
T E C H N I C A L

CRISIS MANAGEMENT:
MOVING THE EMPHASIS FROM

RESPONSE TO
PREVENTION
An expert outlines the
options and says thinking
ahead is the best course
for businesses
By Tony Jaques, the Principal of Melbourne-
based agency Issue Outcomes

M
ention crisis management and
some executives immediately
think of a dust)' manual on a
shelf somewhere and a crisis
simulation exercise which was
held last year... or was it maybe

the year before?
The risk inherent in any crisis is usually

well understood and well documented.
However, the emerging approach to crisis
management is increasingly moving the
focus from crisis response to crisis preven-
tion,

from risk mitigation to proactive risk
reduction.

The traditional crisis management
manual and scheduled simulation exercise
are recognised as important tools for effec-
tive crisis response. But the best crisis
management is to take steps to try and pre-
vent having a crisis in the first place.

The challenge for many organisations
has been understanding what options are
available for crisis prevention and which
part of the organisation "owns" the process.

One of the simplest ways to understand
crisis management is to study the detail

which emerges in the aftermath of a major
crisis - news media features, coronial in-
quests, academic case studies, commissions
of inquiry and conn proceedings against al-
leged wrongdoers.

Regardless of the form of analysis, one
fact stands out: the focus is almost never on
the format of the crisis management
manual, the delicate political balance of
who was on the crisis management team, or
on the number of telephones and com-
puters in the crisis response room.

Yet these are typical of the tactical de-
tails which often exercise executive
attention in the pre-crisis phase.

Detailed post-crisis inquiries and analyses
are far more likely to focus on questions such
as "why didn't you see this coming" and
"what steps were in place to prevent it hap-
pening?" and "what new steps will you take to
prevent it happening again?".

It is this fuller understanding which has
led to development of the new approach to
crisis management, which extends the
process from crisis response back into a
much broader continuum of management
activity.

Crisis management is an integrated
linking of management activities pro-
ceeding from potential crisis identification
and prevention through event response
and on to long-term post-crisis manage-
ment — not just what to do when the crisis
happens and everything turns to custard.

The Americans Ian Mitroff and Thierry
Pauchant call it "the difference between
crisis management and crash manage-
ment".

In recent times there has been a much
greater focus on crisis management as an
integrated part of overall management,
and this has led to the evolution of two sep-
arate ideas which are now referred to as the
"event approach" and the "process ap-
proach". This in turn led to a much greater
focus on activities before the crisis.

A useful way to think about the inte-
grated approach is to divide the pre-crisis
phase into two separate elements:

• Crisis preparedness, which includes
planning processes, systems and manuals,
documentation, infrastructure, training
and simulations;

• Crisis prevention, which includes
early warning systems, risk audits, risk and
issue management, social forecasting, envi-
ronmental scanning, and emergency
response.

The crisis preparedness element is
largely tactical, and there is plenty of good
material and advice about how to set up the
contributing processes.

The crisis prevention element is rather
more difficult, but here too there are a
number of proven tools and processes.

One of the most useful and versatile
crisis prevention tools is issue management,
which attempts to minimise surprises by ef-
fective processes to enable organisations to
recognise problems early: to mobilise and
co-ordinate resources across the organisa-
tion in order to take proactive action; and
to develop structured plans to work towards
planned, positive outcomes.

A crisis can sometimes be seen as an
issue which wasn't properly managed, and
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