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Session Goals

Introduce a 
framework for 

post-crisis leadership 
in higher education.

1
Explore strategies for 

demonstrating 
effective leadership in 

the aftermath of 
disruption.

2
Discuss how academic 

and administrative 
leaders can integrate 
these principles and 
practices into one’s  

experiences.

3





Backdrop

• Crisis remains a ubiquitous condition for institutions of higher education

• Social construction of crisis: Perception of crisis; existence of crisis 

• Numerous constituencies, many of whom have different, and at-times, 
competing views regarding mission, goals, and measures of success

• Crisis leadership—which takes account of leading before, during, and 
following these periods of disruption—is an imperative for leaders at all 
levels 



Perspectives on Crisis

• A specific, unexpected, and nonroutine, event or series of events that create 
high levels of uncertainty and simultaneously present an organization with 
both opportunities for and threats to its high-priority goals  (Ulmer, Sellnow, 
& Seeger, 2018).

• A turning point, not necessarily laden with irreparable negativity but rather 
characterized by a certain degree of risk and uncertainty (Fink, 1986).

• A high impact event that often strips an organization to its core values 
(Seeger & Ulmer, 2011).





Crisis as Disruption

• In the depths of crisis, individuals and the organizations to which they 
belong experience some degree of disruption:
• disruption from what we have come to expect and accept as normal
• disruption of a shared set of principles or values
• disruption of our safety, wellbeing, and sense of connection to others

• “These events shatter the fundamental sense of normalcy, stability, and 
predictability we all count on in living our daily lives. They are disruptive, 
confusing, shocking, and intense events, and making sense of them and 
reestablishing some new normal requires communication” (Sellnow & 
Seeger, 2020, p. 17). 



Working Definition of Crisis

Crises are events or situations of significant magnitude that threaten reputations, 
impact the lives of those involved in the institution, disrupt the ways in which the 
organization functions, have a cascading influence on leadership responsibilities and 
obligations across units/divisions, and require an immediate response from leaders 
(Gigliotti, 2019)



Crisis Types in Higher Education
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Three Stages of a Crisis

PRE-CRISIS CRISIS POST-CRISIS



Desired Crisis Leadership Competencies
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Supporting Literature

• Growing emphasis on disaster collectivism (Solnit, 2010) and resilience studies in 
disaster research (Fritz, 1996; Quarentelli, 1998; Perry & Quarantelli, 2005), 
communication studies (Buzzanell, 2010; Doerfel, Chewning, & Lai, 2013), and 
psychology (Bonanno, 2004; Bonanno et al, 2010; Fletcher & Sarkar, 2013; 
Richardson, 2002). 

• Values-based crisis leadership (Gigliotti, 2019, 2022; Stern, 2009)
• What core values are at stake in this situation? 
• What are the key uncertainties associated with the situation and how can we 

reduce them? 
• How much time do we have or can we ‘buy’ ourselves? (Stern, 2009, p. 191) 



Guiding Questions

1. How can leaders distinguish the crisis from the post-crisis, and what 
does this evolution mean for the practice of leadership? 

2. In what ways can leaders contribute to the conditions associated with 
organizational learning, healing, and renewal in the aftermath of crisis? 

3. How does the pursuit of strategy and reinvention help the organization 
to move forward with purpose and clarity, and what risks come into 
play if these efforts are perceived by others to be hurried? 

4. How might those engaged in leadership and followership collectively 
encounter and co-create meaning and growth in the collective 
transition from crisis to post-crisis? 



Central Idea

It is in the darkness and chaos of crisis where values-based 
leadership becomes most critical, most visible, and most desired 

(Gigliotti, 2019). 

And by extending values-based leadership as a guide during this 
transition from crisis to post-crisis, learning, healing, growth, and 

transformation become possible.



Key Principles

 The fatigue, frustration, and even trauma present in times of crisis have 
the potential to stall the healing and recovery that could result post-crisis. 

 An investment in post-crisis leadership development—along with an 
investment in organizational recovery and learning during this period—
serves both short-term and long-term interests, all the while helping to 
build capacity in responding to the inevitable crises that might lie ahead. 

 Internal and external stakeholders impacted by crises crave hope, 
compassion, and trust—and engaging these audiences in co-creating a 
path forward can cultivate resilience and renewal, focusing on both a 
return to what was and a pivot to what might have never been.  



Post‐Crisis	Leadership
(Gigliotti, 2024)

Values-
Based, 

Principle-
Oriented, & 

People-
Centered 

Cultivate	Resilience

Stimulate	Meaning	Making

Encourage	Learning

Advance	Renewal

Pursue	Reinvention





1: Encourage Learning
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Recommended Practices

• Ensure broad participation from diverse stakeholders on post-incident review committees.

• Provide formal and informal opportunities to analyze, debrief, and learn from the experiences of 
past crises. 

• Solicit feedback from across the organization as part of the postmortem process and meaningfully 
integrate this input into the after-action review. 

• Pose questions to stimulate both single-loop and double-loop learning in the aftermath of crisis.

• Design opportunities to learn from exemplary crisis leadership practices based on the experiences 
of others from across disciplines, institutions, and sectors.

• Encourage employees throughout the organization to create a learning organization mindset 
through a continual and systematic review of the organizational culture, established structures 
and policies, and leadership behaviors that might either encourage or hinder organizational 
learning. 



#2 Cultivate Resilience
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Recommended Practices
• Pay attention to the dynamic process of resilience and the ways in which members of one’s unit, department, or 

organization can bounce back or reintegrate with confidence and conviction.  

• Be mindful of the often-disproportionate impact of crises on individuals and units and the ways in which you can 
best support and nurture the resilience of those adversely affected by the crisis. 

• Be aware of your resilience narrative. Engage in communication that reinforces the resilience of the community 
and that highlights the areas of strength, distinction, and hope that are made manifest during times of crisis. 

• Lean on colleagues throughout the institution and across other organizations for support and strength. 

• Be wary of compassion fatigue and prioritize your own self-care. 

• Accept the inherent vulnerability associated with loss or trauma—and forge a path forward that is grounded in 
optimism that can help to transcend this vulnerability.

• Do not underestimate the value of adopting positive emotions. 

• Model transformational leadership behaviors that align with your authentic style and that best meet the moment. 

• Support the process of posttraumatic growth. 

• Engage in reflective practice and facilitate recovery in the aftermath of traumatic events 



#3 Stimulate Meaning Making
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Recommended Practices
• Know your audience. 

• Communicate and behave with intentionality and purpose, recognizing that words and actions communicate intended 
and unintended messages with multiple possibilities for interpretation and misinterpretation.

• Identify and connect with the values, norms, and principles of mutual interest for you and the members of your unit, 
department, or institution. 

• Crises disrupt existing meaning systems, and leaders serve an important role in helping to provide potential 
explanations for the disruption in ways that require trust. 

• The co-construction of meaning relies less on knowing all answers and more on posing questions and possibilities that 
allow for a shared construction of the situation.

• Invoke hope and optimism in ways that invite individuals to find some sense of meaning in response to tragedy.

• Listen with sincerity, grace, and a willingness to learn. 

• Recognize the distinct ways in which individuals will personally move through the sensemaking process, and 
acknowledge that there is no one shared timeline that governs this process. 

• Encourage storytelling and reflection in response to trauma. 



#4: Pursue Reinvention
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Recommended Practices

• Engage in the co-construction of reinvention efforts that draw upon the input, feedback, 
and buy-in of members of the community. 

• Develop a cadence for the reinvention effort that meets the moment, taking account of 
the impact of the crisis on the emotional state of various stakeholders, the waves of 
change that may have preceded the crisis, and the history with organizational change and 
transformation that might influence how new strategic directions are perceived by others.

• Recall that organizational reinvention does not have to be radical. 

• The reinvention of processes, systems, structures, and organizational identities must not 
lose sight of the individuals who are impacted by these planned changes. 



#5 Advance Renewal
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Recommended Practices

• Demonstrate trauma-informed leadership behaviors in ways that build trust, including respect for the 
individual, active listening, presence, and empathy.

• Encourage renewal in one-on-one settings and in settings involving groups, teams, and the broader 
community. 

• Respond in ways that demonstrate an understanding of the often-disproportionate impact of crises on 
members of a community.

• Respect the need for individual and collective healing, and the ways in which this effort occurs in both 
private and public settings. 

• Create opportunities for physical, social, emotional, and spiritual healing in ways that seem most 
appropriate given the scale of the crisis, the impact on institutional stakeholders, and the institutional 
setting. 

• Participate in memorial rituals and vigils, along with celebrations of key milestones, in order to 
facilitate individual and collective healing.

• Forge linkages between renewal activities and the organization’s ethos, mission, and values. 



Conclusion

1. Prepare. Crisis leadership—and post-crisis leadership—is an 
imperative for leaders across higher education. 

2. Recognize the centrality of communication in the work of 
higher education leadership.

3. Consider principles, process, and people as you navigate the 
complexities of contemporary leadership in higher 
education. 



Thank you!

Ralph A. Gigliotti, Ph.D.
ralph.gigliotti@rutgers.edu 


