisis response team, again generally 
drawing from the upfront preparation work described earlier. The board should make 
sure that the CEO seems to be responding in a way that demonstrates the aforemen-
tioned traits of effective crisis leadership, including self-awareness of strengths and 

94 D. Konigsburg, et al., 2019.
95 Osler, Hoskin & Harcourt, 2016.
96 M. Jeffries, et al., 2013.
97 Osler, Hoskin & Harcourt, 2016.
98 Interview with Anne Murphy, April 9, 2020.
99 Osler, Hoskin & Harcourt, 2016.
100 M. Jeffries, et al., 2013.
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weaknesses, making use of a command-center methodology that delegates impor-
tant tasks to others, and not being negatively affected by ego or a need for control.101

Finally, the board chair and CEO should discuss what role the board should play, if 
any, in communicating with key constituencies during the crisis. Often the board can 
and should do some upfront contextual communication with the public, staff, and 
other key stakeholders, but then leave the rest to the CEO and clinical leaders.102 In 
some cases, however, such as a scandal involving the CEO or senior leadership, the 
board chair may need to take a more active role in addressing key constituencies, 
including the public, throughout the crisis.

KEY QUESTIONS FOR BOARDS TO CONSIDER

 • Is the CEO directly involved in the crisis and hence not able to lead the organiza-
tion through it? If so, who should take over the CEO’s responsibilities?

 • Has the board developed an appropriate meeting schedule to oversee the crisis?

 • Do all existing committees understand their roles, if any, related to crisis oversight?

 • Will the pre-populated crisis committee play a role?

 • Is there a need for a special ad hoc committee specific to the crisis? If so, who will 
be on that committee?

 • Is there a need to tap internal and external advisors, given the crisis as it is under-
stood today?

 • Does the response to the crisis thus far conform with existing crisis management 
plans and protocols? If not, is there a legitimate reason for the disconnect?

 • Does the CEO seem to be exhibiting strong crisis leadership skills?

 • What role should the board chair play in terms of communicating with key stake-
holders, including the public?

Ongoing Monitoring, Support, and Decision Making  
Throughout the Crisis
Assuming a formal crisis management plan is in place, the board generally provides 
oversight and guidance during the crisis, making sure that the established plan is 
being followed and working effectively. For most crises that do not directly involve 
the CEO and his or her leadership team, boards let these leaders handle day-to-day 
responsibilities and try to avoid placing too many demands on their time.103 That 
said, throughout any crisis, boards have a critical responsibility in monitoring and 
supporting senior leaders and in making quick, thoughtful decisions as necessary.

Regular Communication with and Support of Senior Leadership
As soon as possible after the crisis begins, the board chair will work with the CEO 
to agree on the frequency and nature of communications between the board and 
senior management, although this could change over time as the crisis evolves. This 

101 Interview with Deirdre Baggot, Ph.D., April 15, 2020.
102 Interview with Lawrence R. McEvoy, M.D., April 14, 2020.
103 Osler, Hoskin & Harcourt, 2016.
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plan should build on the work done during the preparation stage, and must allow 
the board to be informed of and involved in key decision making as appropriate, 
including those related to patient safety and quality, workforce management, finan-
cial stability and liquidity, liability exposure, and legal compliance. It must also allow 
legal counsel and compliance professionals to be integrated into decision-making 
processes as appropriate.104

Regular communications during the crisis allow the board chair and individual 
board members to not only ask questions, but also provide much-needed guidance 
and support.105 Being CEO during a crisis can be quite lonely, and board chairs often 
play the critical role of sounding board.106 This role is particularly important during 
lengthy crises such as COVID-19. Regular communication also allows for honest dis-
cussions about what senior management expects from the board and vice versa 
during the crisis.107 The most effective conversations will likely be one-on-one or in 
small groups. These conversations tend to have a different feel than larger confer-
ence calls and hence allow for more open and honest feedback and more effective 
guidance and support from the board. Larger conference calls can become unwieldy 
and may lead to less-than-full disclosure of information during a crisis.108

Any communications schedule must not become too burdensome on the CEO. For 
example, CEOs will generally not have time to call each board member to brief them 
individually. In many cases, a brief, regular call between the board chair and CEO will 
suffice, with the frequency varying depending on the nature of the crisis—and even 
over time with a given crisis. During a fast-moving crisis such as COVID-19, it may 
not be unreasonable to have brief, daily check-ins between the CEO and board chair.

Along with these regular check-ins, the full board should have timely access to rel-
evant written communications through the board portal. If the portal is not available, 
back-up communication protocols should be activated, as laid out in crisis manage-
ment preparations described earlier.

KEY QUESTIONS FOR BOARDS TO CONSIDER 

 • Do the board and CEO have a mutually acceptable plan for communicating during 
the crisis?

 • Does this plan give the board the information it needs without being too burden-
some on the CEO?

 • Does this plan allow the board to provide adequate guidance and support to the 
CEO throughout the crisis?

 • Is there a need to change the plan over time, depending on the course of the crisis? 
If so, when should these changes be considered?

104 A. Murphy, “Healthcare Board Oversight During the COVID-19 Pandemic,” The Governance 
Institute, April 2020.

105 Osler, Hoskin & Harcourt, 2016.
106 D. Konigsburg, et al., 2019.
107 Deloitte, 2015.
108 Interview with Anne Murphy, April 9, 2020.
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Rapid but Effective Decision Making and Documentation
The ability to make decisions quickly becomes critical during a crisis. At the same, 
boards must make sure that the need for quick action does not undermine the qual-
ity of those decisions. Depending on the nature of the crisis in question, boards may 
need to consider giving CEOs greater authority to make needed decisions, such 
as CEOs and others needing to exceed approved budgets in order to secure time-
sensitive, potentially life-saving supplies during COVID-19. Any additional authority 
granted should be spelled out clearly and generally be limited in scope.

For any decisions that require board approval, the board must be in a position to 
convene the full board or relevant committee with very little notice, so that needed 
decisions can be made and approvals given in a timeframe that does not lead to 
harmful delay. If the full board cannot convene and make decisions quickly, one 
option, as discussed earlier, might be to cede power temporarily to the executive 
committee. Either of these methods can work, but everyone must agree to them and 
be on the same page. Regardless of approach, the need for regular communication 
between board leadership and the CEO remains critical. In addition, boards need to 
be especially cognizant of the need to document decision making during the fast-
moving environment that typically surrounds a crisis.109

During a severe crisis, the full board will have a duty to consider and potentially 
take actions that might be needed to save the institution from financial ruin. Ideally, 
these deliberations will be informed by the results of financial simulations run during 
the crisis preparation stage (and updated as the crisis unfolds) and by pre-approved 
lists of potential action steps to be considered in the event of financial distress. 
COVID-19, has forced many hospitals to make the difficult decision to furlough 
employees. In addition, some hard-hit hospitals—particularly those without ample 
cash reserves—have had to consider more significant, permanent actions, including 
downsizing or even closing facilities. Any such decision—particularly downsizing or 
closure—would have to be a board decision made only after a careful evaluation of 
all the factors and complexities involved.110

KEY QUESTIONS FOR BOARDS TO CONSIDER 

 • Does current decision-making authority allow senior leadership to take the actions 
needed to respond effectively to the crisis in a timely manner?

 • Do temporary changes to decision-making authority need to be made to facilitate 
a more effective response, such as granting additional, limited authority to the 
CEO or the executive committee?

 • Is the board appropriately documenting its decision making during the crisis?

 • Does the board need to consider major actions to protect the organization’s 
viability?

109  A. Murphy, April 2020.
110  A. Murphy, May 2020.
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Oversight of Senior Leadership Response
To do its job right, the board needs systems in place to understand how well the CEO 
and senior leadership team are responding during a crisis. They need clear, direct, 
and honest communication from these leaders, as well as information from other 
sources, both inside and outside the organization. Boards must compare what senior 

leaders are saying about the crisis with what they 
are seeing in the news and on social media chan-
nels and what they are hearing from experts. The 
board will need to challenge management if it 
senses a disconnect between the two.111

As noted, the culture and natural tendencies of 
an organization and its leaders will often exhibit 
themselves during a crisis. Consequently, boards 
should pay special attention during a crisis, partic-
ularly to how the CEO and other senior executives 
are making decisions and explaining them to key 

internal and external constituencies.112 Communications should be open and honest 
about both the good and the bad, as anything less than full disclosure will ultimately 
be uncovered and lead to a lack of trust.113 Also as noted, leaders need to be calm, 
empathetic, “on the ground,” and highly visible, bringing people together.114

“Trust and transparency must increase during a crisis. 
The focus should be on what we know, what we 
don’t know, and how we are approaching the crisis. 

Sometimes the honest answer may be ‘I don’t know,’ and 
that’s okay. It's important then that is followed up with, ‘here's 
what we're going to do to find out and keep moving.’” 

—Lawrence R. McEvoy, M.D.

KEY QUESTIONS FOR BOARDS TO CONSIDER 

 • How effectively is the CEO and his or her team responding to the crisis?

 • Are they communicating effectively, being fully transparent, and displaying the 
type of calm, confident, and empathetic leadership style required?

 • Are tasks being delegated as envisioned in the crisis preparation plan?

 • Are major decisions and actions being taken well-considered and reasonable, 
given the nature of the crisis?

 • Are these decisions and actions being explained clearly to affected stakeholders?

111 P. Loop, 2017.
112 A. Ellison and M. Gamble, “73 hospital leaders in 10 states hit hardest by COVID-19 offer 

advice to colleagues: If you do nothing else, at least do this,” Becker’s Hospital Review, 
April 16, 2020. Available at: https://bit.ly/2TIU15g.

113 Interview with Lawrence R. McEvoy, M.D., April 14, 2020.
114 Interview with Deirdre Baggot, Ph.D., April 15, 2020.
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Behind-the-Scenes and Other Support
In addition to acting as a sounding board and/or as mentors to overburdened CEOs, 
individual board members often can serve best during a crisis by working behind the 
scenes, leveraging their personal and professional relationships and connections to 
address key issues and needs.115 For example, with COVID-19, some organizations 
have benefited greatly from board members tapping into their connections with 
businesses, non-profit organizations, and local, state, and federal government and 
agency officials (e.g., mayors, governors) to assist in securing needed equipment, 
supplies, funds, and other support.116 To assist board members in playing this role, 
the board chair should regularly communicate with the CEO about any specific needs 
that may arise as the crisis unfolds, and then quickly relay those needs to the full 
board with instructions on how they may be able to help.

Depending on the nature of the crisis in question, boards should consider the 
need to play a more visible support role. For example, board members may want 
to look for ways to say “thank you” both publicly and privately to those dealing 
with a crisis. With COVID-19, executive teams and front-line clinicians and staff have 
stepped up in ways that have no precedent in modern history. Boards have made a 
huge difference in boosting morale by talking openly about that sacrifice, express-
ing thanks, and finding other ways to support.117

KEY QUESTIONS FOR THE BOARD TO CONSIDER 

 • Are the board chair and CEO regularly discussing any new organizational needs 
and whether and how the board might be able to help address them?

 • Is every board member doing everything possible to tap into personal and pro-
fessional networks to elicit help with this crisis?

 • Should the board consider more visible ways of supporting key stakeholders, pri-
vately and/or publicly? If so, what type of board-level support would be helpful?

115 D. Konigsburg, et al., 2019.
116 Interview with Deirdre Baggot, Ph.D., April 15, 2020.
117 Interview with Kimberly A. Russel, FACHE, April 27, 2020.
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Post-Crisis Assessments  
and Debriefings

After any crisis, the board needs to work with senior leadership to assess the 
crisis and figure out what changes, if any, to make going forward. Two key 
questions should be assessed, as outlined below.

How Well Did Everyone Handle the Crisis?
The first task is to assess how well key stakeholders handled the crisis, including the 
board itself, the senior leadership team, and the organization as a whole. The goal is 
to identify problem areas and address them proactively, before they can undermine 
the response to the next crisis. Much of the work will center on understanding how 
all the pre-crisis preparation and planning discussed earlier actually performed in 
the “heat of the battle.”

The review should be broad in nature, probing underlying causes of the crisis, 
what lasting impact it will have, what can be done to minimize that impact going 
forward, and what should be done differently by management or the board the 
next time around.118 The board should be willing to ask difficult questions, includ-
ing whether any cultural traits exacerbated the situation and, if so, what needs to be 
done to create a more crisis-ready culture.119 As part of any assessment, the board 
should closely evaluate information flow and communication with key stakeholders, 
including how quickly the command center got up and running and how effectively 
it performed.120 For any crisis that also affected other organizations, such as COVID-
19, the board should look at how they handled the situation and figure out what, if 
anything, can be learned from these case studies.121 If necessary, an independent 
outsider can be brought in to facilitate discussions, a step that may be necessary if 
the crisis stemmed directly from the actions of the CEO or senior executive team.122

Any lessons that come out of this assessment should be discussed by the full board 
and reviewed with senior leaders, who will then generally take charge of making rec-
ommended changes, including updates to the crisis preparation and response plan. 
The board chair will take charge of any needed board-level changes.123

Finally, in some cases, the board and senior leadership may find it necessary to 
respond to external evaluation of the organization after a crisis, including by reg-
ulators. These external stakeholders will likely scrutinize how well-prepared the 
organization was when the crisis hit, including whether crisis management plans 
existed, how often and rigorously they were tested via simulation, and how senior 
management and the board performed during the crisis.124

118 Osler, Hoskin & Harcourt, 2016.
119 D. Konigsburg, et al., 2019.
120 Ibid
121 Ibid.
122 P. Loop, 2017.
123 Osler, Hoskin & Harcourt, 2016.
124  D. Konigsburg, et al., 2019.
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KEY QUESTIONS FOR THE BOARD TO CONSIDER

 • How well did the organization’s crisis management planning and preparation per-
form during the crisis? What worked well? What didn’t and hence needs to be 
changed?

 • How did senior leadership, including the CEO, perform during the crisis? Are there 
specific areas in need of improvement?

 • Is the CEO equipped to handle the next crisis? If not, is a change in leadership 
warranted?

 • Is the board ready to handle the next crisis? If not, what needs to be done to get 
the board ready?

 • How did the organization’s culture manifest itself during the crisis? Did the culture 
help or hurt the organization’s ability to navigate the crisis? If so, how?

 • Should the board and senior leadership consider actions designed to change 
aspects of the organization’s culture and improve its ability to navigate future 
crises?

 • Is there anything to be learned from how other organizations handled the crisis?

Are Any Major Strategic Changes Needed?
Some crises may call into question fundamental strategies being pursued by an 
organization. For example, COVID-19 may result in permanent changes to the nature 
of demand for in-person and virtual care, and in how such care must be provided. 
After any major crisis, therefore, the board and senior leaders should consider the 
need for major changes in the strategic and capital plan, particularly with respect 
to whether specific product or service lines warrant additional investment or down-
sizing. For example, after COVID-19, some organizations might re-think the relative 
emphasis on inpatient versus outpatient care and/or in-person versus virtual care. 
Some products or service lines may require substantial new investment; for exam-
ple, COVID-19 will likely create the need for investments in infection control (e.g., 
revamped ventilation systems and room configurations) and telemedicine. Conse-
quently, resources previously earmarked for expansion of some products or service 
lines may shift to others. Finally, fundraising goals may need to be increased to meet 
revised capital and operational spending needs.

KEY QUESTIONS FOR THE BOARD TO CONSIDER

 • Does the aftermath of the crisis warrant reconsideration of the organization’s stra-
tegic and capital plans?

 • Should the organization increase or decrease proposed resource allocations to 
certain product or service lines?

 • Do proposed capital spending plans need to change?

 • Do fundraising plans need to change?
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