The Crisis Plan: Organizational Roles and Responsibilities: 20
Instructor Guide


Session 20: The Crisis Plan: Organizational Roles and Responsibilities

Time: 1 Hour

Objectives:

At the conclusion of this lesson, students should be able to:

20.1
Explain why organizations need to provide for changes in working relationships in their crisis plans.

20.2
Explain the imperatives behind reorganization and revision of working relationships during crises.

20.3
Understand how the type and stage of a crisis situation affects the organizational response to it in terms of structure and working relationships.

Scope:

This session examines the process of assigning roles and responsibilities to individuals within an organization during crisis situations. It is based on actual hotel crisis plans. The professor should note that the principles included in this session (as well as in Sessions 21-24), although presented in the context of a hotel crisis plan, can readily be applied to other contexts such as other tourism businesses. (Note: Throughout this session, references to a “General Hotel Crisis Plan” refers to a generic, hypothetical hotel crisis plan, which consists of a combination of several actual crisis plans that have been edited and altered in order to eliminate confidential and proprietary information.)

Readings:

1.
Required Student Reading:


Larry Kamer. 1997-1998. “Crisis Planning’s Most Important Element: The Drill.” Communication World 15 (December/January): 27-30.


Bruce Wimmer. 1999. “Cool in a Crisis.” Asian Business 35 (February): 17-19.

Requirements:

1.
A useful outside activity for students to supplement the material covered in sessions 20-24 would be to examine actual crisis plans. The professor should ask the students to check if their employers have crisis plans or manuals that they can review. Ideally, the student could bring a copy of the plan to the class for all students to review. However, it is possible that some employers might be hesitant to release their plans in this manner. The students may therefore simply ask permission to review the plan, and take notes on those aspects of interest to the student or class. The professor should periodically solicit input from those class members who have reviewed their employer’s crisis plan on their reactions to the material being covered. Possible questions to consider are:

a)
How do the plans address the four major issues discussed in Objective 20.2 below?

b)
Do the plans specifically address certain types of emergencies, or are they intended to be used as a general guide for all emergencies?

c)
Has the student participated in a practice session or drill to test the plan? If so, how did it go? What kinds of problems, if any, arose during the drill? What lessons were learned?

2.
After covering the lecture material included under the Remarks section, the professor should conduct a 20-minute class discussion based on the following issues and questions.

a)
Actual experiences that students may have had in emergency situations as customers, visitors, or members of the public. Questions to consider:

1) Did the personnel involved appear to be following procedures?

2) How did adherence to (or the lack of) procedures impact the student’s experience?

3) What actions on the part of the organization’s personnel helped or hindered the student?

b)
Actual experiences that students may have had in emergency situations as employees, volunteers, or in other capacities where they were responsible for actions and communications in the situation. Questions to consider:

1) Was there a crisis plan for the situation?

2) If so, was the student familiar with it? Were other personnel more familiar with the plans?

3) Were lines of authority and communication well-defined during the crisis?

4) How did the student’s role and responsibilities change during the crisis? Did the student report to a different supervisor during the emergency? Did the student take on new or additional responsibilities?

5) Did the student participate in any practice sessions or drills prior to the emergency? If so, did the practice session or drill prepare the student for what he or she experienced during the actual emergency?

Remarks

Objective 20.1

Rationale for Emphasizing

Crisis Roles & Responsibilities

1.
Organizational managers develop structures and internal relationships in ways that are intended to maximize efficiency in a normal business environment. A crisis is, by definition, an event that is not anticipated as an ordinary or natural part of the business environment by an organization. For example, an 80 percent occupancy rate might be an expected part of the business environment of a resort hotel, an expectation that leads to certain staffing and management decisions. On the other hand, a category 5 hurricane would not be expected as a normal business event by the hotel; it is thus unlikely that they would hire numerous full-time crisis managers simply in anticipation of such an event.

2.
As this course has emphasized, organizational managers can (and should) develop plans for emergencies such as fires, flooding, computer breakdowns, and so forth. However, they cannot be expected to structure their firms either around such contingencies or as if such contingencies were normal, everyday events. Yet, the unusual and often extraordinary demands placed upon businesses during times of crisis can render an organization’s normal structure incapable of adequately responding to the crisis.

3.
Factors that require an organization to adopt different working relationships in a crisis situation include such matters as the following.

a)
An extremely compressed time frame in which to make decisions.

b)
Damage to or incapacity of normal communications channels, both external and internal to the organization.

c)
The need to coordinate actions with, or take actions under the direction of, agencies such as police, fire, or rescue units.

d)
The subordination of normal operating goals (efficient service, maximum sales, etc.) to crisis-imposed ones such as human safety, property security, and loss mitigation.

Objective 20.2

Imperatives Behind New

Working Relationships

1.
Because of the reasons specified above (Objective 20.1, number 3), crisis plans often carefully define new working relationships that take effect immediately in the event of a crisis. These new relationships will differ across organizations, but generally have the following characteristics.

a)
Centralization of decision making authority. The attributes of good decision making in non-crisis situations—such as broad-based consultation and input, consideration of alternative views and actions, consensus building, and so forth—require more time than is generally available during a crisis. Often in crisis situations, very important decisions (such as the decision to evacuate a hotel, for example) must be made within a context where even minutes of delay can have an impact on human safety and property security.


In addition, the need to deal quickly with outside agencies (such as fire and rescue personnel, police, and so forth) requires a single authority who can serve as the intermediary between those agencies and the organization.

b)
Clear demarcation of command chains and decision making hierarchies. In order for decisions to be communicated quickly and efficiently to the entire organization or to the appropriate personnel, the crisis plan must specify which individuals will be responsible for certain decisions, and to whom those decisions will be communicated. This level of detail prevents situations where staff are unsure about who to consult or look to for decisions, which may result in avoidable delays. Appendix A (“Emergency Notification Procedure”) illustrates typical business notification procedure whereby company personnel may specify and organize the flow of initial communication once a potential threat has been detected.

c)
Centralization of communication flows (both into and out of the organization). The need for clear command chains and decision making specified above in paragraph (b) applies equally to the flow of communication during a crisis. The need for clear and centralized communications is important with respect to both an organization’s internal communications as well as its communication with outside agencies and the media.


Internally, communication needs to flow in a manner that minimizes duplication, repetition, and conflict. The “Emergency Notification Procedure” discussed in paragraph (b) above is an example of how a crisis plan can specify the flow of internal information. A further example can be found in the way crisis plans often specify the responsibilities of switchboard operators during times of crisis. 


The need to control information released to the media and public requires that the crisis plan clearly designate the person or persons responsible for this function. For example, many crisis plans clearly (in bold print) identify a single position, e.g., the Executive Vice President for Operations, who will be solely responsible for speaking with any members of the media regarding the crisis. All information is designed to flow to the person enacting this position and all communication vis-à-vis the public flows from that individual.

d) Clear demarcation of responsibilities. The discussion below under Objective 20.3 regarding the organization’s responses to crisis situations demonstrates how the “General Hotel Crisis Plan” specifies the kinds of responsibilities and decisions for key individuals. For example, often the security officer that is present at the property and in charge at the time of the emergency is responsible for taking specific actions, contacting specific individuals, and considering specific alternatives. Thus, from the moment an emergency is discovered by hotel personnel, such plans give specific directions for key personnel to ensure that all necessary actions are taken. Prior research has demonstrated that managers should seek to build upon existing routines when formulating crisis plans and involve those who will implement the plans into the design process.

Objective 20.3

Organizational Responses to

Crisis Situations/Stages

1.
First response to a disaster depends on the extent of impact, anticipated or actual. In the case of a company that owns or manages more than one property or business in a destination area, crisis response will differ depending on whether the impact is limited to a single property or business (e.g., a chemical spill or bomb threat), or extends beyond that to several adjacent properties or across the entire destination area (e.g., tsunami, hurricane). 

a)
First response to a crisis limited to one property. The on-duty security officer will likely be the first responder in crises that are limited to a specific property. This individual is responsible for such actions as the following:

1) Implementing the Emergency Notification Procedure (see Appendix A).

2) Consulting with the Director of Security if it appears that evacuation of the property is necessary.

3) Securing the property, if doing so will help ensure the safety of guests, employees, or hotel property.

4) Setting up a first-aid station, if necessary.

5) In cases where the media have been in contact with any employees, notifying a designated individual such as the Executive Vice President for Operations, who can then implement the Crisis Communications Procedure (see Session 21).

6) Keeping guests and employees informed at all times.

7) Consulting with the Director of Security or other senior executives for further instructions.

b)
First response to a crisis that is not limited to one property. An emergency whose effects extend beyond one property, whether to adjacent or nearby properties or to other properties within the company’s portfolio, will demand response decisions by the Crisis Management Team. Typically, hotel crisis plans specify that initial responses by hotel security staff, for example, include such actions as the following:

1) Initiating evacuation procedures, if necessary.

2) Securing the hotel from entry or damage, if doing so will help ensure human safety.

3) Setting up a first aid station, if doing so will help ensure human safety.

4) Contacting the Director of Security or other senior executives for further direction.

2.
Crisis Management Team responses to a disaster will differ depending on the extent of impact, anticipated or actual. 

a)
Crisis Management Team responsibilities in events limited to one property. Typically, Crisis Management Teams (see number 4 in this objective) are charged with the following responsibilities in a limited crisis:

1) If the media has been in contact (or is likely to), implementing the Crisis Communications procedure (see Session 21).

2) Determining if the assets of the affected property can be strengthened by those of non-affected properties.

3) Determining the need for an evacuation of the affected property and, if evacuation is chosen, mobilizing the necessary staff and transportation resources to accomplish the procedure.

4) Considering the provision of aid to the community, if the company’s first responsibilities to its employees, guests, and properties have been met.

5) Seeking guidance from appropriate authorities.

6) Communicating with the On-Site Crisis Manager.

b)
Crisis Management Team responsibilities in events not limited to one property. In a situation where a crisis is not limited to a single property, the risk faced by other properties within the company as well by the general community must be considered. In such instances a “General Hotel Crisis Plan” may charge the Crisis Management Team with responsibilities like these. 

1) Assessing the likely assistance your properties will receive from local emergency agencies. Unlike a situation where a crisis is limited to one property, in larger crises there may be sufficient emergency resources to aid all affected properties. In such cases, the Crisis Management Team must assess the relative condition of the properties and utilize employees and staff to the fullest advantage.

2) Determining how the staff and resources of less affected properties can assist those that are in greater need.

3) Making decisions with respect to evacuation and securing the properties.

4) Contacting the media.

5) Considering aid to the community beyond your employees, guests, and properties, if deemed necessary.

6) Communicating with the appropriate authorities.

7) Communicating with the On-Site Crisis Managers.

3.
The assessment of the crisis. An organizational manager must make an early determination regarding the severity of a crisis and the appropriate response. This is an executive decision that will determine the organization’s overall response and affect its entire staff.

a)
The “General Hotel Crisis Plan” specifies that this determination will be made by the following individuals:

1) The Director of Security, and

2) A senior executive, e.g., Vice President for Company Services (or, if that person is unavailable, the Vice President for Operations).

b)
In making this initial assessment of the crisis, the participating executives must consider a number of factors that will determine the type of response the organization must pursue. These factors include the following:

1) The geographic extent of the crisis

2) The crisis’ potential for causing death and/or injury to human life

3) The potential risk to guests, employees, the property, and the surrounding community

4) The likely media response to the crisis

5) The need to assemble additional crisis response teams within the organization

6) The need to activate evacuation procedures

7) Designation of an on-site emergency supervisor

4.
Crisis Management Team. In the case of a significant crisis, a management team is mobilized with specific areas of responsibility assigned to each team member. While every business organization differs, the duties assigned to specific positions typically reflect designations like the following. Hence, the routine organizational structure is transformed into one that is more appropriate to the specific circumstances and demands presented by the disaster. 

a)
Chief Executive Officer: Makes final decisions and directs the Special Tactical Administration Group (STAG) (discussed below in paragraph 5c).

b)
President: Main conduit to front-of-the-house operations; media spokesperson for the company if the Executive Vice President is unavailable; reports directly to CEO.

c)
Executive Vice President for Operations: The key decision maker and primary spokesperson for the company; coordinates all activities; oversees the Risk Management Team with respect to legal and insurance matters; serves as the sole media spokesperson; reports to the President or, if unavailable, the CEO.

Director of Security: Directs all groups to ensure that the emergency plan is implemented; briefs the STAG Team on the conditions of the emergency and involvement of outside agencies; serves as the conduit for all such agencies (fire, police, military, etc.) involved in the emergency.

Public Relations representative: A representative from the contracted public relations firm will work with the company’s Public Relations Director to ensure that accurate and approved information is released to appropriate media and other parties; the contracted public relations firm will also prepare media statements and facilitate media inquiries.

Risk Manager: Responsible for documenting the crisis and notifying insurance agencies; coordinates debriefing of staff to ensure that required materials, documents and forms are completed.

5.
Other key roles included in the Crisis Plan. Because of the nature of decision making during a crisis, the constraints and demands on information flows, and the need to deal effectively with outside agencies and the media, certain individuals and groups have key roles assigned to them. Examples of these that are found commonly in hotel plans include the following.

a)
Executive Vice President for Operations. Often the Executive Vice President for Operations is identified as the key decision maker and primary spokesperson for the company. Through such a designation, the “General Hotel Crisis Plan” consolidates the roles of decision maker and spokesperson, thereby adhering to a rule-of-thumb that recommends using a top executive to represent the company to the public and media during crisis situations. Typically, there are many other key responsibilities that are assigned to this position. These might include the following:

1) Consultation with the Vice President for Company Services and Director of Security to assess the nature of the emergency and necessary immediate actions.

2) Assuming the role of the On-Site Emergency Supervisor in cases where the emergency is isolated to a specific site or hotel.

3) Implementing the Crisis Communications Procedure (see Session 21).

4) Convening the Management Team at the Command Center.

b)
On-Site Emergency Supervisor. Many business plans specify that an On-Site Emergency Supervisor should take charge of the crisis situation at the individual property level. This function includes the coordination of all employee activities, the protection of guests, and communication with responding emergency agencies and personnel. Initially, this position might be assumed by the property’s Security Supervisor. Later, it may be taken over by the Vice President for Operations or another person designated by the Crisis Management Team. Typically, the responsibilities of the On-Site Emergency Supervisor include such matters as the following:

1) Verifying and, if necessary, repeating the call to 911 emergency responders, providing them with specific and accurate information regarding the nature of the emergency, its location, best access routes, and so forth.

2) Briefing, mobilizing, and coordinating the activities of all employees and guests at the site.

3) If applicable, sealing off the emergency area from non-essential personnel, and preventing access to the site by the media.

4) Redirecting all media inquiries to the Executive Vice President for Operations.

5) If possible, assisting in the recording of the emergency on film for documentation purposes.

c)
Special Tactical Administration Group (STAG) Team. Emergencies can be of varying levels of severity. Emergencies that affect more than one or two hotel properties have the potential to damage the entire organization. Also, emergencies that affect the entire destination area require an additional degree of coordination and communication among properties and with the relevant agencies. The “General Hotel Crisis Plan” provides for such emergencies by designating a Special Tactical Administration Group (STAG) Team. Typically, at least for large hotels, and/or those composed of multiple properties that have participated simultaneous impact by a large event such as a catastrophic hurricane, such teams may reflect positions like the following:

1) The owner of the company

2) The Chief Executive Officer

3) The Chief Operating Officer

4) The Vice President for Operations

5) The Vice President for Property Services

6) The Director of Security

7) The Director of Risk Management and Insurance

8) A representative of the contracted public relations firm


In the event of an emergency for which such teams are deemed necessary, members are instructed to convene at a designated Command Center. In case this site is unusable or inappropriate, an alternative location should be identified. Both sites should be equipped with phone, fax, and cellular communication capabilities.

d)
Risk Management Team. All emergencies, minor and major, require proper documentation of the emergency and the responses to it. This documentation is particularly important with respect to insurance and legal matters. Usually a Risk Management Team will be designated and assigned to manage the documentation and to deal with legal and insurance representatives. These teams typically include such positions as the following:

1) Director of Risk Management

2) Insurance Administrator

3) Risk Management Coordinators (2)

Supplemental

Considerations

1. Ask students: “In Session 11 (“Behavioral Studies of Tourist Manager Disaster Planning Activities”) we reviewed seven approaches to disaster planning that Drabek’s (1994b) survey documented, e.g., topdown and elite group approaches (see Objective 11.4). In what ways do the lessons from session 20 assist managers in strengthening their planning and response to future disasters?”

2. Ask students: “In Session 11 (“Behavioral Studies of Tourist Manager Disaster Planning Activities”) we reviewed three key barriers to disaster planning that Drabek’s (1994b) survey documented (i.e., internal resistance, community based conflicts, and cost; see Objective 11.6). In what ways do the lessons from session 20 assist managers in overcoming these barriers?”

3. Ask students: “In Session 12 (“Disaster Planning: Common Mistakes and Mistaken Assumptions”) we reviewed a series of mistakes that are commonly made in disaster planning (see Objectives 12.1 and 12.2). In what ways do the lessons from session 20 assist managers in avoiding these errors?”

4. Ask students: “In Session 7 (“Understanding All-Hazards Emergency Management”) the assigned reading by Kreps (1990) emphasized that preparedness and improvisation are critical in effective disaster responses. How do the role assignments and changes discussed in session 20 reflect these principles?”

Course Developer
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Appendix A:

ILLUSTRATIVE EMERGENCY NOTIFICATION 

PROCEDURE OF A HYPOTHETICAL COMPANY
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