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Abstract  

In this turbulent era, crisis leadership is needed for leading and handling situations in 

organizations, systems, and societies. This position article highlighted the lack of Crisis Leadership 

Theory, the current situation, issues, and gaps in the development of crisis leadership theory. Even 

though there are various crisis leadership concepts now, it is still insufficient for social sciences 

scholars and professionals to get a deep understanding of this phenomenon if this practical concept 

is not in the form of a formal theory. Existing crisis leadership concepts were proposed to be key 

managerial practices for those who are managers or positional leaders in dealing with crises. 

However, they did not provide rationales and mechanisms of individuals who become and perform 

crisis leadership. Therefore, the authors reviewed and explained the meanings and components of 

a theory and what should be a theory structure regarding leadership. Then, the authors discussed 

missing parts of the crisis leadership phenomenon which are part of crisis: what are the impacts 

and effects on individuals from a crisis? How do they deal with those effects? And the part of 

leadership: how come individuals decide to step out to take a lead? What styles they perform in 

leading others in crisis? Finally, the gaps to be fulfilled in further theory development were 

presented and guided, through each step in the framework of Dubin’s theory-building. This is a 

fitting example that demonstrates the first part of Theory Development (conceptualizing/ 

modeling) and the second in Research Operation. 
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1. Introduction  

In this era of turbulent times, crisis management and leadership are crucial for 

organizations such as facing technology disruptions (Christensen, 1997) and VUCA world 

(Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity, and Ambiguity environment) (Breen, 2021; Khan et al., 

2017) or in some domains so-called high-reliability systems that always operate in challenging 

environments facing extreme risks under trying conditions (Sutcliffe, 2011). While existing crisis 

leadership theories focus on managerial practices (Boin et al., 2013; Prewitt et al., 2011; Stern, 

2013), they lack explanations for why and how crises leadership occur and how individuals 

respond to their impacts of crisis. This article aims to review the concept of crisis leadership, 

identify these gaps, and provide insights to guide future research. Addressing this knowledge gap 

(Miles, 2013) requires the development of a formal theory explaining why and how crisis 

leadership occurs (Bacharach, 1989). Such theory development is vital for scholars and 

professionals in applied sciences focusing on crisis leadership, including management, 

organization, public administration, or human resource development (HRD) (Deverell, 2012). A 

robust theory enhances leadership development for crises by driving the cycle of research, practice, 

and development (Swanson, 1995). In social sciences like HRD, theory development, which 

emphasizes disciplined imagination or theorizing, is crucial for advancing the field's understanding 

(Swanson, 1997). As Lewin (1951) famously stated, "there is nothing so practical as a good 

theory," suggesting that a well-developed theory of crisis leadership would offer profound insights 

into its meaning and operational mechanisms during crises.  

Therefore, the guiding questions for this position article are: What is the current state of 

crisis leadership research? What are its knowledge gaps? What framework can guide future theory 

development for both qualitative and quantitative approaches based on existing literature? The 

methodology of this article follows Chermack's (2001, 2002, 2003) work on developing the 

concept of scenario planning into a theory using Dubin’s (1978) theory-building method to 

highlight theoretical issues. 

 

1.1 Meanings of Crisis  

The word "crisis" comes from the Greek "Krisis," which signifies a decisive moment in 

history where human choices can change the future (O'Connor, 1981; Shrivastava, 1993; Starn, 

1971). In crisis studies, the concept has broadened from its origins in Marxist economic theory to 

include disruptions impacting social systems and organizations. While definitions vary, they 

typically highlight unexpected, rapid, and stressful events that threaten core values or functioning, 

such as industrial accidents and situations in high reliability organizations (HRO) (Pauchant & 

Mitroff, 1992; Rosenthal et al., 1989; Shrivastava et al., 1988; Weick & Sutcliffe, 2011).  

A crisis is described as a “disruptive situation characterized by urgency of decision, large 

impacts, and system restructuring” (Shrivastava, 1993, p. 25) and as “a situation faced by an 

individual, group or organization which they are unable to cope with by the use of normal routine 

procedure and in which stress is created by sudden change” (Simon, 1993, p. 402). Thus, crises 

are viewed as infrequent yet highly impactful events that threaten organizational sustainability 
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(Weick, 1988). Likewise, crises are emotionally intense, necessitating strong leadership and 

effective emotion management (James et al., 2011; Wu et al., 2021). Al-Dahash et al. (2016) 

distinguish between crisis, emergency, and disaster, noting shared characteristics but also 

differences. While the terms crisis and disaster are often used interchangeably, emergencies do not 

always involve sudden occurrences. Failure to address crises and emergencies adequately can 

escalate into disasters. 

 

1.2 Crisis Leadership 

Definitions of Crisis Leadership  

The authors observed a lack of precise definitions for crisis leadership in the literature, with 

most sources emphasizing practices rather than explicitly defining the term. However, three 

statements that shed light on the concept were identified. Christensen (2009) defined crisis 

leadership as the process of addressing low-probability, high-impact events by influencing others 

to either timely mitigate or capitalize on the situation, optimizing outcomes. Wu et al. (2021) 

described crisis leadership as a leadership process that occurs before, during, and after crises. 

Similarly, Collins et al. (2023) defined crisis leadership as the influencing process between a leader 

and stakeholders during organizational crises, differentiating it from regular business challenges. 

This perspective aligns with scholars who see leadership as an influencing process rather than just 

a position or role. The reviewed literature by the authors is categorized into two areas: relevant 

leadership theories and concepts for crises, and literature focusing on leaders' roles and practices 

in crisis management. 

Crisis Leadership Research Reviews 

The authors reviewed other crisis leadership literature reviews from the past three years 

(2021-2023), focusing on the latest works. Excluding those specific to domains like nursing (Kim, 

2021) and tourism (Durst et al., 2022), they found three relevant papers on crisis leadership in the 

general academic area by Wu et al. (2021), Collins et al. (2023), and Riggio and Newstead (2023). 

The findings and gaps identified in these papers align with this article, supporting the identified 

knowledge gap that necessitates theory-building. 

Wu et al. (2021) used bibliometric techniques to analyze the intellectual structure of crisis 

leadership literature, identifying themes such as leader characteristics and behaviors, the impact of 

top leaders on firm outcomes, and the significance of emotion management. They recommended 

theoretical advancements in areas such as emotion management, leadership processes, cross-

context studies, and evolutionary perspectives, although their scope also included disaster studies. 

Secondly, Collins et al. (2023) classified crisis leadership studies by leader level and methodology, 

highlighting theories like charismatic, transformational, and ethical leadership. They proposed a 

crisis typology based on Coombs and Holladay (1996), outlining different leadership roles for 

external and internal crises. They suggested further research on the antecedents of crisis leadership, 

emotion in crises, and methodological improvements in qualitative studies. Also, Riggio and 

Newstead (2023) reviewed the evolution of crisis definitions and proposed crisis dynamics, 

focusing on public attention, moral complexity, and rapid action. They identified key competencies 
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of crisis-ready leaders and recommended research on differences between crisis management and 

leadership, as well as cross-cultural perspectives. As a result, these reviews collectively highlight 

the complexity of crisis leadership and the need for further theoretical development, particularly 

in understanding emotion management, leadership performance, and management versus 

leadership in crises. 

Relevant Leadership Concepts for Crisis 

The first category includes leadership theories and concepts relevant to crisis situations. 

The literature on crisis leadership incorporates various specific leadership concepts, including 

authoritative leadership (Gartzia et al., 2012), directive leadership (Pearce et al., 2003), cognitive 

leadership (Fiedler et al., 1989), adaptive leadership (Nicolaides & McCallum, 2013), agile 

leadership (Botelho et al., 2017), and resilient leadership (Lombardi et al., 2021). It also includes 

theories such as transactional leadership, transformational leadership (Bass et al., 2003), situational 

leadership (Hersey et al., 1979), and servant leadership (Sendjaya & Sarros, 2002). Furthermore, 

Collins et al. (2023) and Riggio and Newstead (2023) also reference various relevant or adopted 

theories, aligning with this observation. By synthesizing this literature, the authors identified ten 

overlapping themes related to leadership characteristics in crises: directive-decisive, conceptual 

and strategic, visionary and creative, cognitive, perceptive, adaptive, communicative, and 

delegating with control, motivating, and participatory and empathetic abilities. 

Leaders’ and Managers’ Practices in Crisis 

Scholars have generally concentrated on practices to manage crises rather than establishing 

a formal theory of crisis leadership. Instead of defining crisis leadership as a separate theoretical 

construct, the literature often addresses crisis management practices relevant to managerial roles 

(Boin & Hart, 2003). This pragmatic approach tends to neglect core leadership aspects such as 

influence (Lussier & Achua, 2015; Vroom & Jago, 2007). Although some studies propose 

frameworks for the phases of crisis leadership and management (Heifetz & Linsky, 2017), they 

mainly provide guidelines for managerial positions rather than advancing theoretical development 

(O'Connor et al., 2014). Despite ongoing discussions about the distinction between crisis 

management and crisis leadership (Collins et al., 2023; Reggio & Newstead, 2023; Wu et al., 

2021), most literature focuses on managerial practices related to crisis management and 

communication (Boin & Hart, 2003). For example, they emphasized tasks, roles, and strategies for 

managing crises within organizational frameworks (Boin et al., 2013; Boin et al., 2016; Stern, 

2013; Prewitt et al., 2011). Some studies examine leadership competencies in crisis contexts 

(Wisittigars & Siengthai, 2019; Wooten & James, 2008), though they often overlook the crucial 

leadership trait of influence, except in specific instances like team-building strategies (Prewitt et 

al., 2011). Notably, Prewitt et al. (2011) included "lead from the front" in their crisis leadership 

items that can mean the operational level, but they eventually mentioned this as general leadership 

characteristics such as vision, commitment, and demonstration, without specifying them in the 

context of a crisis and levels.  

The followings are items scholars proposed in crisis leadership concepts; Heifetz and 

Linsky (2002) – 1) preparation, 2) emergency, and 3) adaptive (Phases); Wooten and James (2008) 
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– 1) signal detection, 2) preparation & prevention, 3) containment (Damage Control), 4) business 

recovery, and 5) learning; Prewitt et al. (2011) – 1) continuous planning, 2) focus on the core 

purpose, 3) lead from the front, 4) mitigate the threat, 5) build a team, 6) tell a story, and 7) profit 

from the crisis; Jagues (2012) – 1) encourage a proactive crisis culture, 2) properly assess the full 

range of risks, 3) prioritize and set an example, 4) establish and enforce standards and processes, 

5) promote open upwards communication, 6) be ready to deal with the news media, 7) encourage 

a learning environment and share experience, and 8) build relationships before the crisis; Boin et 

al. (2013) – 1) early recognition, 2) sense making, 3) making critical decisions, 4) orchestrating 

vertical/horizontal coordination, 5) coupling and decoupling, 6) meaning making, 7) 

communication, 8) rendering accountability, 9) learning, and 10) enhancing resilience; Stern 

(2013) – 1) sense making, 2) decision making, 3) meaning making, 4) terminating, 5) learning, 

and 6) preparing; and Williams (2017) – 1) pre-adversity organizing, 2) post crisis response, 3) 

resilience feedback loop, and 4) capabilities for durability. 

According to those items proposed on crisis leadership concepts, this article summarized 

key practices to be 9 items: 1) Strategic Sense making, 2) Critical Decision-Making, 3) Responsive 

Problem-solving, 4) Anticipatory Damage Control, 5) Centralized-Decentralized Management, 6) 

Vertical-Horizontal Orchestration, 7) Meaning-Making Communication, 8) Termination and 

Restoration, 9) Learning and Preparation. Nevertheless, it seems to be managerial practices of 

leadership in crises that need more understanding of factors and rationales to define the theory. 

 

1.3 Crisis Leadership Theory 

What is a Theory? 

The authors emphasized the importance of theory from the applied disciplines’ perspective 

such as HRD, highlighting the necessity of developing a theory of crisis leadership to drive further 

research, practices, and development (Swanson, 1995; Torraco, 1997). Scholars in the field of 

theory construction have defined the characteristics of a formal theory and what is not a theory 

(Bacharach, 1989; DiMaggio, 1995; Sutton & Staw, 1995; Torraco, 1997; Weick, 1989, 1995). 

Without a theory for crisis leadership, there might be a lack of understanding of the underlying 

rationales, elements, and processes essential for analyzing, designing, and developing 

interventions (ADDIE) for developing individuals (Grafinger, 1988; Molenda, 2015). 

Key scholars in theory construction have provided definitions of a ‘theory’. Kerlinger 

(1977) defined a theory as “a systematic view of phenomena by specifying relations among 

variables, to explain and predict the phenomena” (p. 5). Bacharach (1989) described a theory as 

“a statement of relations among concepts with a set of boundary assumptions and constraints.” 

Torraco (1997) explained that “a theory simply explains what a phenomenon is and how it works” 

(p. 352) and is “a system for explaining a set of phenomena that specifies the key concepts that are 

operative in the phenomena and the laws that relate the concepts to each other” (p. 114). Abend 

(2008) elaborated on the various meanings of a theory, stating that “it is a general proposition, or 

logically-connected system of general propositions, which establishes a relationship between two 

or more variables” (p. 177) and “a theory is an explanation of a particular social 
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phenomenon….this explanation should identify a number of ‘factors’ or ‘conditions,’ which 

individually should pass some sort of counterfactual test for causal relevance, and whose 

interaction effects should be somehow taken into account” (p. 177). By these definitions, a theory 

of crisis leadership should explain why and how individuals perform and possess qualities of crisis 

leadership, including providing a vital understanding of the underlying constructs as antecedents, 

their systematic interrelations, and causalities. 

Paradigms and Structure of Leadership Theory on Crisis Leadership  

Understanding the phenomenal framework of leadership theories is essential for 

developing a crisis leadership theory, as it helps to identify boundaries and elemental gaps (Dubin, 

1978) to be further addressed, particularly in the aspect of leadership. Lussier and Achua (2015) 

categorize leadership theories into paradigms, informing research frameworks. Scholars 

investigate leadership through trait, skills, behavioral, and situational perspectives (Northouse, 

2021), drawing on trait, behavior, and contingency theories (Nawaz & Khan, 2016). Lussier and 

Achua (2015) present four paradigms: trait, behavioral, contingency, and integrative, with the 

latter being particularly relevant for crisis leadership. The integrative theory recognizes situational 

and individual influences, highlighting how crisis leaders emerge based on threat perceptions and 

personal attributes. 

Since current research on crisis leadership often focuses on managerial practices, reviewing 

the meanings and structures of leadership theories is beneficial for identifying knowledge gaps and 

guiding further theory development. Leadership theories explain how and why certain people 

become leaders (Naushad, 2021). While competencies such as behavioral indicators, knowledge, 

skills, and abilities (Boyatzis, 2008; McClelland, 1973) are vital for leadership development, they 

may not fully capture the nuanced aspects of leadership beyond observable behaviors (Bogo et al., 

2006; Bolden & Gosling, 2006). Therefore, leadership traits and attributes are deeply rooted in 

reasons, personalities, temperaments, motives, and cognitive abilities as Avolio (2007) and 

Zaccaro et al. (2004) depicted these integrative structures. 

Furthermore, Ruderman et al. (2014) emphasized this by proposing the Beyond 

Competencies Model, which delves deeper into the internal processes underlying leadership 

behaviors. This model identifies three key elements: circuitry, inner content, and conscious 

engagement. Circuitry refers to the interconnected neurons within the nervous and brain systems 

that significantly influence human behaviors and leadership development. Understanding this 

brain's processing of pleasure and pain is crucial as behaviors are generated based on seeking 

pleasure and avoiding pain (Hanson, 2016; Medina, 2010). Inner content includes individuals' 

inner experiences, such as emotions, gut reactions, and inner dialogue, which shape beliefs and 

emotional reactions, ultimately influencing leadership behavior (Cooney et al., 2010; Nolen-

Hoeksema et al., 2008). Conscious engagement allows leaders to observe, modify, and regulate 

mental processes, enabling mindful responses to challenging situations (Ruderman et al., 2014). 

Thus, a comprehensive leadership theory should explain the functions of circuitry, inner content, 

and conscious engagement, which influence observable behaviors.  
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Investigating the rationales and processes underlying individuals' intuition, deliberation, 

and interaction assists in comprehending the entire crisis leadership phenomena (Bargh & 

Chartrand, 1999; Dijksterhuis & Nordgren, 2006; Li et al., 2016; Sloman, 1996). By integrating 

works from Zaccaro et al. (2004) and Ruderman et al. (2014), an integrative framework for 

leadership structure and elements can be considered in construct analysis (Holton & Lowe, 2007) 

of theory-building process. This helps identify the missing constructs of crisis leadership theory, 

shifting the research focus on crisis leadership to explore neurological, physiological, 

psychological, and behavioral aspects. These leadership structures and elements can serve as a 

framework for developing crisis leadership theory (see Table 1). 

 

Table 1 Framework of the Leadership Theory Structure (a case of crisis leadership) 

 Model of Leader Attributes and Leader 

Performance Trait Model 

(Zaccaro et al., 2004) 

Beyond Competencies 

Model 

(Ruderman et al., 2014) 

Current position of 

Crisis Leadership 

Theory Development 

Leadership Performance (Crisis Leadership Performance) 

O
p

er
a
ti

n
g
 E

n
v
ir

o
n

m
en

t 

Leadership Criteria 

- Leader Process 

- Leader Effectiveness  

- Leadership Advancement/Promotion  

(Competencies) 

 

Behaviors  

………… 

Conscious Engagement 

 

Inner Content 

 

Circuitry  

 

Existing Elements 

Practices proposed in 

existing concepts 

Proximal Attributes  

- Expertise /Tacit Knowledge 

- Problem-solving Skills 

- Social Appraisal Skills 

Missing Elements 

Other elements 

including internal and 

external factors 

explaining effects, 

controls, rationales, 

mechanisms, tactics, 

and enablers. 

Distal Attributes 

- Cognitive Abilities 

- Motives Values  

- Personality 
 

 

Search for Crisis Leadership Theory 

This article investigates the terms 'crisis leadership' and 'crisis leadership theory'. 

According to Google Trends, 'crisis leadership theory' has received significantly less global 

interest, roughly 14 times less than 'crisis leadership'. When conducting a Google Scholar search 

without time constraints, a search for "crisis leadership" uncovered numerous references as well, 

dating back to the 1960s – 1970s, such as Wolfenstein (1967), Wojcik, A. (1969) Clague (1975) 

discussing political science and international relations, and de Vries (1977) exploring an 

organizational perspective. Then, literature on crisis leadership had become more focused on the 

organizational aspect such as in operations and industrial accidents as further reviewed and 

referenced in this article (e.g. Mitroff, 1987; Shrivastava, 1993). 

On the other hand, for “crisis leadership theory”, it yielded 72 results on Google Scholar. 

Nevertheless, a closer examination of the 72 papers mentioning 'crisis leadership theory' revealed 
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that the term was often used descriptively rather than as a formal theory. For example, Davidoff 

(2020), Dückers, Yzermans et al. (2017), Gronberg (2017), Gupta & Zhang (2019), and Oubre 

(2013) used the term to convey a broader understanding of crisis leadership instead of presenting 

a distinct theoretical framework. Some references to 'crisis leadership theory' in other works 

pointed to theories of crisis communication or crisis management, not specifically crisis 

leadership, as noted by authors like Gigliotti (2017), Jin et al. (2017), and Zoogah et al. (2021). 

Additionally, some authors treated 'crisis leadership' as a field of study (e.g., Bassarab, 2010; 

Casto, 2014), while others integrated it into their recommendations (e.g., Littlefield & Quenette, 

2017; Miraglia, 2013; Randall, 2018). The inclusion of 'crisis leadership theory' in some paper 

titles also led to inflated search results as others cited them in their references. 

Despite an extensive review, no formal theory of crisis leadership was identified, 

highlighting a significant gap in the literature. This gap is consistent with the observations of Miles 

(2017) and echoed by Riggio and Newstead (2023), who noted the absence of directly researched 

theories on crisis leadership while acknowledging the relevance of crisis management and various 

leadership theories in crisis contexts. As the article mentioned previously, there are two tracks 

which are Relevant Leadership Concepts for Crisis (Crisis Leadership 1) and Leaders’ and 

Managers’ Practices in Crisis (Crisis Leadership 2). Consequently, there remains a lack of a well-

established formal theory specifically addressing the phenomenon of crisis leadership (Crisis 

Leadership Theory). 

 

     1.4 Crisis Leadership Theory Development: Identifying Missing Phenomena 

Influenced by Chermack's serial works (2001, 2002, 2005, 2007) on scenario planning 

theory development as a key guideline for this direction, the authors aim to follow a similar path 

for developing a crisis leadership theory. Chermack (2001) identified gaps in scenario planning 

knowledge, emphasizing the need for measurement and theoretical foundations (p. 29), and noted 

the absence of a comprehensive theory. Chermack's subsequent reviews, culminating in his 2007 

proposal, adhered to Dubin's (1978) theory-building method. This process parallels Lynham's 

(2002) General Method for Theory-Building Research, which involves conceptualization, 

operationalization, confirmation/disconfirmation, and application. Similarly, the authors, in 

focusing on crisis leadership theory development, identify theoretical gaps similar to those 

Chermack (2001, 2002) observed, situating their work in the conceptualization phase. 

Consequently, the authors extended their literature review, building on the knowledge and 

gaps identified previously. They reexamined the characteristics and meanings of crises, which 

involve unexpected events, stress, and the inadequacy of normal remedies, necessitating further 

review of the relevant phenomena affecting individuals. The review also highlighted overlooked 

aspects such as leadership rationales, mechanisms, and relevant contexts like stress and the impacts 

of unexpected conditions in crises (Simon, 1993). This perspective lacked exploration of 

psychological and physical aspects, particularly the impact of emotions on decision-making 

(Ruderman et al., 2014). Additionally, current concepts primarily focused on managerial activities, 

neglecting the natural emergence of crisis leadership from employees and team members (Bass & 
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Bass, 2009). Thus, the differences between leadership and management were reviewed to clarify 

the meaning of leadership, which should be more prominently reflected and presented in the unique 

concepts of crisis leadership. 

Crisis – First Impact in Crisis Leadership Phenomenon 

Hertelendy et al. (2021) provided an example to support this part that researchers-theorists 

should focus more on this emergence which highly relates to crisis leaders’ internal functions. 

They emphasized the significance of individuals’ responses and internally controls and 

recommended this to be integrated into MBA core programs through crisis leadership 

development. Although leadership courses are offered in business schools, crisis leadership is 

frequently neglected, underscoring the necessity for additional competencies to be taught and 

cultivated. This indicates a gap in the understanding of crisis leadership, necessitating the 

development of a comprehensive theory. 

Crisis Impacts: Surprise, Startle, and Stress 

Individuals often experience shock and attempt to escape reality, leading to fear, stress, 

anxiety, and maladaptive reactions during crises (Makwana, 2019; Simon, 1993). When 

confronted with unexpected events, psychophysical reactions such as surprise, startle, and startle 

responses are common in triggering fight or flight responses (Horstmann, 2006; Kalat & Shiota, 

2011; Simons, 1996). There are examples that the studies of pilots’ startle in the aviation domain 

has increased more and extended the scope of human factors research from only decision-making 

(Martin et al., 2015). Bracha (2004) categorized these responses as freeze, flight, fight, fright, and 

faint. Freezing involves behavioral inhibition with parasympathetic heart rate deceleration, 

whereas fight-or-flight reactions are characterized by sympathetic heart rate acceleration (Roelofs, 

2017). Furthermore, stress is another prevalent experience during crises, particularly for 

individuals in leadership roles who encounter ambiguity, high-stakes decision-making, and 

resource constraints (Janka et al., 2015). A study comparing crisis managers to non-crisis managers 

found that crisis managers exhibited lower stress levels, greater social resources, and better 

psychophysiological adjustment to extreme demands (Janka et al., 2015). 

Emotions, Reactions, Controls, and Decisions 

Crises trigger emotional stress responses (Brown et al., 2005) that influence attitudes, 

behaviors, and cognitions (Elfenbein, 2007). Emotional arousal during crises can lead to fight, 

flight, or freeze reactions. Leadership becomes a critical emotional process in these situations, with 

charismatic traits playing a significant role (Halverson et al., 2004). Crisis leaders display 

characteristics such as self-improvement, control (emotion regulation), and motivation (Elfenbein, 

2023; Tutar, 2004). Decision-making would be affected by these emotional responses, often 

leaning towards intuitive processes, guided by emotional intelligence and self-efficacy (Sayegh et 

al., 2004). Additionally, Zada et al. (2022) studied effects of leadership on followers’ 

psychological distress that servant leadership in crises with mindfulness, social exchange and 

conversation of resources theory can help and control others under stress. 
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Leadership - Emergence in Crisis Leadership Phenomenon 

Crisis leadership extends beyond mere management tasks, involving the motivation and 

inspiration of others (Klann, 2003; Lussier & Achua, 2015). Collins et al. (2023) highlight the dual 

nature of navigating crises, which requires both leadership and management elements. However, 

it is important not to conflate "crisis management" with "crisis leadership." Effective crisis 

leadership involves recognizing, mitigating, and restoring normalcy (Boin et al., 2010), 

distinguishing these roles and responsibilities. 

Managing a Crisis: Four Quadrants for Management, not Leadership 

Crisis management is a traditional approach to handling crises. Ansell and Boin (2019) and 

Mitroff et al. (1987) mentioned that organizations must accept crises as inevitable, necessitating a 

systematic and comprehensive management approach. Pearson and Clair (1998) define effective 

crisis management as sustaining or resuming operations, minimizing losses for both the 

organization and external stakeholders, and facilitating learning for future incidents. Mitroff et al. 

(1987) proposed typologies of crisis types, causes, and preventive actions based on case studies 

that can be further formed to be an integrative crisis management framework. The authors viewed 

that this integration will beneficially addresses technical/economic or people/social/organizational 

aspects and internal or external events. It then delineates four cells in each quadrant representing 

different crisis natures, crisis management approaches, and recommended managerial practices. 

Collins et al. (2023) also reviewed Coombs and Holladay's (1996) crisis management quadrants, 

detailing various practices for different crisis environments.  

However, the authors argue that this approach primarily defines and characterizes crises 

generically in management, overlooking the varied criteria of surprise, stress, and unforeseen 

damages. Furthermore, this drawback oppositely supports the authors’ stance that crisis 

‘leadership’ performance might be applied to all crisis contexts in the same manner but requires 

tailored managerial actions to address diverse types and domains of threats. 

Management vs Leadership: Differences and Interdependences 

The distinction between crisis management and crisis leadership reflects the broader debate 

on management versus leadership in organizational studies. Crisis management involves reacting 

to emergent situations, whereas crisis leadership focuses on guiding others through crises (Lussier 

& Achua, 2015). Understanding this distinction is crucial for recognizing leadership emergence 

during crises, which transcends formal organizational roles. Scholars like Vroom and Jago (2007) 

and Lussier and Achua (2015) define leadership as influencing organizational change and goal 

attainment, emphasizing personal attributes over positional authority (Burns, 1978; Northouse, 

2001; Chemers, 2000). Management, in contrast, emphasizes structured approaches to achieving 

organizational objectives (Algahtani, 2014; Bertocci, 2009). Contemporary perspectives suggest 

the integration of leadership and management in modern organizations (Azad et al., 2017), 

highlighting their interdependence and the need for a nuanced understanding (Stanley, 2006; Toor, 

2011). 
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Leading under Crisis: Driven by Task, People, and Change 

The distinction between crisis management and crisis leadership emphasizes the need to 

explore leadership dynamics, including influence, relationships, and collective efforts. Crisis 

leadership involves multiple dimensions: task achievement, care for individuals, and adaptability 

to change (Karelaia & Van der Heyden, 2020). Karelaia and Van der Heyden, (2020) identified 

key themes such as quickly influencing followers, balancing centralized and decentralized 

controls, and providing support during crises, indicating that individuals often naturally assume 

leadership roles in these situations. Effective crisis leadership requires a blend of virtues, including 

confidence, humility, decisiveness, fairness, empathy, and courage, as leaders navigate decision-

making stages. Crisis leaders must demonstrate readiness and agility in changing environments, 

decisiveness in reactions, influence in transforming mindsets, and care in interactions and trust-

building (Joiner & Josephs, 2007). The authors also found these charateristics associating with a 

concept and theory of individual ambidexterity (Papachroni & Heracleous, 2020; Turner & Lee-

Kelley, 2013) that is about “engaging in hybrid tasks, capitalizing cumulatively on previous 

learning, and adopting a mindset of seeking synergies between the competing demands of 

exploration and exploitation” (p. 143). Authentic leadership concepts and leadership agility are 

crucial in crisis leadership, incorporating features from Agile, Directive, Transformational, and 

Servant Leadership styles (Avolio et al., 2004; Joiner, 2019; Greenleaf, 2002; Spears & Lawrence, 

2002). Situational leadership theory emphasizes the adaptability of leadership styles based on 

dynamic situations, highlighting the importance of flexibly switching between styles to address 

organizational needs and foster trust (Hersey et al., 1979; Islam et al., 2021). 

Additionally, Crisis leadership arises from unique triggers such as change (crisis), tasks, 

and people. Existing crisis leadership concepts do not fully address how crises trigger the 

emergence of leadership, compelling individuals to guide others through stressful and vulnerable 

scenarios, embodying traits of power, self-confidence, accessibility, and motivation (Fener & 

Cevik, 2015). Therefore, scholars should focus on exploring the leadership aspect under crises 

rather than solely on crisis management, aiming to tangibly understand crisis leadership without 

relying on other leadership concepts.  

 

      1.5 Knowledge Gap of Crisis Leadership 

According to Miles (2013)’s seven types of research gaps, the state of crisis leadership 

research represents a knowledge gap because its theoretical concept is still unclear. 

Findings on Crisis Leadership Concept to be a Theory  

Indicating the absence of a formal theory explaining why people assume leadership roles 

during crises, the review of crisis leadership concepts reveals these significant gaps, (Bacharach, 

1989). These gaps highlight key issues for theory development: 

 1) Why?: Current crisis leadership concepts mainly concentrate on managerial practices 

for those in formal leadership positions, creating a gap in comprehending the fundamental 

attributes, factors, motivations, and mechanisms that propel individuals to step into crisis 
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leadership roles. The anticipated theory should clarify why specific individuals rise as crisis 

leaders while others do not and how crises impact individuals' choices to assume leadership roles. 

2) How? (Outside-in): Existing crisis leadership concepts do not directly address how 

individuals lead others during a crisis, as they concentrate more on managerial practices. Given 

that crisis leadership frequently arises from natural influence or persuasion rather than formal 

authority, more research is necessary to understand how crisis leaders successfully guide those 

around them. 

3) How? (Inside-out): Crises provoke a range of psychological, behavioral, and 

physiological reactions in individuals, such as shock, fear, stress, and anxiety. A comprehensive 

theory of crisis leadership should examine these internal dynamics to understand how individuals 

manage and regulate themselves during crises, enabling them to lead others effectively until the 

situation is resolved. 

Addressing these issues underscores the importance of understanding the entire 

phenomenon of crisis leadership. The expected theory should explain why and how crises trigger 

leadership by delving into individuals' mechanisms and experiences under crisis conditions, 

including their psychological, behavioral, and physiological responses, as well as the rationale 

behind their actions. Additionally, supported by the missing phenomenon mentioned in the 

previous section, the authors analyzed and proposed that the missing constructs (Holton & Lowe, 

2007) be included in a further theoretical model for crisis leadership. Scholars should add 

constructs related to crises, reactions, controls, and leading in crisis, incorporating more constructs 

on internal and external factors that drive and enable crisis leadership performance. These 

additional constructs, referred to as units (Dubin, 1978), would provide a comprehensive 

understanding of what causes crisis leadership, such as triggers, rationales, and mechanisms, rather 

than just what crisis leaders do. 

Current Position: Gaps to be Developed, presented on Dubin’s Theory-Building 

Approach  

In presenting the knowledge gaps in crisis leadership theory, the authors applied a theory-

building framework to identify and position the current situation. Various theory-building 

methods, concepts, and paradigms exist in this field. Torraco (2005) reviewed all quantitative, 

qualitative, and mixed-method approaches to theory development research, presenting Dubin 

(1978)’s theory-building research method, Corbin and Strauss (2014)’s grounded theory research, 

Moustakas (1994)’s phenomenological research, Gergen and Thatchenkery (2004)’s social 

constructionist research, and Eisenhardt (1989)’s case study research. Additionally, Lynham 

(2002) proposed the General Method of Theory-Building Research in applied disciplines, a 

multiparadigm method of theory development. 

Focusing on Dubin's (1976) theory-building research method, this deductive approach 

consists of eight steps: 1) defining concepts, units, and constructs, 2) defining laws of interaction, 

3) defining the boundaries, 4) defining the system state, 5) defining the propositions, 6) defining 

empirical indicators of key terms, 7) obtaining testable hypotheses, and 8) testing. The first five 

steps comprise the theoretical model, while the last three steps involve research operations for 
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verification. This method is applied by researchers who adopt a theory-then-research strategy 

(Torraco, 2005). For instance, Chermack (2004)’s work in proposing a theoretical model of 

scenario planning presented only seven steps, illustrating the usefulness of the theory-building 

process. The authors adopted Dubin (1978)’s theory-building methodology and its process 

suggested by Holton and Lowe (2007), practically suggesting seven steps for the theory-building 

process: 1) understanding phenomena by conducting an initial literature review, 2) identifying and 

retrieving studies through an expanded literature review, 3) analyzing constructs and relationships 

from existing literature, 4) developing an initial theory by addressing five key objectives (What 

are the units? What are the laws of interaction? What are the boundaries? What are the system 

states? What are the propositions?), 5) evaluating the theory, 6) analyzing and synthesizing 

feedback, and 7) modifying the theory. 

Furthermore, the authors argued that Holton and Lowe (2007)’s second step in construct 

analysis and third step in developing an initial theory could also be alternatively integrated with 

other qualitative theory-building methods, such as grounded theory, as an inductive inquiry from 

qualitative empirical studies, not just existing literature. This integration offers two benefits. First, 

it helps combine paradigms of interpretivists and functionalists, as theory development also can 

come from qualitative data. Second, steps 1-4 of Dubin’s method and steps 2-3 of Holton and 

Lowe’s process provide future researchers with a better understanding of the developed theory's 

units, laws of interaction, boundaries, and system states. According to Lynham (2002)’s general 

method of theory-building research in applied disciplines, this multiparadigm and multi-research 

method approach enables the conceptualization phase to be conducted through qualitative studies, 

not only from literature review, with the developed theory further studied in the operationalization, 

confirmation/disconfirmation, and application phases, as a continuous refinement and 

development cycle. 

In this position article, gaps and direction for crisis leadership theory development are 

presented in comparison to Dubin (1978)’s steps (see Table 2). Following Holton and Lowe 

(2007)’s process, the authors conducted an initial and extensive literature review, resulting in the 

analysis of constructs and identifying gaps requiring more constructs and defining units, laws of 

interaction, boundaries, and system states. Drawing from Chermack (2004)’s use of this method 

and Lynham (2002)’s clear explanation of each step, this article explains the current stage of crisis 

leadership theory-to-be using Dubin’s theory-building framework, particularly focusing on Part 1 

of Theory Development. The authors propose that the lack of these units might be difficult to 

assume from an extended literature review alone. Instead, qualitative approaches would effectively 

explore more theoretical constructs of crisis leadership. This argument supports developing a 

theory through multiple research paradigms, as suggested by Lynham (2002)’s general method, or 

by applying a mixed-method approach, the QUAL+QUAN type, in the study (Lopez-Fernandez 

& Molina-Azorin, 2011). For Part 2 Research Operation (or Theory Research) in verifying the 

developed theory in future research, the authors provide guidelines and examples to benefit the 

next steps in the theory development research process. 
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Table 2 Existing and Missing Knowledge Gaps, Guidelines, and Examples for Crisis 

Leadership Theory Development. Presented through Dubin’s eight-step theory-building 

method, including supporting details from Chermack (2002), Dubin (1978), Lynham (2002), 

and Swanson and Chermack (2013). 

Part 1 – Theory Development 

1. Developing the units of 

the theory. 

(Units are the building blocks 

of the theory and are selected 

based on literature). 

Existing elements to be Units: 1) Strategic Sensemaking, 2) Critical 

Decision-Making, 3) Responsive Problem-solving, 4) Anticipatory 

Damage Control, 5) Centralized-Decentralized Management, 6) 

Vertical-Horizontal Orchestration,7) Meaning-Making 

Communication,8) Termination and Restoration, 9) Learning and 

Preparation 

(Adopted from James & Wooten, 2004; Prewitt et al., 2011; Stern, 

2013; Jaques, 2012; Boin et al., 2013; Williams et al., 2017)   
 E

x
is

ti
n

g
 

Proposed non-existing elements: A. Crisis’s Perception and Effects, 

B. Instant Reactions (e.g. body, mental, etc.), C. Self-Control, D. 

Leading (e.g. agile, directive, servant, and ambidextrous) (From 

literature reviewed in this article), 

E. Internal Factors (to be more units) (e.g., motivation, cognition, 

personality, emotion, or etc.),  

F. External Factors (to be more units) (e.g., surroundings, other 

people, resources, or etc.),  

(Not in the literature related to crisis leadership and can be 

extensively explored for more units by qualitative inquiry.)   
  

 P
ro

p
o

si
n

g
 

2. Specifying the laws of 

interaction describing the 

relationships among the 

units. 

 

Categoric law: All units relate to each other, and are required for the 

theory to function. 

They are crisis’s effects, human mechanism, and performance of 

individuals occurring all when it was triggered to emerge.  

(This relatedness states that the values of a unit are associated with 

the values of another unit. In a categoric law, they are symmetrical 

that it does not matter whether one or the other of the units comes first 

(Dubin, 1978). 

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
P

ro
p

o
si

n
g

  
 

Sequential law: [AB], [BC], [CB], [A1], [C1], [B1], 

[A(E, F)], [A(E, F)], [12], [2(3-8, D)], [3(5-8, D)], [4(5-

9, D)], [(A-F,1-8)9], [9(A-F, 1-2)], [E(1-9)], [F(1-9)], 

[D(5-9)] 

One relates or causes one and then others as sequences during 

perceived crises, reactions and controls, human thoughts, decisions, 

actions, need help, and learning of these things that cause changes in 

future crises perceived.  

(This causality always employs a time dimension which is used to 

order the relationship among two or more units. In a sequential law, 

they emerge differently in time dimension with some correlations or 

causalities.) 

3 .Determining the 

boundaries within which 

the theory is expected to 

function. 

)They require the identification 

of the domains and 

Contexts of crises are considered to be the boundary.  

“a crisis is an emergence from a combination of disruptive, turbulent, 

unexpected, and stressful situations or environments, that impacts and 

influences human or any systems’ conditions through physical, 

mental, emotional, environmental, cultural, operational, 

organizational, or reputational aspects, which needs sensibility, 

predictability, urgent decision making, managerial actions, and P
ro

p
o

si
n

g
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environments in which the 

theory operates.( 

resilience capability for anticipation, responses, mitigation, and 

containment, including restoration to normal conditions.” 

This refers to the definitions of crisis that were generalized to all 

professional domains but have the same situational context (Adopted 

from Gundel, 2005; Marcus & Goodman, 199; Mitroff et al., 1987; 

Shrivastava, 1993; Simon, 1993; Wooten & James, 2008). 

4. Identifying the system 

states in which the theory is 

expected to function. 

(as discreet phases, conditions, 

or transitions the theory must 

evolve through in order to 

operate). 

System states describe distinct characteristics of the theory while it is 

in operation at each phase over some course of the time (Chermack, 

2005).  

P
ro

p
o

si
n

g
 

State 1 – Nonoperation 

State 2 – Getting effects from perceiving a crisis 

State 3 – Self-controlling   

State 4 – Thinking and Making Decisions 

State 5 – Executions (actions, leading, managing, communicating, and 

coordinating) 

State 6 – Termination 

Part 2 – Research Operation 

5. Specifying the 

propositions or truth 

statements about how the 

theory is expected to 

operate. 

(A truth statement about a 

[theory] when the [theory] is 

fully specified in its units, laws 

of interaction, boundary, and 

system states.) 

Propositions are specified from units and their laws of interaction 

within the boundary operating according to the time sequence and 

phases defined as system states (Chermack, 2005). 

*X represents a unit that operates before the following units (Y) in the 

list of the laws of interaction presented above. 

  
  

  
G

u
id

el
in

e 

(Guideline) If (Unit X) is positively associated with (Unit Y), then 

(Unit Y) will change as a result of a change in (Unit X). 

 (Example) If [Crisis Situations’ Perception] is positively associated 

with (Instant Reactions), then (Instant Reactions) will change as a 

result of a change in [Crisis Situations’ Perception]. 

 

 

 

6. Identifying the empirical 

indicators used to make the 

propositions testable. 

Empirical indicators 

must produce reliable 

results or, more specifically, 

values that do not differ 

from observer to observer. 

Empirical indicators make each proposition statement testable. It was 

suggested to use the phrase “as measured by” (Chermack, 2002; 

Dubin, 1978; Lynham, 2002, 2002b). 

G
u

id
el

in
e 

(Guideline) each Empirical Indicator = the value of each Unit that 

changes as measured by the real-world representation through 

operationalization of the theoretical framework developed in Part 1. 

(Example) Empirical Indicator of [Critical Decision-Making] = its 

value will increase as a result of [Strategic Sensemaking] as measured 

by any instrument (e.g. scores from questionnaires) that measure [a 

level of decision-making process about generating and selecting 

options to execute]. 

7. Constructing hypotheses 

used to predict values and 

relationships among the 

units. 

“The predictions about the values of the units of a theory in which 

empirical indicators are employed for the named units in each 

proposition” (Dubin, 1978, p. 206). 

“The general rule is that a new hypothesis is established each time a 

different empirical indicator is employed for any one of the units 

designated in a proposition” (Dubin, 1978, p. 209). G
u

id
el

in
e 
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Hypotheses establish the 

link between the empirical 

world and the theory that 

has been under construction.  

(Guideline) (studies of correlation) There will be each positive 

relationship between Unit X (measured by X’s value) and Unit Y 

(measured by Y’s value).  

(Example) There will be a positive relationship between [Responsive 

Problem-solving] (e.g. measured by increasing in the improvement 

and decreasing in the time, of problem-solving actions) and [Agile 

Leading] (e.g. measured by increasing in the persuasion of the 

individual to others to follow in handling a crisis). 

8. Conducting research to 

test the predicted values and 

relationships in 

confirming the 

trustworthiness of the 

theory. 

Once the theory has been operationalized and made ready for testing, 

it can then be verified or confirmed through the conduct of testing 

research. Researching to improve the theoretical model involves 

descriptive research, whereas researching to test the theory involves 

hypothesis testing (Dubin, 1978; Lynham, 2002) hence the hypotheses 

from adopting the examples above would be tested to confirm or refine 

the crisis leadership theory. 

G
u

id
el

in
e 

(Guideline) Development and implementation of a research plan. 

 

 

2. Conclusions 

This position article presented gaps and issues in crisis leadership research focusing on 

the points to be fulfilled in theory development. The literature review showed that there is no 

clear and formal theory of crisis leadership other than the managerial practices of those who 

have positions in taking charge of people and situations in crises. Also, these existing concepts 

are not yet ready to be processed in theory-building as there are some gaps left in the theoretical 

model including individuals’ phenomenon during the crisis impacts such as physical or 

psychological effects, and the phenomenon of leadership in leading under the situation such as 

the rationales or triggers to take a lead, and its unique leadership characteristics. These issues 

were discussed with the meanings of theory and research methods of theory-building for 

recognizing the current situations and proposing the direction to develop the theory of crisis 

leadership. The demonstration of all building blocks on Dubin’s theory-building framework 

will help to clarify the situation of crisis leadership research in the theory development 

perspective of some future scholars in the applied or social sciences such as HRD (leadership 

development), organization development, management, public administration, or other 

relevant areas.   

For implications of this article, the future researchers-theorists can develop knowledge 

through different research paradigms and epistemologies using various methodologies and 

methods (Hurt et al., 2014) to fulfill this theoretical model (Chermack, 2007). Scholars with 

quantitative paradigms might conduct further intensive reviews to improve this conceptual 

model and provide a questionnaire to test a theory. On the other hand, one can start with a 

qualitative inquiry as an initial part of the General Method of Theory-Building Research by 

Lynham (2002), using existing crisis leadership items in the informant selection process to get 

crisis leadership exemplars according to Patton (2014)’s Sensitizing Concept Exemplars 

Sampling Strategy for the interview, exploring for deep understandings (Creswell & Creswell, 

2017). The proposed constructs in this article can be applied to the semi-structured interview 

protocol to derive information to fulfill the structure of leadership theory that reflects the form 

of a formal theory, enhancing a deep understanding of the crisis leadership phenomenon.  
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For leadership development professionals or crisis response professionals, they can be 

aware of these missing elements in developing crisis leaders and designing formal training and 

development programs with appropriate content and duration, scenario-based training. After 

getting more insight by the proposed conceptual framework of crisis leadership or the future 

developed theory, it can be beneficial for the organizational development interventions to 

create this leadership through organizational changes or culture. Appropriate human resource 

and leadership development programs and strategies would be more successful in building 

crisis leaders at all levels in organizations to deal with crises in this turbulent and rapid change 

era. 
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