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Above all, do the right thing
 Business Continuity practitioners will not be surprised to hear that the chaos to travel plans caused by the volcano has provided a temporary boost to the reputations of some companies (BA, Thomson, Skiworld), whilst others (Ryanair, easyjet) have been taking a lot of (forgive the pun) “Triple A flak”: audacious leadership vs cringing refusal to take decisive action, friendly and helpful, vs obstructive and uncommunicative. How and why do major organisations differ so severely? Is it detailed instructions from the top that help to make ground staff jobs easier, and the lack of communication to them that keeps them tight lipped and defensive?  

A case study from Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government
 offers the following story. When Hurricane Katrina threatened New Orleans, Wal-Mart Chief Executive Lee Scott issued a simple edict:  “A lot of you are going to have to make decisions above your level. Make the best decision that you can with the information that available to you at the time, and above all, do the right thing”.

 126 of Wal-Mart stores were closed due to power outages and damage, yet while FEMA hadn’t yet worked out how to requisition supplies, Wal-Mart employees were taking individual action to get into their stores and provide much needed food, sleeping bags and medical aid. In a chaotic situation, simple and clear strategic leadership provided real results on the ground.

This model of leadership seemed lacking during the last few weeks; perhaps the stories have yet to be told.

James E Lythe
Needhams 1834
Source: The Checklist Manifesto: How to get things right (Hardcover) by Atul Gawande, published by Profile Books
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