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ABSTRACT
The Art of Leadership in Times of Crisis
by Valissa A. Tisdale
Purpose: The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to identify and describe
strategies exemplary Navy command master chiefs (CMDCM) used to lead in crisis using
the Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership (sense making, decision making
and coordination, meaning making, accounting, and learning; Boin, ’t Hart, Stern, &
Sundelius, 2017) during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020. In addition, it was the
purpose to understand and describe the experiences of exemplary Navy CMDCM during
a time of crisis.
Methodology: This study utilized a qualitative multiple case study research design.
Qualitative data were collected through standardized, semistructured open-ended
interviews. These interviews were used to describe the crisis leadership strategies U.S.
Navy exemplary CMDCMs used to meet the challenge of leading during a crisis,
specifically the COVID-19 pandemic.
Findings: Exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCM interviewed for this study described the
importance of maximizing communication, gathering information, leading by example,
remaining flexible, and self-reflection of leadership strategies as being related to the five
critical tasks of crisis leadership: sense making, decision making and coordination,
meaning making, accounting, and learning.
Conclusion: Based on this study’s findings, six conclusions were revealed to strengthen

the understanding of the Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership used by
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exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCM to effectively lead during the COVID-19 health
pandemic of 2020.

Recommendations: This study was conducted through the lens of Navy CMDCM. 1t is
recommended that this study be replicated using CMDCM serving on board naval
warships, female CMDCM, CMDCM trained in crisis preparedness, and subordinates. It
is also recommended that this study be replicated to understand the training CMDCM
receive prior to being assigned to an installation and the training required to prepare of a

crisis.
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PREFACE

Following discussions and explorations regarding the opportunity to study crisis
leadership during the COVID-19 pandemic using Boin, ’t Hart, Stern, and Sundelius’s
(2017) Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership, two faculty researchers and
seven doctoral students discovered a common interest in studying the strategies
exemplary leaders used to lead in crisis using the five critical tasks of sense making,
decision making and coordination, meaning making, accounting, and learning. This
resulted in a thematic study conducted by a research team of seven doctoral students.
The thematic research team applied Boin et al.’s (2017) framework to exemplary leaders
in various fields and organizations.

The thematic research team and two faculty researchers determined a qualitative
multiple case design was most appropriate for the study of exemplary leaders and their
crisis leadership. Exemplary leaders were selected by each peer researcher from various
public, government, for-profit, and nonprofit organizations to study the strategies and
experiences of crisis leaders. Each researcher interviewed five participants for the
multiple case study. To ensure thematic consistency, the team cocreated the purpose
statement, the research questions, the definitions, the interview questions, and the study
procedures.

Throughout the study, the term peer researcher is used to refer to the other
researchers who conducted this thematic study. The thematic team members and the
exemplary leader population they studied were Raymond Andry, superintendents of
urban elementary K-8 districts; Broadus Brooks, U.S. Navy civil service leaders

(GS12+); Marvin Cooks, U.S. Army command sergeant majors; Lutfullah Faareedzia,

Xvi



city managers; Sandra Hernandez, urban unified district superintendents; Raymond
Maturino, U.S. Navy officers (command/dept. heads); Maya McMahan, U.S. Army
financial managers/senior noncommissioned officers, and Valissa Tisdale, U.S. Navy

command master chiefs.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION

The world has changed drastically since March of 2020. The coronavirus
pandemic has affected more than 200 countries globally. The COVID-19 pandemic has
dramatically changed the nature of social interactions for adults and children alike
(Branscombe, 2020). According to Accenture (2020), research studies on the impact of
the pandemic have shown that it has led to anxiety and fear by many people of all ages.
Moreover, people worldwide were apprehensive of adapting to a new normal because the
pandemic had changed everything they were used to doing (Accenture, 2020). People
had to adjust to a different lifestyle, a different way of doing the simplest tasks such as
purchasing supplies, and a different way of thinking. Fear was running rampant because
individuals were beginning to think about what this pandemic would mean for them and
those they love (Accenture, 2020). Although there is no universally supported style of
managing a crisis, studies have supported the literature that asserts effective leadership
performs an integral role in the success of an organization. For example, Devitt and
Borodzicz’s (2008) study of leadership and crises prompted them to conclude that
leadership is an essential part of crisis management response success.

According to Buchanan-Smith (2011), leadership is the most analyzed subject in
most situations, but now it is gaining more traction during crises. Hence, Dubrin (2010)
defined it as the competence to lead and motivate personnel or groups of personnel
during a crisis to accomplish a specific goal by providing inspiration and focus. Leaders
have the responsibility to organize their followers and act as drivers of change during a
crisis. Furthermore, they need to understand themselves and their surroundings to

provide a comprehensive crisis leadership approach (D. V. Day, 2014).



Devitt and Borodzicz (2008) described crisis leadership as the pivotal factor in the
effectiveness of crisis management. According to James and Wooten (2010a), it is a
mindset guided by a demeanor that demands success. According to Mitroff (2004),
devising a plan and preparation are essential parts of program management during a
crisis. Hence, this mindset is identified by accepting new understandings, being willing
to learn and take chances, and having a fundamental acceptance that people and their
organizations can come together in times of crisis (James & Wooten, 2010a).

Crisis leadership, as it happens, is more than just saying what is required when it
is necessary to the right people to reduce fear in the face of a crisis (Gigliotti &
Fortunato, 2017). It indicates a process set into motion by a leader to generate change in
the way people behave, their assumptions, and their ability to achieve desired outcomes
(H. Gardner & Laskin, 1995). There is nothing that can test a leader like a crisis because
during a crisis, leaders are relied upon to lessen confusion and present a trustworthy
narrative, a reason, and a solution for the current situation (Boin, 2005; Maitlis, 2005;
Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). However, there is an aspect of a leader’s individuality
that is on display during a crisis event, and an emergency can and will instantaneously
uncover hidden strengths and weaknesses.

For the U.S. military, strengths and weaknesses of leaders can also be uncovered
as a crisis can develop rapidly and create a set of circumstances of such economic or
military importance that the commander and chief of the armed forces or secretary of
defense may have to consider a commitment of forces to meet a mission. It may occur
with little to no warning and immediately require expedited decision making (Joint

Chiefs of Staff, 2011). Therefore, crisis leadership in the military is more concerned with



enduring issues that may come from leading during a crisis and the ways leaders can
prepare their organizations to better handle these situations over an extended period
(Mitroft, 2011).

When the COVID-19 pandemic hit, neither the United States nor its military was
ready for the velocity and devastation of this global pandemic. Although the U.S. Navy
has had its share of problems associated with the pandemic, sailors have cultivated a
dedicated readiness to keep ships at sea and mission ready (S. Mason, 2020). In addition,
naval leadership remains steadfast in finding innovative ways to respond to this crisis.
To accomplish this, many rely on the senior enlisted leaders at all Navy commands, the
Command Master Chief (CMDCM; S. Mason, 2020). Therefore, it has been suggested
that exemplary CMDCMs must develop fundamental leadership models, lead during
various crises, and respond quickly once a problem is detected. With this in mind,
CMDCMs provide the necessary leadership skills needed to lead during a crisis and are
often called upon to make crucial decisions.

Background

In a crisis, leaders should be perceptive and have the skills required to determine
appropriate courses (Walsh, 1995; Weick, 1988). However, because there are no time-
tested and proven theoretical frameworks associated with crisis leadership, some authors
offer various concepts and ideas about effective crisis leadership. Moreover, these
authors suggest several skillsets and models needed to illustrate effective crisis
leadership. To further explain, authors Demiroz and Kapucu (2012) found the traits
essential to crisis leadership were flexibility and adaptability in decision making,

cooperating, and communicating adequately with stakeholders and the public.



Flexibility allows leaders to manage and understand the turmoil that often comes
with crises (Moynihan, 2009). Therefore, leaders must have the ability to be adaptable
during crisis management and model the importance of flexibility because they
demonstrate that universal leadership tends to be flexible (Center for Creative Leadership
[CCL], n.d.). Also, leaders seek current and creative ways of problem solving and
observe disorder not as a threat but as a challenge to overcome in uncertain times (Bolton
& Stolcis, 2008). Thus, these leaders learn to adapt to the developing situations by
maintaining unity, establishing cooperative teams, and quickly addressing issues through
effective communication (James & Wooten, 2010b). In addition, the CMDCM needs to
be aware that oversight is essential to ensure organizations that respond to crises are not
compounding the problem, which leads to rivalries, distrust, and inadequate information
sharing within the organizations. Further, organizations that choose not to cooperate as a
team tend to remain independent, and their leaders fail to integrate as a team and blend
their resource efforts (Boin, 2005).

Theoretical Foundations of Crisis Leadership

Crises involve complexity, chaos, stress, and unforeseen circumstances that
change the way leaders do business (Boin, 2005; Fink, 1986; Mitroff, 2004). This
evolution includes all functions connected to setting goals, making decisions, and
keeping the relationships between all personnel in an organization (Nyenswah, Engineer,
& Peters, 2016). Leaders can and should be adaptive to respond quickly to immediate
change. However, the problem is that sometimes well-intended leaders could be just as
much part of the problem as they are part of the solution (J. Gardner, 1990). So a part of

understanding and exploring crisis management is in understanding the history of



leadership and the theories representing that history. These theories could include
attribution theory, distributed leadership theory, contingency theory, and stakeholder
theory.
Attribution Theory

According to Coombs (2010), attribution theory focuses on and prioritizes
communication and the significance of public interactions during crisis management. It
highlights how people understand the unpleasantness of a crisis and how they try to
figure out the cause of the crisis. When this theory applies to a crisis, stakeholders
diagnose the crisis’s internal and external responsibility (Coombs, 2010). If the
stakeholders blame the organization for a crisis, that organization is perceived in a more
negative light. Likewise, if they do not equate the responsibility to the organization, the
images will be more positive. The attribution theory is audience based and tries to
understand the elements that shape the crisis characteristics stakeholders make (Wise,
2004).
Distributed Leadership

Spillane and Diamond (2007) described distributed leadership as working
together and unified in a coordinated distribution fashion. The distinguishing trait of this
style of leadership is that it is based on the distribution of leadership between formal and
informal leaders. There is a shared responsibility that enables leaders to understand how
other leadership styles compare to each other. Spillane and Diamond suggested that
distributed leadership has two elements to consider: a leader plus aspect and a practice

aspect. The leader plus aspect asserts that instead of considering leaders as individuals



who have a specific job, it describes them as team players on a team in which all
members play a role in the leadership and management practice.
Contingency Theories

Contingency theories are behavior-based ideas created during the 1960s, and they
suggest that leaders cannot be influential at all times. These theories assert that to be
efficient as a leader, that leader must meet four contingencies. The most effective
approach is contingent on leader characteristics, follower characteristics, degree of task
structure, and characteristics of the situation at hand (Deckard, 2011). When the
contingency theory is applied in a crisis, it demonstrates similarities between the stances
and response strategies. It also offers different probabilities to consider, such as the type
of threat and the length of the danger (Coombs, 2010).
Stakeholder Theory

This theory examines relationships between an organization and the people of that
organization, internal and external. This theory’s main idea is based on strategic
management, which claims that organizations that understand, commit to, and manage
the relationships with their stakeholders are more likely to endure and flourish in the
future (Freeman & Gilbert, 1987). Thus, Freeman and Gilbert (1987) argued that
organizations should prosper if they learn to understand the distinct groups of
stakeholders and positively address their concerns during a crisis. However, Ulmer
(2001) reasoned that stakeholders could impart a great amount of influence in an
organization, so investing in those stakeholder relationships during precrisis is vital.

A crisis will fundamentally change an organization. It is a hardened threat to the

well-being and possibly the organization’s existence (Waryjas, 1999). Hence, crisis



management minimizes a severe crisis event’s destructive effects using limited resources
under extreme time constraints. Although damage control is the most obvious point of
managing a crisis, the leader’s heart drives the potential successes hidden among the
dangers through careful planning, proper decision making, and plain good luck (Waryjas,
1999).

During a crisis, a leader in a strategic sense is crucial because influencing others
to make decisions that lead to the organization’s long-term success and survival is vital to
any organization’s success (Levinthal & March, 1993; March 1991). A leader must
strategically exploit the organization’s current abilities and at the same time explore new
competencies (Levinthal & March, 1993; March, 1991). Although the importance of
strategic leadership is often acknowledged, the specific circumstances in which leaders
motivate those they lead are still in the beginning stages of awareness (Smith &
Tushman, 2005; Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996).

Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership

The crisis leadership approach is collaborative, drawing together insights from
many angles. The terms crisis and disaster seem to be the same. They simultaneously
relate to each other because both deal with events that bring about surprising,
unwelcome, overwhelming, and often uncontrollable situations (Hewitt, 1983). To help
clarify this, Boin, ‘t Hart, Stern, and Sundelius (2017) studied and created five core tasks
of crisis leadership: sense-making, decision making and coordination, meaning making,
accounting, and learning.

Boin, ‘t Hart, Stern, and Sundelius (2005) asserted that sense making involves

trying to understand the crisis as it unfolds. It also hinges on understanding and focusing



on the organization’s limits and figuring out the cognitive range of sense making. So
effective sense making requires a tried-and-true strategy to understand the information,
communicate it to the proper people, contemplate their observations, and develop a clear
picture so everyone understands, analyzes the possible ramifications, and produces what
is needed (Comfort & Okada, 2013).

Meaning making refers to managing a crisis and politically communicating the
situation while maintaining credibility (Boin et al., 2005). It is crucial to assist leaders in
providing hope and confidence during a crisis (Leonard & Howitt, 2007). Leaders must
understand that creating a convincing story will help interpret beliefs about the
importance of the events, problems, and crises. Moreover, members of society will trust
a leader’s interpretation of the situation and look to them to hear a solid plan on how they
will restore things to some sense of normalcy (Rosenthal, Boin, & Bos, 2001).

Decision making includes evaluating alternatives, making vital choices, building
effective teams, starting crisis coordination, and organizing crisis leadership (Boin et al.,
2005). Specifically, leaders identify challenges and attempt to resolve them because
crises bring ongoing issues that need addressing (Hammond & Raiffa, 1998). Research
has shown a common thread filtering through crisis leadership analysis that found leaders
need to expeditiously assess a crisis and make informed decisions (Canton, 2013).

Crisis accounting is the willingness to personally take ownership for
understanding and accepting the task, taking actions to achieve agreed upon results, and
answering the results obtained regardless of the outcome during an unexpected event that
has high levels of uncertainty and threat (Balderson & Sharpe, 2005; Boin, 2019;

Bréandstrom, 2016; McGrath & Whitty, 2015). It is essential to explain what worked and



what went wrong to allow leadership to gain public trust. According to Weick and
Sutcliff (2002), this creates a culture of awareness and a shared belief that leaders and
subordinates will together cope with whatever crisis they may face.

Learning refers to the response and changes from analyzing the crisis to
strengthening the organization and its systems (Boin et al., 2005). It is a prerequisite for
all leaders to improvise and experiment with different strategies because every crisis is
unique (Comfort, 1999). Learning is also essential during a crisis because a leader should
know what worked during the crisis and what worked at the end (Boin et al., 2005). For
this reason, Boin et al. (2005) maintained that productive learning takes time, requires a
certain degree of inquiry, and requires an understanding that the outcomes may be
unfavorable.

Overall, the public’s expectations of government leaders are to make crucial
decisions and provide clear guidance during times of crisis that create unique challenges
with real-world consequences. However, rather than focusing on an individual-centric
mindset of crisis leadership, Boin et al. (2005) referred to it as a set of tasks that
strategically covers all interests associated with the degrees of situational oversight. This
framework is notably interesting because it indicates that the reader can analyze and
separate significant components associated with a crisis, most recently the COVID-19
pandemic.

Crisis Leadership and Military Leaders

Leadership is a broad term with many characterizations and uses (Bishop, 2013).

In the military, leadership means encouraging others to succeed during a mission by

providing needed confidence, direction, and motivation (Wong, Bliese, & McGurk,



2003). Further, a crisis is considerably different from any normal situation. Ifthe
problem is not controlled immediately, it can be devastating to an organization from top
to bottom; this is especially true with any crisis. According to Hemus (2015), military
leadership during a crisis requires some understanding of the situation, the potential
impacts of the situation, and the situational awareness needed to take control in life-or-
death situations. It also involves judgment to take the initiative early with minimal
information, which may mean taking risks to conquer the situation (Hemus, 2015).
According to De Wit and Meyer (2010), military leaders should have established
protocols for crisis preparedness and help to maintain a state of readiness; however, there
is little set protocol for preparedness during an unexpected pandemic such as COVID-19.
Statement of the Research Problem

The Coronavirus pandemic has propelled leaders into dealing with challenging
issues in all areas including government, business, education, health care, and military.
The enormous scope of the virus and its randomness made it hard for leaders to handle
(Leonard & Howitt, 2007). Leonard and Howitt (2007) also suggested this pandemic has
the telltale signs of a “landscape-scale” crisis that moves with overwhelming speed and
culminates in a large scale of uncertainty and the feeling of losing control. Yukl (1994)
suggested leadership is still one of the most studied but least agreed upon experiences.
There is a wide range of research to probe the context of leadership when a leader directs
an organization in routine times. However, not much information exists on the study of
leadership in times of chaos and uncertain environments, as revealed by the Coronavirus
pandemic. Notably, the pandemic affected almost everything the Navy did in 2020, from

how the sailors deployed and how the Navy’s contractors built the ships and weapons
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systems to the way sailors and officers were educated and trained. Also, organizational
leaders faced various problems ranging from economic, political, and social issues, and
dealing with a crisis of this magnitude has proven difficult for some leaders (de Silva &
Jonah, 2012).

Crisis leadership research routinely highlights the need for leaders to make crucial
and immediate decisions with little to no detailed information (James & Wooten, 2010b).
A research gap has highlighted how leaders lead during these uncertain times, especially
when they often encounter life-or-death situations. Although there is no one generally
agreed upon definition of leadership, comprehensive studies support the theory that
leadership is vital to the success of a crisis event. For example, Devitt and Borodzicz’s
(2008) study of leadership and crises led them to believe leadership is a decisive
determinant in the validity of a crisis response.

At the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, there were approximately 658
CMDCMs in the Navy, including over 215 assigned to naval warships, with the
remaining 443 assigned to mission critical shore installations and other smaller support
commands. This unique group of enlisted leaders is the most senior enlisted person at
any Navy command afloat and ashore. They work closely with the executive officer but
report directly to the commanding officer on enlisted well-being and war-fighting
readiness. Moreover, they train and prepare enlisted personnel to prevail in the face of
adversity with strength and determination (Navy Cool, 2021). It has been suggested that
because the COVID-19 pandemic has put an unusual strain on all leadership throughout
the Navy in general, CMDCMs have been required to stand ready to lead during a crisis

and make crucial decisions.
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Overall, one might suspect that a far-reaching crisis, such as COVID-19, would
require a different leadership approach and a reexamination of previous beliefs.
However, despite the substantial amount of research on organizational leadership, very
little research exists on officer leadership and being an effective leader that analyzes the
Navy’s senior enlisted leadership skills and practices in response to a military attack,
national pandemic, or other crisis. Because there is a strain on leaders in the military,
especially naval leadership, and given the persistent leadership challenges experienced in
the Navy, it is crucial to learn more about how exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs lead
during times of crisis. According to Perez (2013), “These leaders are responsible for the
personal and professional development of sailors and are tasked with providing
mentorship and training to junior officers so that their hard work and dedication results in
mission success” (para. 4).

Purpose Statement

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to identify and describe
strategies exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs used to lead in crisis using the Five Critical
Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership (sense making, decision making and coordination,
meaning making, accounting, and learning; Boin et al., 2017) during the COVID-19
pandemic of 2020. In addition, it was the purpose of this study to understand and
describe the experiences of exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs during a time of crisis.

Research Questions
1. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use sense making crisis leadership

strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020?
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2. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use decision making and coordination
crisis leadership strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020?
3. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use meaning making crisis leadership
strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020?
4. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use accounting crisis leadership strategies
during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020?
5. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use learning crisis leadership strategies
during the COVID-19 pandemic of 20207
6. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs describe their experiences as leaders
during the time of crisis?
Significance of the Study
The COVID-19 pandemic has essentially changed nearly every condition of life
as it was known (Wetzel, 2020). Unfortunately, when the pandemic struck, the nation
was not prepared for its speed and devastation. Similarly, the U.S. Navy had its share of
problems dealing with it. Still, sailors continued to have a dedicated readiness to keep
ships at sea where they belong and support facilities ready to meet the mission. In
December 2019, the Chief of Naval Operations, Admiral Mike Gilday, issued an order
directing focus on war fighting, war fighters, and the future Navy. Since then, the U.S.
Navy has used these focus areas to engage this new invisible enemy and maintain fleet
readiness (S. Mason, 2020).
The U.S. military could not wait 12, 18, or more months for a scientist to develop
a COVID-19 vaccine and for its members to get immunized because the damage to

military readiness and the United States’ position in the world would be too significant
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(Cancian & Saxton, 2020). Further, the U.S. Navy had already paused recruit training,
slowed personnel transfers, and forced staff to work remotely. Because war fighting is
the first order, the U.S. Navy needs to stand ready to fight and win, and the response to
COVID-19 is no different. The Navy’s service must simply modify how it trains and
sustains readiness (S. Mason, 2020).

Because COVID-19 will most likely affect the military in the future, it has forced
leaders at the lower levels to be creative when planning and executing training (Kinney,
2020). The phrase “critical thinking” has become a trigger phrase because of the
introduction of this pandemic. It is undoubtedly one of the best-developed leadership
skills for anyone in the organization (Kinney, 2020). Moreover, to make sense of the
significance of senior enlisted military leaders during a crisis, the ability to think outside
the box and create unique solutions to problems is a vital characteristic of leaders,
especially those in the senior enlisted ranks (Kinney, 2020). However, because of the
lack of research on enlisted leadership, these skills are often overlooked in the enlisted
ranks but frequently celebrated within the officer ranks (Kinney, 2020).

Consequently, senior enlisted military leaders must show leadership flexibility
with a strong sense of communication and transparency throughout the organization.
Unlike officers, they are the connective tissue for units throughout the world (Military
Health System Communications, 2020). When ideas and feedback lurk within the
organization’s lower levels, that feedback will never reach the upper levels without that
senior enlisted leader connecting the two. Therefore, using the senior enlisted leader’s
experience and influence to be the executive leadership image is essential in a command

(Military Health System Communications, 2020).
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around, and offer proper guidance to those we lead. If we are not executing these

scenarios properly, it could be dangerous to all involved and put everyone’s safety

and health at risk.

Artifacts collected in the training evaluations theme included numerous training
scenarios, training score sheets, chain of command guidance issued because of training
assessments, and training critique sheets.

Overarching theme: leadership engagement with subordinates. The final
theme under the critical task of learning was leadership engagement with subordinates.
The responses garnered 71 interview frequencies and one artifact frequency for a total of
72 frequencies or 27% of the coded data for accounting. In addition, leadership
engagement with subordinates was 6% of the overall 1,292 frequencies coded by the
researcher. Contained in this overarching theme were three coded strategies: trust from
subordinates, trust of leadership, team collaboration. These results were compatible with
Boin et al. (2017) as the exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs interviewed had extensive
leadership engagement with their subordinates during the COVID-19 pandemic

(Table 16).

Table 16

Critical Task: Learning—Overarching Theme of Leadership Engagement With Subordinates

Coded Interviews  Artifacts  Interview Artifact Total Frequency

strategy coded coded frequency frequency frequency %
Trust from subordinates 3 0 14 0 14 19
Trust of leadership 5 0 23 0 23 32
Team collaboration 5 1 34 1 35 49
Totals 1 71 1 72 100

Note. The total frequency of the overarching theme of leadership engagements with subordinates = 72.
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Table 17

Crisis Leadership—Overarching Theme of Partnership and Communication

Coded Interviews  Artifacts  Interview Artifact Total Frequency
strategy coded coded frequency  frequency frequency %
Subordinate 5 1 23 1 24 38
communication
Leader communication 5 | 26 1 27 43
Stakeholder 5 | 11 1 12 19
communication
Totals 3 60 3 63 100

Note. The total frequency of the overarching theme of partnership and communication = 63.

CMDCM 1 believed that feedback from stakeholders was essential in building

plans for the current and future crises:

I believe if I put the word out and then allowed everyone to ask questions, I would

be able to collect valuable information to use in the future. Our plan, as senior

leadership, was to continuously communicate with everyone on the installation to

gather as much data about every subject as we could. By gathering as much data

as we could from unlimited sources, we can build several plans to combat several

different crises.
CMDCM 2 stated that communicating with stakeholders is just as important as
communicating with our sailors to complete our mission:

Our mission is to plan accordingly for future crises, so with the help of our

stakeholders, we can analyze any situation to combat it together hopefully. Daily

communication with everyone on the base and even our partners and stakeholders

off base has made everyone feel at ease. Everyone knew we were collecting the

latest information from all sources to help plan for the future of this pandemic and

the crises to come.
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CMDCM 3 made sure that his stakeholders knew they were very important to him:
I always ask my stakeholders to assess me on my handling of things dealing with
this pandemic to learn from them. Just like military people have different ways of
doing things, our stakeholders, which may not be in the military, may have
different and better ways of doing things. Because of this, I make sure to connect
with them daily and express to them the importance of their involvement in
fighting this pandemic.

CMDCM 4 discussed the importance of two-way communication to interact with his

stakeholders:
Stakeholders are a vital part of the decision making process. The military
stakeholders, as well as the civilian stakeholders, are all given the same
information to digest to assist in this process. This is done, so no one knows more
than anyone else, and the entire team is on the same page. As an installation, we
realized that the military and civilian avenues of communication are drastically
different, so I made it a point to change the narrative to accommodate both parties
equally. Both parties are vital to this process.

CMDCM 5 expressed the importance of stakeholder communication and subordinate

communication:
Sometimes we fail to understand just how close stakeholders and our sailors are to
the problems we encounter. Somehow, they seem to always have the most up-to-
date information and their pulse on the situation. I believe it is very important to
ensure we bring these distinct groups together to help us make informed

decisions. They will have a take on the narrative that leadership has failed to see.
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In the military, planning is a crucial part of any mission, and COVID is now a

mission that must be taken into consideration. So, inviting all essential groups to

the table to share in the decision making process is imperative to mission success.

I believe that having an overabundance of information can only advance the

planning efforts.

Artifacts collected for the partnership and communication theme included email
correspondence used for planning purposes, disseminated information from various
stakeholders on and off the base, and commanding officer guidance referencing the great
contributions of stakeholders.

Overarching theme: decision making. The second most frequent theme under
crisis leadership was decision making. The responses garnered 54 interview frequencies
and two artifact frequencies for a total of 56 frequencies or 32% of the coded data for
decision making. In addition, decision making was 4% of the overall 1,292 frequencies
coded by the researcher. Contained in this overarching theme were two coded strategies:
health and safety and mission impact. These results were compatible with Boin et al.
(2017) as the exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs interviewed considered decision making

and its effects vital during the COVID-19 pandemic (Table 18).

Table 18

Crisis Leadership—Overarching Theme of Decision making

Coded Interviews  Artifacts  Interview Artifact Total Frequency

strategy coded coded frequency frequency frequency %
Health and safety 5 1 41 1 42 75
Mission impact 3 1 13 1 14 25
Totals 2 54 2 56 100

Note. The total frequency of the overarching theme of decision making = 56.
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CMDCM 1 stated that safety, health, and security are essential to mission impact:
Communication is the key to making any decisions during a crisis. Making sure
everyone has what they need to succeed and make informed decisions at their
level is key. During a crisis, I focus on the safety and security of my people
because that impacts our mission. No people mean the mission either fails or
cannot be completed. I will do everything in my power to avoid that.

CMDCM 2 stated that the last thing leadership should ever do is fail to give people what

they need to succeed or set anyone up for failure:
Communication will help everyone understand the role of their leadership so they
will know the command will never put them in any unnecessary danger. I always
try to show those I lead that I care about their safety and health. I will also
encourage them to focus on the mission and make the right decisions during this
pandemic. It is simple to me.

CMDCM 3 stated that communication is essential when making decisions that focus on

the safety, security, health, and mission impact of the people they lead:
This pandemic is scary, and it is something that has caught everyone by surprise
and eased its way into becoming a crisis. My decisions about safety and health
are key to our decision making process. I want to make sure all the decisions
made are aligned with keeping everyone safe during this pandemic. I always
preach safety, safety, safety!

CMDCM 4 emphasized how scary this crisis is and how they all affect the mission:
It is very scary how many Americans don’t believe in the science of this

pandemic. This type of thinking just makes it that much more dangerous for the
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rest of us that are trying to do the right things. It is scary to think that my family

is being put in harm’s way because people won’t get vaccinated, so we can start

putting an end to this thing. However, it is scarier to think that we may not be
able to complete our mission because of this way of thinking. I really don’t
understand it.

CMDCM 5 stated that safety and health are also a mission that needs our focus:

I am terrified of our military being crippled by this pandemic. This thing has

already sideline one of our aircraft carriers and left a gaping hole in our defenses.

As a nation, we need to do everything possible to combat this, including getting

vaccinated, to feel secure again. Our military is vital to global protection, and we

should be doing everything in our power to ensure we are safe. I just don’t see
this happening at a national level. It’s a real shame.

Artifacts collected for the decision making theme include health and safety
reports from various medical experts, transmission rates for all installations, and critical
mission vulnerabilities for each installation. These mission vulnerabilities are classified;
however, if individuals have the appropriate clearance level and the need to know, they
can acquire them.

Overarching theme: stakeholder feedback. The final theme under the crisis
leadership was stakeholder feedback. The responses garnered 52 interview frequencies
and two artifact frequencies for a total of 54 frequencies or 31% of the coded data for
stakeholder feedback. In addition, stakeholder feedback was 4% of the overall 1,292
frequencies coded by the researcher. Contained in this overarching theme were two

coded strategies: establishing trust and care for members and team engagements. These
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results were compatible with Boin et al. (2017) as the exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs
interviewed stated stakeholder feedback as essential during the COVID-19 pandemic

(Table 19).

Table 19

Crisis Leadership—Overarching Theme of Stakeholder Feedback

Coded Interviews  Artifacts  Interview Artifact Total Frequency
strategy coded coded frequency  frequency frequency %
Establishing trust and 5 1 38 1 39 72
care for members
Team engagements 3 1 14 1 15 28
Totals 2 52 2 54 100

Note. The total frequency of the overarching theme of stakeholder feedback = 54.

CMDCM 1 discussed two-way communication with stakeholders was the key to
success during this crisis:
I use excerpts directly from the information received and read it verbatim to our
stakeholders. My chain of command wanted to make sure the message was not
misunderstood, and all the commands on the installation had the same
information. This allowed for a back-and-forth conversation between the
leadership and the subordinate or stakeholders. By passing the info along as we
receive it, shows others that we can be trusted and that we are on the same team.
According to Fullan and Quinn (2015), the importance of listening to employees
and including them in decision making so they can build their capacity is vital during a
crisis. CMDCM 2 insisted that two-way communication makes stakeholders feel like

they were a part of the solution instead of just another face in the crowd:
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When there is an emergency or crisis, we try to be in emergency or crisis mode
and give the issue the attention it deserves. I make an effort to communicate to
those on our team to ensure everyone has access to the most up-to-date
information to make informed decisions so they can plan sooner rather than later.
Our stakeholders are on the top of the list for communication purposes, so
decisions are made with everyone in mind. I really try to focus on showing them
how important they are.
CMDCM 3 emphasized how understanding is crucial in team engagements and
establishing trust during any crisis:
If someone doesn’t understand what is going on, they can reach out to me first to
get the answers they need to make sure their actions are exactly what the base
commander wants. It also helps that our senior regional leaders give us the
leeway to make the decisions that affect all team members at a local level. This
goes a long way in establishing trust with our stakeholders and military members.
CMDCM 4 described his experiences with COVID fatigue and how that affected his
team during this crisis:
During this COVID-19 crisis, most senior leadership is dealing with tough
situations that affect their personnel and their mission. As a senior leader, I have
to understand how to continue doing my job and supporting those I lead. It is
tough because COVID is tough. I wanted just to call an all stop to everything, but
I couldn’t because our mission did not stop. We are doing the best we can, so we

will just have to hope for the best.
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CMDCM 5 described some circumstances his team had to deal with during this crisis:
This pandemic was tough all around for my team. Everyone spent many tiresome
nights trying to figure out ways to make people more comfortable doing their jobs
even though there was a deadly pandemic. We dealt with hospitalizations, deaths
from COVID, deaths from accidents, and deaths from suicides. Sometimes my
people stated they just didn’t know what to do anymore. This pandemic has worn
them out, and they all seem to be running on automatic with every situation they
encounter. It is very tough to maintain any stability these days, especially with
the constant lack of sleep. It is just a hard crisis to deal with because we can see
no light at the end of the tunnel. Sometimes I just pray for it to end so we can all
get back to some sense of normalcy. I think we are all at our wit’s end.

The artifacts collected for the theme of stakeholder feedback included virtual
meeting agendas for team engagements and email correspondence answering some of the
commanding officer inquiry questions.

The overall frequency and major coded themes that surfaced from the interviews
and coded artifacts for crisis leadership were communication (37%), decision making
(32%), and stakeholder feedback (31%).

Summary

This chapter provided a review of the study’s purpose, research methodology,
data collection process, population, sample, and an analysis of the data collected. A
detailed summary of the data collected, the findings from the interviews conducted with
the five exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs, and the artifacts collected were introduced in

this chapter. The data analysis was driven by the six research questions that identified
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and described the strategies exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs used to lead in crisis using
the Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership (sense making, decision making
and coordination, meaning making, accounting, and learning; Boin et al., 2017) during
the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020. The researcher included the themes from the
qualitative interviews and listed them in order of the most significant number of
references. Three to four themes were found in each interview question for a total of 18

themes (Table 20).

Table 20

Overarching Themes Through the Lens of the Five Critical Tasks for Strategic Crisis Leadership

Frequency
Overarching Critical of % of
theme task responses  responses
Self-reflection Learning 112 9
Taking responsibility Accounting 101 8
Planning team meetings Decision making and coordination 93 7
Communication approach Sense making 87 7
Training evaluations Learning 82 6
Mission impact Meaning making 80 6
Flexibility Accounting 73 6
Leadership engagements with Learning 72 6
subordinates
Leads by example Meaning making 71 5
Communication and feedback  Accounting 68 5
Open and honest Meaning making 67 5
communication

Partnership and communication Crisis leadership 63 5
Communication methods Decision making and coordination 59 5
Collaboration and planning Sense making 59 5
Decision making Crisis leadership 56 4
Stakeholder feedback Crisis leadership 54 4
Mission impact Decision making and coordination 50 4
Information gathering Sense making 45 3
Totals 1,292 100

The six themes with the highest coded frequencies were considered to be the most

significant overarching themes. However, considering the number of themes produced
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by the interviews, the researcher grouped and synthesized all findings. As a result, 10

findings emerged that aligned to the five critical tasks of crisis leadership that exemplary

U.S. Navy CMDCMs used to lead during a time of crisis.

Sense Making

1. Communication and its various forms are crucial to success in a crisis.

Decision Making and Coordination

2. Planning COVID and crisis team meetings are vital when gathering information
during a crisis. Each team offers a different avenue of information.

Meaning Making

3. Mission impact is always vital for the military, especially during a crisis.

4. Leading by example is a leader’s way of setting the tone for how an organization
should operate, how leaders should act, and what subordinates should emulate.

Accounting

5. Taking responsibility is a leader’s duty.

6. Flexibility is a must as a leader.

7. Communication and feedback are essential during a crisis to build trust.

Learning

8. Self-reflection is crucial for leaders to learn about themselves and those they lead.

9. Leadership assessments are vital to understanding a leader’s strengths and
weaknesses during a crisis. The lack of understanding could be the difference
between success and failure.

10. Leadership engagements with subordinates help leaders provide proper care for

subordinates and help subordinates develop trust in leadership.
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Chapter V expands on the significant findings in Chapter IV. In addition, Chapter
V includes the conclusions, implications, unexpected findings, and the researcher’s

recommendation for further study, closing thoughts, and reflections.
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CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Overview

This qualitative multiple case study was a thematic study conducted by a research
team of eight doctoral students. The thematic research team implemented Boin et al.’s
(2017) Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership framework to identify and
describe strategies exemplary leaders used to lead in times of crisis. The thematic study
included the use of semistructured open-ended interviews and artifact collection.
Furthermore, the qualitative interviews focused on the Five Critical Tasks of Strategic
Crisis Leadership. This study focused on exemplary U.S. Navy Command Master Chiefs
(CMDCMs) who led during the COVID-19 health pandemic.

Chapter IV elaborated on the data collection process, a description of the study
participants, and a summary of the findings. Chapter V reiterates the purpose of the
study, research questions, methodology, and data collection process and presents a
description of the major findings, unexpected findings, conclusions, implications for
action, and recommendations for further research. It concludes with closing thoughts and
reflections from the researcher.

Purpose Statement

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to identify and describe
strategies exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs used to lead in a crisis using the Five Critical
Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership (sense making, decision making and coordination,
meaning making, accounting, and learning; Boin et al., 2017) during the COVID-19
pandemic of 2020. In addition, it was the purpose of this study to understand and

describe the experiences of exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs during a time of crisis.
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Research Questions
1. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use sense making crisis leadership
strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020?
2. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use decision making and coordination
crisis leadership strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020?
3. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use meaning making crisis leadership
strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020?
4. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use accounting crisis leadership strategies
during the COVID-19 pandemic of 20207
5. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs use learning crisis leadership strategies
during the COVID-19 pandemic of 20207
6. How did exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs describe their experiences as leaders
during the time of crisis?
Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures
The research method used in this study was a multiple case qualitative
methodology that was chosen to capture the qualitative data to include factual narrative
and experiences. The strategies used were the Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis
Leadership (sense making, decision making and coordination, meaning making,
accounting, and learning; Boin et al., 2017). The eight peer researcher team developed
questions aligned to each variable attribute in the Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis
Leadership (Appendix F), which also aligned to each of the research questions. The

interview questions were analyzed by the thematic team chairs who acted as research
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experts to determine whether the questions were appropriately objective and would result
in the desired depth of responses.
Population

For this study, the researcher identified a population of 658 U.S. Navy CMDCMs
leading during the COVID-19 pandemic. This group met a specific criterion, which
allowed the researcher to generalize findings from the study (McMillan & Schumacher,
2010). However, because the size of this population was unmanageable, the researcher
narrowed the population size to 69 CMDCMs in the U.S. Navy who had led shore
installations during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020.

Sample

McMillian and Schumacher (2010) stated that a sample in a study is a group of
people chosen from a larger population whom a researcher wants to study. Of the 69
U.S. Navy CMDCMs in the target population assigned to shore installations, 28 of the
CMDCMs were assigned to the mission-critical shore installations essential to this study.
The qualitative sample of five CMDCMs was selected from the 28 installations. The
sample population was the five exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs assigned to the five
larger mission-critical installations randomly selected from a list provided by the
installation commanding officers.

Major Findings

Major findings were synthesized across all research questions based on the

interview results. This section is organized and summarized based on the major findings,

and subsequent connection to the Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership
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(sense making, decision making and coordination, meaning making, accounting, and
learning; Boin et al., 2017).
Major Finding 1: CMDCMs Maximize All Forms of Communication to Ensure
Success During a Crisis

All five CMDCMs offered examples of how they interacted with their
subordinates and stakeholders to understand better what they had to contribute and what
they needed from the installation during this crisis. According to Senge et al. (2005), the
benefit of intentional communication comes through active listening or the concept of
being present with those you are communicating with. For example, some CMDCMs
said they took this opportunity to get out and speak to those around the installation so
they could learn about them, their families, and what they may or may not need during
this crisis. Further, other CMDCMs stated that they listened to what their people were
saying and chose to develop schedules to benefit those who needed more time off;
however, on the other hand, they sometimes asked more from those who could do more.
It was all a matter of finding out each person’s limits. The assertion of getting to know
those one leads was stated often by each CMDCM.
Major Finding 2: CMDCMs Found Team Meetings Vital in Gathering Information
During a Crisis

The operational side of leadership comes into play when discussing an
organization’s expectations during a crisis. Moreover, the structure of specific crisis-
related meetings is vital, and the CMDCMs addressed the importance of having a
member of each planning team at the table. Holvino, Ferdman, and Merrill-Sands (2004)

expressed the idea that different dimensions of styles, abilities, and perspectives can
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frame an organization’s mission and strategies. This was important because each team
had a specific duty to perform during this crisis, and they were the ones who could
decipher their practices and procedures. Understanding the strategic exchange of
communication and information at these meetings helped highlight each team’s
perspective and contribution to the fight. This finding was prominent in the interviews of
all the participants.
Major Finding 3: CMDCMs Demonstrate Leading by Example to Set the Tone for
How an Organization Should Operate, How Leaders Should Act, and What
Subordinates Should Emulate

CMDCMs are the most senior enlisted person at all U.S. Navy commands afloat
and ashore. They work closely with the executive officer but report directly to the
commanding officer on enlisted personnel’s well-being and war-fighting efforts.
Additionally, they assist in developing and enforcing policies concerning morale,
welfare, job satisfaction, discipline, and training of Navy enlisted personnel (Navy Cool,
2021). Because leaders create cultures where everyone should benefit, they must lead by
example. All CMDCMs in this study stated that it is relatively easy to lead by example if
one is always doing what is right. The “do as I say, not as I do” motto is a thing of the
past. Subordinates will emulate a leader, either positively or negatively, so it is up to the
leader to demonstrate what is expected and what is expected for daily practice.
Major Finding 4: CMDCMs Take Responsibility and Remain Flexible to Build
Trust

Each branch of the military has its own set of core values. For example, the U.S.

Navy’s core values of honor, courage, and commitment often guide leaders in their
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everyday actions. However, taking responsibility and being flexible should be added as
separate core values because leaders take ownership of their actions and learn from those
they lead. Moreover, leaders should always be comfortable enough to ask for help and
exhibit the flexibility to make the necessary course corrections to ensure success. The
CMDCMs felt that being flexible shows an intimate side of vulnerability and
demonstrates personal responsibility therefore building trust between them and their
subordinates.
Major Finding S: CMDCMs Utilize the Leadership Strategy of Self-Reflection in
Times of Crisis

The CMDCMs discussed how self-reflecting on the things they needed to
improve and soliciting information from others helped them visualize their actions. In
addition, these leaders stated that self-reflection is always necessary to learn more about
themselves as a leader, and humility leads to direct communication with those they lead.
The CMDCMs seemed to relate to Fullan and Quinn’s (2015) thoughts of authenticity,
humility, and engagement as other factors of being a leader. Hence, they developed a
greater connection to those they led and built trust during the time of crisis.
Major Finding 6: CMDCMs Develop Mutual Trust When They Engage With and
Care About Their Subordinates

When leaders engage with their people, they must take the time to understand
them and their differences. Leaders should strategically focus their interactions with
subordinates, be curious about their subordinates’ experiences, and try to relate to what
they find important. The CMDCMs in this study recognized their deep-seated desire to

care for and develop trust with those they lead, their leaders, and the Navy personnel. To
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do this, they need to be a confidant, a friend, a therapist, and a complete emotional
support system. This is understandable because engaging with others to create a sense of
purpose will often help develop mutual respect and trust. Moreover, Harvey and Drolet
(2006) suggested that trust is established through mutualism, which is stronger by
knowing one another and sharing a purpose.
Unexpected Findings

The following two unexpected findings surfaced during this qualitative multiple
case study.
Unexpected Finding 1: Stakeholders Are an Essential Asset to Crisis Success in the
Military

The CMDCMs in this study referred to involving all stakeholders in the decision
making process of a crisis. Stakeholders bring a different perspective to the planning and
learning process. This collaboration helps to overcome gaps and improve relations with
stakeholders both on and off the installation. These different groups help make informed
decisions, create different strategies to help combat a crisis, and help give a sense of
direction. Most CMDCMs stated they had learned a valuable lesson during this
pandemic. They knew not to have a narrow view of who can and who cannot help during
a crisis. Stakeholders should always have buy-in when creating plans, making decisions,
and putting plans into action.
Unexpected Finding 2: The COVID-19 Pandemic is Frightening and Intimidating to
Those in Leadership Positions

This pandemic is scary. It is something that has caught everyone by surprise and

eased its way into becoming a crisis. Not only has COVID threatened the health of the
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Navy’s personnel, but it has also threatened the health of the entire military. Many of the
CMDCMs in this study were terrified of the military being crippled by this pandemic.
This virus had already sidelined one of the Navy’s aircraft carriers and caused a gaping
hole in the nation’s defenses. Many CMDCMs were waiting to see what would happen
next and how it would affect the overall mission. The military had already made drastic
changes to its strategic plans and now had to contend with the fast-moving infection rate
of the virus. This pandemic had leaders on edge and made them nervous to think that the
military might not complete the Navy’s mission of strategic maritime self-defense as
planned. In addition to being frightened for their military personnel, these CMDCMs
were worried about taking care of their families and keeping them safe during these very
trying times. Military matters and personal matters should never mix; however, during
these unprecedented times, it could not be avoided.
Conclusions

This study focused on the strategies exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs used to lead
in a crisis using the Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership (sense making,
decision making and coordination, meaning making, accounting, and learning; Boin et
al., 2017) during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020. The qualitative analysis of the data
highlighted major findings, which were synthesized and aligned to Boin et al.’s (2017)
Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership. The following conclusions are made

based on the major findings.
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Conclusion 1: CMDCMs Who Communicate Across All Avenues and Listen to
Learn Will Lead Effectively During a Crisis

Based on the findings of this study, exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs must
communicate to those they lead and the leaders who add clarity to the mission.
Communication was prevalent in all Five Critical Tasks of Strategic Crisis Leadership.
First, in the task of sense making, communication was 45% of the coded data. The
CMDCMs stated that pointed communication and focusing on the contributions of others
were the keys to ensuring everyone understood and knew what was going on with the
pandemic. Second, communication in decision making and coordinating was 29% of the
coded data. These leaders emphasized communication as being the key to helping reduce
stress, fear, and anxiety among the personnel on their installation. This communication
also includes listening to learn, which is the ability to understand accurately and respond
effectively to both spoken and unspoken or partly expressed thoughts, feelings, and
concerns of others (My HR, n.d.). Third, in meaning making, communication was 31%
of the coded data. The CMDCMs stressed the significance of maintaining open and
honest communication with those they lead. Fourth, communication in accounting was
28% of the coded data. Communication and feedback were singled out as vital to
building trust during a crisis. In addition, it was stressed that training others to
understand communication and constant feedback was integral to being a great leader
during a crisis. Last, communication in crisis leadership practices was 37% of the coded
data. Leading during a crisis showed that communicating with stakeholders is as

important as communicating with sailors to complete the mission. It is even more

158



important to receive feedback from stakeholders in building plans for current and future
crises.
Conclusion 2: CMDCMs Who Utilize Team Meetings to Gather Information From
All Available Sources Will Make Better Informed Decisions

Based on the findings of this study, exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs find team
meetings to be essential while gathering information during a crisis. Team meetings are
sites for many other organizational phenomena, including sense making, leadership
influence, relationship building, and the shaping of senior and subordinate attitudes
(Lehmann-Willenbrock, Rogelberg, Allen, & Kello, 2017). Planning team meetings
during a crisis was 46% of the coded data in the critical task of decision making and
coordination. The leaders explained the significance of planning team meetings and the
importance of having a representative from all teams in strategic meetings. One
CMDCM stated that these meetings provide a sense of direction for those in leadership
positions to help guide the installation and lessen fear and anxiety. In addition to
planning team meetings, information gathering from all sources was 24% of the critical
task of sense making. These leaders mentioned the importance of information gathering
as a matter of forward thinking and self-preservation during a crisis as pertinent for
disseminating the facts as they knew them. This ensured a clear path to all the latest
information to formulate plans and make critical decisions.
Conclusion 3: CMDCMs Who Lead by Example Will Earn the Trust of Others
While Simultaneously Creating a More Professional Organization

Based on the findings of this study, exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs find leading

by example as a way of building and earning the trust of others to be vital during a crisis.
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Leading by example is particularly important in setting the tone for those who are new to
an organization or those who have lost confidence in their leaders or the organization
(Ohio University, 2020). Furthermore, those who lead by example develop
professionalism within the organization by building respect for leadership from
subordinates and for subordinates from leadership. Additionally, leading by example
shows subordinates that leaders are not above anyone, and everyone is on the same team.
Leading by example was 32% of the coded data for the critical task of meaning making.
Conclusion 4: CMDCMs Who Take Ownership of the Process and Remain Flexible
Will Lead to Mission Accomplishment

Based on the findings of this study, exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs find being
flexible will ensure leaders take ownership of their actions and have the willingness to
make changes when needed. Flexibility was 30% of the coded data for the critical task of
accounting. Additionally, CMDCMs believed leaders should make personal
responsibility one of the Navy’s core values. CMDCMs stated that showing some
vulnerability is taking personal responsibility and showing others how to take personal
responsibility. Asking others how things are going, involving them in the decision
making process, and giving them buy-in empowers them to think about the mission and
desire to become a part of the team. Moreover, by taking ownership in a process and
demonstrating flexibility by being willing to listen, change, and utilize all resources, a
leader can learn to be well rounded while fighting a crisis. Hence, by owning a process

and taking action, leaders can better assist others during a crisis (Coleman, 2012).
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Conclusion 5: CMDCMs Who Practice Self-Reflection, Learning, and Recalibration
Will Effectively Lead in Crisis

Based on the findings of this study, exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs find it is
always crucial for leaders to reflect on their actions to ensure they are setting the right
example. Bass (1995) reinforced the significance of setting the standard or being the
example for effective leadership. Self-reflection can assist a leader in being or becoming
an effective leader. Therefore, leaders should always be flexible in their thought
processes to solicit feedback, listen to understand instead of listening to respond, and
have the foresight to change when needed. Crisis leadership is a must for mission
accomplishment, and the self-reflection of leaders prepares them for success. Self-
reflection was 42% of the coded data for the critical task of learning.
Conclusion 6: CMDCMs Who Are Not Engaged With Those They Lead Endanger
Trust and Limit Leadership Effectiveness in Crisis

Based on the findings of this study, exemplary U.S. Navy CMDCMs find that
those who lead with authenticity and vulnerability and understand the crucial leader—
subordinate relationship will create trust in the organization, especially during times of
crisis. One CMDCM called this Leadership 101. Moreover, these leaders feel this type
of engagement helps people feel like they are a part of the solution instead of just another
face in the crowd. Fullan and Quinn (2015) asserted the importance of engaging,
listening, and including employees as part of the team can be vital to understanding them
and earning their trust. Leadership engagement was 27% of the coded data for the critical

task of learning.
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Implications for Action

Data collected in this study were intended to inform U.S. Navy CMDCMs how to
use existing plans and procedures to create a culture of professional learning and
networking to support leadership during times of crisis. The military has long-standing
learning programs that can be changed or modified to prepare leaders during a crisis. For
example, professional training on crisis management can teach the Five Critical Tasks of
Strategic Crisis Leadership. Additionally, the training can include the importance of
communication, trust, flexibility, taking responsibility, and leading by example.
Implication 1: Establish a Virtual Platform for Leaders to Submit Plans Containing
All Relevant Information and Practices Dealing With the COVID-19 Pandemic

Leadership in the military requires each unit and its stakeholders to create crisis
management plans and submit them to the installation’s senior leadership. The
CMDCMs will supervise the implementation of the virtual platform for submission of
these crisis action/management plans. These plans should be used to assess the
effectiveness of installation practices and systems needed during a crisis. The CMDCMs
will receive monthly updates on the plan submissions and conduct audits for accuracy.
These updates can be used to determine whether there are any gaps or barriers in the
practices that need adjusting during or prior to a crisis.
Implication 2: Maximize Technology to Utilize Team Experiences for the Purposes
of Mission Impact During a Crisis

Goals in the beginning stage of the crisis should be focused on stabilizing the
chaos of the problem, ensuring safety, gathering information, and mobilizing for action.

Teams should be immediately organized and invested in preplanning for any expected
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and unexpected situations that may arise. Technology can be used to assess the situation
quickly and accurately as well as to establish a communication network. A virtual
platform, such as Microsoft TEAMS, Zoom, Adobe Connect, or Google Meet, which is
linked to mission impact and planning, will allow leaders and subordinates to meet
virtually to share operational and personal experiences. This type of program can be
initiated at any time or on a scheduled basis and maintained by the installation’s
emergency management team and monitored periodically by the CMDCM to ensure
everyone is included in the process.
Implication 3: Develop Critical Leader—Subordinate Relationships Through
Inclusiveness

The leader—subordinate relationship is crucial during a crisis. Those in leadership
positions know that demonstrating compassion means focusing on people and gaining
trust could be the difference between a subordinate exhibiting an exemplary work ethic or
a subordinate triggering behavior that must be curtailed. When leaders reach out to
subordinates to establish a relationship of inclusiveness, they embark on a journey of
learning about those they lead. CMDCMs and training teams will create a self-
assessment instrument as well as a virtual reflection tool for leaders and subordinates to
evaluate the overall functionality of the leader—subordinate relationship. This tool should
focus on the strengths of an inclusive leader and be reflective of subordinate personal
growth. This tool should also be analyzed annually and serve as a diagnostic tool for
commanding officers to develop inclusiveness and possibly improve the culture and
climate in the organization. Following this, a blueprint for organizational growth should

be cultivated and shared as a training tool.
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Implication 4: Communicate Through a Virtual “Buddy-Care” System Intended to
Focus on Receiving Immediate Feedback Concerning Installation Readiness During
a Crisis

Communication efforts that are not practical do not allow leaders to lead or
manage during a crisis effectively. Leading during a crisis requires leaders to understand
and relate to those they lead. Because of this, the leadership will create a virtual
communication assessment system that will allow subordinates to leave comments or
suggestions for leaders with the intent to help create a framework of knowledge and tools
to evaluate installation strengths and weaknesses. This digital drop box tool will
reinforce a leader’s commitment to subordinate resilience and help manage an
environment conducive to dealing with operational issues. CMDCMs will be responsible
for reviewing all comments and suggestions for forwarding to the commanding officers
to initiate change. This strategy should enhance the leader—subordinate relationship.
Implication S: Integrate a Mindset of “Train How You Fight and Fight How You
Train” Into the Everyday Lives of Leaders and Subordinates

CMDCMs who have not received crisis training and gained that needed crisis
mentality or consciousness will not be successful during a crisis. Many leaders have very
little training in emergencies other than preparing for an international conflict. They have
even less training in crisis leadership dealing with a pandemic such as COVID-19.
CMDCMs will develop a training program that will empower sailors to maintain a
culture of excellence to consistently engage in the behavior that helps them perform at the
required optimum levels. This program will be a comprehensive standardized program to

build knowledge and resilience to support a culture of toughness and confidence during a
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