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Bruce W. Dayton

Moynihan Institute, Maxwell School of Syracuse University

This book introduces the reader to a new kind of case study metho-
dology currently being used to investigate crisis and disaster management
in the United States. We have found that this methodology can help aca-
demics and government officials to better understand: 1) the dynamics
and processes (individual, group, institutional / bureaucratic / psycho-
logical) that impact decision making in times of crisis; 2) the patterns of
organizational management that appear to be particularly effective or inef-
fective in forecasting, preparing for, managing, communicating about,
and learning from crises; 3) the difficulties that all decision makers must
confront as they navigate crisis situations.

The book contains eight cases of crisis management in the United
States: an accident at a nuclear [acility; a forest fire at a national park;
an earthquake; a strike by transportation workers in New York city; the

failure of an electricity grid in California; the outbreak of an infectious
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disease through the contamination of a municipal water system; an inves-
tigation of mysterious deaths caused by the purposeful contamination of a
consumer product; and a major oil spill. Taken together, these cases il-
lustrate how crises can come in many forms and force people and organi-
zations that have never worked together before to jointly address an issue
of critical importance.

In this introductory chapter we briefly discuss what crisis manage-
ment is and review the impacts that crises have on political institutions.
We then provide an overview of our case study methodology and offer a
preliminary set of lessons learned that are drawn from our cases. This in-
troductory chapter is followed by individual chapters on eight cases of cri-
ses in the United States. Finally, the manual used to write each case is in-

! Ccluded at the end of the book.

< What is Crisis Management?

Crisis management refers to the set of decisions made and actions
taken by decision makers to; assess, mitigate, prepare for, respond to,
recover {rom, and learn from crisis situations. Such situations challenge
government at all levels (from local to international), can emerge across
any issue area (e. g , health, environment, natural disaster, civil un-
rest), and are triggered by both natural and man—made events. Accor-
dingly, crisis situations vary in a number of important ways. Some crises
last only a short period of time, such as a transportation accident. Other
crises can last weeks, such as an industrial accident and its aftermath.
Still other crises, often called ‘creeping crises’, can for last years, such
as the global climate crisis.

All crises have certain elements in common. First, each threatens



core societal values. These might include, for example, human life, or-
ganizational survival, environmental security, or political reputation. Second,
crisis situations are urgent; when confronting them decision makers usually
have a short period of time in which to make critical decisions. Third, crises are
surprises and therefore contain a high degree of uncertainty about ‘what's go-
ing on’.

A combination of high threat, urgency, and surprise makes crises
one of the most challenging situations that government officials and poli-
tical leaders will ever face. Managing problems which present a threat to core
values increases the complexity of the decision making process and can create a
decision making vacuum as different stakeholders argue over the importance of
one critical value verses another. High threat also creates conflict between crisis
managers as different organizations or institutions with different interests try to
achieve their goals simultaneously. Finally, because the threat is so high the
public will pay close attention to everything that public officials are doing
throughout the crisis.

Urgency increases the likelihood that public officials will make fast
and often ill-informed decisions. Often urgent situations result in officials
overlooking critical aspects of what is going on as they struggle to make
sense of what is going on and manage stress. Urgency often causes a
‘contraction of authority’ whereby mid or low-level managers are pushed
aside as more senior officials step in. Often these senior officials have less
knowledge about the realities of the situation or the barriers to effective
response at the local-level.

Finally, surprise means that officials are faced with great uncertainty
about what is going on and often lack a response blueprint. As a result,
different officials will often ‘frame’ and define’ what is going on’ vastly

different ways.
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< Impacts

Crises have the potential to transform politics, economics, and social
relations. The successful management of crisis situations helps to build
public trust in government institutions. Failures in crisis management can
result in organizational decline, political instability, and even leadership
change. Such dramatic impacts are particularly concerning to public offi-
cials because many researchers now argue that crises are likely to increase
in intensity in the years to come. This is because societies are increasingly
inter-dependent and rely on a complex and highly technical infrastruc-
ture. Interdependency and complexity can cause dramatic ‘ripple effects’
when crises do occur. Specifically, when one part of the system fails others
follows much like the outward rippling of water when a stone is thrown
into a pond. In addition, researchers argue that modern crises cross multiple
jurisdictional boundaries. These include organizational boundaries, national
boundaries, and even international boundaries. This cross-jurisdictional
character of crises-evident with such challenges as global climate change,
economic depression, and health pandemics such as SARS-makes it essen-
tial that organizations will little experience working together cooperate

effectively.

% Crisis Management Research and the Case
Writing Method

Research being conducted on crisis management in the United States
is currently being done across a number of academic disciplines. These include
public administration, public communication, psychology, and foreign

policy decision making. Each of these disciplines has a unique research



