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Emotional
Intelligence as
a Key Lever for
Crisis Leadership
Insights from
Behavorial Event Interview
benchmark data

Executive Summary



Dealing with potential bankruptcy and zealous
regulators.

In dealing with external crises, the ability to
listen objectively and compassionately to your
counterparts (both within and outside the
company, including customers); to manage your
own reactions and stress; and to effectively pull
together a cooperative/collaborative team to
address the crisis leads to better outcomes. The
crisis team often includes external advisors and/or
leaders from other organizations.



Auditors who, at the last moment, and without
warning, refuse to sign off on various reporting
requirements.



Potentially dangerous product failures; or
misleading media stories about such failures
(several stories).

The stories
This benchmark is drawn from executive stories
addressing various external crises, taken from the
Behavioral Event Interview databases.
This benchmark addresses how outstanding or
excellent senior leaders (CEOs, Presidents, General
Counsels or heads of regions or business units)
handled external crises including:


Changes in local regulations that seriously
impacted the business model.



Collapse of local currency.



Aftermath of Hurricane Andrew for an insurance
company whose computers fail, customers are
distressed and other chaos ensures.



Aftermath of September 11.
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We examined stories of external crises, from our
benchmark database to see what senior leaders did
to get the best results as compared to less effective
results.
Better results include:


“The problem is fixed, and the team was now
well-prepared to handle other problems in the
future.”



No employees lost, problem was handled
satisfactorily.



Scientific tests showed no problem with the
product; the company got credit in the media
for being extra-careful.



We reacted to the currency issues so quickly
that we got a competitive advantage.



Problem is resolved and the team is better
prepared to deal with any future crisis.



People are interested in their work again and
working well (after September 11).
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“Effective balancing in our negotiations of
providing enough optimism to our counterparts
that we’re going to pull through this while also
providing the muscle of bankruptcy and threats
of bankruptcy to get them to move off of their
hard line positions” (and the company did
successfully pull through).

Every effective story included at least one of these
three competencies—over half included two or all
three.
These competencies share a theme of cooperation
or collaboration, of taking your counterpart’s
position seriously, working toward mutually positive
understanding.

“We resolved it, we won, we continue to grow
the business.”

Less effective results include:


No resolution (continued issues or legal battles).



Fines from the government.



Adverse publicity that is not later mitigated.



“Averted total disaster but lose some profits.”



Increases in cost and we still have not solved
the underlying issue.



A part of the business has to be sold.

Benchmark Findings for Generic
Competencies
Certain competencies were common across both
groups of stories:


Analytical Thinking



Information Seeking



Impact and Influence



Initiative



Conceptual Thinking



Organizational Awareness



Team Leadership was seen in exactly half the
events.

These competencies were seen in at least half
the stories and are exactly the competencies one
would logically expect to find in situations like this.
However, they are seen slightly more often in the
less effective instances than in the more successful.
Clearly, something else is needed. What enables
leaders to do well in these challenging situations is
not just business acumen, nor the usual business
leadership skills.
Three generic competencies are associated with
better outcomes in crises:


Customer Focus



Understanding Others (understanding others’
positions and the reasons for them, even under
stress and when disagreeing).



Teamwork and Cooperation (especially seeking
and valuing the input of others). Forming a
team, sometimes including people from outside
the company, to deal with crisis is helpful.
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Basis in Emotional Intelligence
The ability to do this, under stress, is likely to be
grounded in forms of Emotional Intelligence. These
might include a sense of objectivity and humility
about one’s own position and desires; emotional
balance or resilience; self-management—the ability
to remain clear-headed and serene under stressful
circumstances.
There are also clearly some cognitive competencies
that are baseline and possibly some (not captured
in our generic coding) that add value.
In the Emotional Intelligence area, we have a
theory that Self Awareness is foundational to
Understanding Others which, in turn, supports
Managing Others. Also, that Self Awareness is
foundational to Managing Self, which, in turn
supports Managing Others. The well-supported
connections are shown with strong arrows below,
the unsupported connections in dotted lines.
It may be possible to perform a “fake” or “hollow”
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version of the Managing Others competencies,
without actually understanding others or managing
oneself, in ordinary circumstances.

Key to the table of competencies below:

In this case, it appears that many leaders may
use Team Leadership or Impact and Influence,
but without the support of deeper emotional
competencies, these competencies are not
effective.
Emotional
Intelligence



Hypothesis competencies



Differentiating generic competencies



Baseline generic competencies

Self

Others

Understanding

Humility
Objectivity
Knowing Own Reactions

Understanding Others
Customer Focus
(extending outside one’s own team or
organization)
Not coded but hypothesized: External
Networking/Relationship Building prior to
the crisis

Managing

Self-Control (Executive Maturity/
Grace Under Pressure)

Teamwork and Cooperation
Team Leadership
Impact and Influence
Organizational Awareness

Self-Management
Resilience

Cognitive
Competencies
(not EI)

Intellectual objectivity—focus
on data and facts rather than
emotional hype

Information Seeking
Analytical Thinking
Conceptual Thinking
Initiative
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About Korn Ferry
Korn Ferry is a global organizational consulting firm. We
work with organizations to design their organizational
structures, roles, and responsibilities. We help them hire the
right people and advise them on how to reward, develop,
and motivate their workforce. And, we help professionals
navigate and advance their careers.

About the Korn Ferry Institute
The Korn Ferry Institute, our research and analytics arm,
was established to share intelligence and expert points
of view on talent and leadership. Through studies, books,
and a quarterly magazine, Briefings, we aim to increase
understanding of how strategic talent decisions contribute
to competitive advantage, growth, and success.
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