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Leadership in Times of Crisis: “Cool Head, Warm Heart” 1

Preface
“These are lonely jobs. We have staff to help us manage crises, but I would  
have benefitted from having an experienced president giving me advice.”   
— Roundtable participant 

This comment, made by a 
participant in ACE’s June 
2012 Presidential Roundtable, 

underscores the need for campus 
leadership to be ready for any 
situation that might arise, as well as 
the need to have a cadre of internal 
and external advisors who can help 
guide campus decisions when a 
crisis occurs.  

This roundtable brought 
together a distinguished group of 
leaders from higher education and 
the media and legal communities to 
examine the best practices campuses 
should follow when confronted 
with an extraordinary event that 
threatens to affect all members of 
an institutional community. Chief 

among the issues discussed was 
the critical role of the president in 
these situations. The conversation 
yielded important insights about 
the essential qualities needed for 
effective presidential leadership 
during a time of crisis. 

ACE is grateful for the ongoing 
support of the TIAA-CREF 
Institute, especially the personal 
commitments of TIAA-CREF CEO 
and President Roger W. Ferguson, 
Jr. and Institute Managing Director 
Stephanie Bell-Rose. We value 
their support of these important 
discussions, which frame the issues 
confronting presidents in the 21st 
century.   
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2 American Council on Education

Introduction 

ACE conducted a market 
study in 2010 that revealed 
presidents and other 

administrators have a need for 
more information about a myriad of 
topics they believe will assist them 
in doing their jobs. When asked how 
presidents spend their time, most 
respondents indicated an increased 
emphasis on external affairs such 
as fundraising or working with 
various constituents. Surprisingly, 
crisis management was not high 
on the list of either the information 
needed or current activities, but 
the repercussions from a crisis 
on campus—whether generated 
internally or forced on a campus 
from the outside—can be great and, 
indeed, even can become a career-
ending event. 

In the spring of 2012, ACE 
released The American College 
President 2012 report. This study 
indicated that presidents as a group 
are aging and that there has been 
little progress in diversifying the 

presidential ranks. The data show 
that 58 percent of the nation’s 
college and university presidents are 
over the age of 61. The expectation 
is that, in the next five years, many 
presidents will retire, and new 
presidents will join the ranks; they 
will need guidance. 

In June of 2012, ACE convened 
16 presidents, along with media 
experts and attorneys, for the 
Presidential Roundtable “Leadership 
in Times of Crisis.” This publication 
highlights the major themes that 
emerged from this conversation 
and provides academic leaders 
with sound advice from their peers 
about how to approach a crisis on 
campus—recognizing, of course, that 
differences in campus culture and 
history will affect the responses and 
may call for different approaches 
than those outlined here. 

Comments appearing in text 
boxes throughout this publication 
are quotes from roundtable 
participants. They reflect the serious 
tone of the conversation and often 
provide additional advice.

The Campus Context
Campus events require that 
presidential leadership is strong and 
unwavering in the best of times, but 
the qualities of leadership are sorely 
tested during a crisis. Presidents 
and chancellors have responded 

“Don’t ever forget that 
even in the darkest 
days of the crisis, we 
will get through this. 
Our institutions are 
remarkably strong and 
resilient.”
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to natural disasters such as floods 
and tornadoes as well as human-
made crises such as riots, accidents, 
challenges to academic freedom, 
data security breaches, and illegal 
activities. Unfortunately, mass 
shootings, dormitory fires that have 
claimed lives, and athletic scandals 
also have challenged leaders in 
higher education. In recent years, 
higher education has been rocked 
by the accusations related to 
athletics department staff at The 
Pennsylvania State University, the 

University of Arkansas, and Syracuse 
University (NY). The death of a band 
member at Florida Agricultural and 
Mechanical University has prompted 
every campus to review potential 
hazing incidents and ensure their 
policies address the situation and 
promise serious consequences. The 
use of pepper spray on students at 
the University of California, Davis 
compelled the chancellor to speak 

out publicly about the situation and 
caused staffing changes in the police 
department. Student deaths, rapes 
on campus, cheating scandals, and 
natural disasters all focus attention 
on a campus—in some cases only 
for a short time and in others for 
months or even years. In certain 
instances, unorthodox decisions 
can be positive, such as St. Mary’s 
College of Maryland’s ingenious use 
of a cruise ship as a residence hall to 
address mold issues in its traditional 
residence halls. 

All of these events require 
leaders to be savvy in their 
relationships with the media and 
to work effectively with their own 
public affairs staff. The campus is 
a microcosm of a small town, with 
faculty, staff, students, alumni, and 
the surrounding community all 
potentially affected by the actions—
or inactions—of the campus leader. 
Colleges and universities have 
experienced a significant number 
of what pundits call “career-ending 
events.” While not all presidents and 
chancellors leave their posts, many 
find themselves questioning their 
own responses or being questioned 
by boards, legislators, and the public.

The challenges presidents and 
chancellors must confront increase 
as new technologies dominate 
campus communications and 
federal and state regulations call 
for increased and more complex 

“People want to 
see, touch, and 
communicate with the 
president. Leaders 
underestimate that 
connection during 
a time of crisis. You 
are like a small town 
mayor.”
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reporting. There is often little time to 
thoughtfully plan a course of action; 
instead, presidents are called upon 
to make rapid decisions—whether 
to use the campus alert system, 
contact the media, schedule a press 
conference, or simply retreat behind 
closed doors. Each action has a 
reaction, and campus leaders need 
to anticipate the results of their 
decisions. 

Understanding the 
Landscape
It is unlikely that the trend toward 
more rapid communication 
of campus events or a tighter 
regulatory environment will 
diminish, so new college and 
university presidents need to be 
aware of how these trends affect 
their leadership and ultimately 
the safety, security, and learning 
environments of their students. This 
publication does not focus on past 
events except as brief examples 
of the crises presidents have 
confronted, but it provides guidance 
and practical advice to new campus 
leaders about creating crisis teams, 
analyzing the effectiveness of public 
relations offices, and maximizing 
relationships with the media. 

There are frameworks for 
crisis management that are well-
documented, and campus leaders 
should know about state and federal 
regulations and frameworks such 

as the Incident Command System, 
the National Interagency Incident 
Management System, and the 
Jeanne Clery Disclosure of Campus 
Security Policy and Campus Crime 
Statistics Act of 1990 (commonly 
known as the Clery Act). Similarly, 
in many crises, relationships with 
certain agencies are critical. For 
example, the leadership team must 
be aware of the American Red 
Cross in a hurricane, the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention 
during an epidemic, the Federal 
Bureau of Investigation and Central 
Intelligence Agency for terrorist 
activity, the U.S. Department of 
Homeland Security for questionable 
student credentials, the Federal 
Emergency Management Agency 
for earthquakes and floods, and local 
or state police for investigations 
beyond the campus. 

The presidential roundtable 
began with a simple question 
to participants: “What is your 
worst nightmare?” For some, the 
nightmare had already become a 
reality. We discussed how the crisis 
was handled and how participants 
might deal with it differently with 

“How one handles the 
crisis often gets you 
into more trouble than 
the crisis itself.”
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the benefit of hindsight. Participants 
acknowledged that leaders are 
always better prepared for the last 
crisis than the new one, but that it is 
imperative to learn from experience 
(both one’s own and that of others) 
before confronting the next campus 
disaster. 

What is always important 
is who and what is guiding 
leadership decisions. Many 
colleges and universities have well-
established crisis communication 
or risk management teams. Some 
presidents assume that the vice 
president for administration or the 
public affairs office knows how to 
manage a crisis, but it has become 
clear that this should be a team 
sport. Only institutions with well-
defined policies and processes 
can begin to address the newest 
crisis, and even then there will be 
new variables or twists that change 
everyone’s perception. Considering 
what expertise is needed on the 
team is critical, and sometimes 
the team members need to be 
interchangeable. For example, a 
situation that affects facilities needs 
more participation from that side of 
campus, while a cheating scandal 
needs full participation from the 
academic team. 

Making Choices
Even in a crisis, the day-to-day 
work continues. But some incidents 
change the campus routine. Do you 

have graduation ceremonies when 
there has been a human tragedy on 
campus? Are finals canceled when 
storms impede travel and knock out 
power? Who decides when and how 
to alter the usual patterns? How does 
the campus deal with a racial incident 
that occurred off campus? Should it 
be clear that the president has made 
the tough decisions or is it better 
to say the crisis team has made this 
recommendation? Does the answer 
depend on the circumstances?

In the end, presidents may build 
a reputation—good or bad—or they 
may leave a legacy that marks their 
tenure forever. Often during the 
crisis, the long-term outcomes or 
ramifications of decisions will not 
be immediately clear. Sometimes 
an excellent leader can make one 
mistake and wipe out years of 
successful leadership. One event 
can change the course of a campus, 
alter the reputation of a leader, 
and forever change the public’s 
perception of the institution. 

Leaders also need to be mindful 
of the stress brought about by 
incidents on the campus, both for 
themselves and their team. If a leader 
can’t get to campus because of bad 
weather, what provisions have been 
made for contact? If the information 

“Race can create a lot 
of emotion.”
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6 American Council on Education

technology network is affected by 
a power outage, what is the backup 
plan? If the campus is on lockdown, 
where is the alternative meeting 
place for the crisis team? If all of 
these questions are answered ahead 
of time, there is less stress on the 
team. Every team should engage the 
services of the employee assistance 
program when needed—for the 
administrators as well as the faculty, 
staff, and students. 
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Communications Strategies

Most campuses have well-
established plans for 
dealing with the media, 

but those regular practices can 
change in a crisis situation. Day-to-
day relationships are usually with 
the education reporter for the local 
paper or key contacts at national 
sites, but when a particular crisis 
hits, new players in the media—local, 
national, and even international—
often enter the picture. These 
reporters may not know the campus 
leadership and may seek stories 
from the least likely sources, making 
it imperative that the whole campus 
is aware of the protocols for dealing 
with media. And what about rumor 
control? In a time of accelerating 
technological advancement, Twitter, 
Facebook, texting, and blogging 
are all replacing email—and no one 
waits to read about an incident in 
the morning paper anymore. Can the 
institution get the news out faster? 
Should it? These are decisions that 
must often be made very quickly and 
without much consultation. 

One certainty campus leaders 
can expect during a time of crisis 
is that the media—local, national, 
international, and social—will 
broadcast a narrative about the 
campus that will remain in the 
public domain long after the tenure 
of a campus leader. Sometimes 

the media will not be fair and will 
deliver messages that are untrue or 
ill-conceived; other times, campus-
based legal counsel may present 
apparent barriers to the campus 
leader’s ability to communicate 
effectively. Regardless, there are 
multiple constituencies (e.g., 
students, faculty, community 
members, and the media) that 
require different information. 
Communication to each group must 
not involve changing facts, but must 
reflect an understanding of what 
each wants and needs to know.

Given these complexities, 
participants offered a number of 
practical suggestions for dealing 
with media outlets before, during, 
and after a campus is faced with a 
crisis.

An Ounce of 
Prevention
Roundtable participants emphasized 
that colleges and universities 
must develop and test a protocol 
before a crisis ever happens. 
The most important element is 

 “Every member of 
my team is Incident 
Command System 
certified.”
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planning—tabletop exercises, mock 
disasters, and continuous or nearly 
continuous policy revisions. This 
may lead to the prevention of the 
worst consequences of a disaster, 
but nothing can be done to avoid 
disasters altogether. And once the 
crisis is past, the recovery period 
is a critical element in the chain of 
events. The repercussions will likely 
endure. Even when a large number 
of students, faculty, administrators, 
and staff seem to have weathered 
the crisis, some may still be in pain 
or suffering emotionally. In fact, 
full recovery may take years. Some 
say the Kent State University (OH) 
community didn’t recover from the 
deaths of their students during the 
Vietnam War protests until many 
years later, when President Carol A. 
Cartwright decided to draw attention 
to the history with alternative 
programming. Finally, what do we 
learn from going through a crisis, 
and what can we pass on to a new 
generation of higher education 
leaders?  

A crisis can take many forms—
natural disasters, student unrest, 
athletics department or athlete 
scandals, staff mismanagement, or 
faculty misbehavior—and make it 
difficult to imagine a time when an 
issue was not pressing or did not 
demand the president’s immediate 
attention. For these very reasons, 
the time to consider media relations 

training for the leadership team and 
to begin nurturing relationships 
with media outlets (in particular 
with local education reporters and 
other stakeholders) is before a crisis 
occurs. Media training information 
is available from many external 
sources, including United Educators.

For many of the roundtable 
participants, an annual “media 
tour” or “media day” proved useful 
for establishing and building 
relationships with local outlets. One 
president used her annual media 
day to meet and greet education 
reporters while openly answering 
questions about various events 
at the college. Establishing these 
relationships paid off when her 
campus faced a situation that could 
have spiraled out of control quickly. 
Fortunately, due to the rapport built 
between the president and the local 
education reporter, the news outlet 

 “At times, especially 
for smaller campuses, 
the national media will 
contact the local media 
for information, further 
highlighting the need 
to make connections 
with the media in your 
area before the need 
arises.”
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held the story until the college 
president contacted the outlet to 
provide further information about 
the incident. Another roundtable 
participant, representing the 
media, endorsed holding media 
days and advised presidents to 
use both off-the-record and on-
the-record meetings to ensure that 
when the need arises, the president 
and reporter are known to each 
other and understand each other’s 
perspectives. 

The role of legal counsel 
presented a major obstacle for many 
presidents interested in interacting 
effectively with the media. It is, of 
course, the responsibility of counsel 
to safeguard the institution from 
a legal standpoint, but roundtable 
participants stressed the importance 
of striking a balance between the 
need to protect the university and 
the need to inform the public. To 
facilitate this balance, participants 
recommended holding meetings 
with legal counsel before an issue 
arises so all parties can express 

perspectives on the release of 
information in the event of a 
crisis. Above all, the presidents 
emphasized that the story will 
often be written with or without a 
statement from the institution, and 
that it is a president’s responsibility 
to determine who will write the 
story and what story is told. Some 
suggested it is as important to know 
what the president can say as to 
know what the president cannot say.

In addition to the roundtable 
participants’ recommendations 
on establishing a foundation for 
communicating with media outlets, 
the presidents discussed other 
pivotal decisions that improved 
their preparedness for dealing with 
media relations before a crisis. The 
first, hiring a social media specialist, 
provided one president with the 
necessary staff to monitor and, when 
necessary, respond to inaccurate 
information. Another president 
described a situation in which posts 
on Twitter, Facebook, and other 
social media outlets drifted too 
far from the truth. Because social 
media posts were being monitored, 
the university was able to respond 
with factual information using 
those same outlets, as well as the 
university website. One of the 
roundtable participants encouraged 
smaller or less well-known campuses 
to have a “cheat sheet” with facts 
about the institution available 

“If the media know 
you and know you will 
tell the truth, that will 
go a long way when 
a reporter is getting 
information from other 
sources.”
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online. Basic information about 
campus enrollment statistics, 
funding sources, salaries of 
administrators, and the history 
of the institution can provide 
useful information to the media. 
Increasingly, campuses publish a 
“dashboard” that shows goals and 
assesses success. Equipped with 
this information, a reporter who is 
unfamiliar with the institution will 
have the basic facts before writing 
any story. 

During the Crisis
Thanks to thorough preparation and 
conscientious relationship-building, 
campus leaders are able to prevent 
crises from becoming unmanageable 
(or, in some cases, from happening 
in the first place). However, more 
often than not, crises strike without 
warning and, as such, demand a 
swift response or explanation. It is 

crucial that presidents understand 
the core set of facts about the 
situation and communicate 
effectively with not only the media, 
but also various groups with a stake 
in the institution. Despite a natural 
sense of urgency to respond, most 
roundtable participants emphasized 
the need to “take a step back” in 
order to assess the situation and 
consider the various approaches to 
engaging or reengaging the media.

Because credibility as an 
institutional leader depends in large 
part on the ability to get out in front 
of the story, participants discussed 
the need to engage campus-based 
legal counsel, media contacts, and 
social media staff members or 
communications teams prior to 
making a statement. As outlined in 
the previous section, establishing 
relationships with legal counsel and 
the local media as soon as possible 
in the event of a crisis is critical. 
Forging relationships proactively 
may buy more time during a crisis 
if reporters view the president as 
someone who is truthful and honest. 
Whether or not the president has 
developed these relationships 
in the past, it is important to 
contact media members as soon 
as it is feasible to do so in order 
to determine what facts can and 
should be communicated and offer 
assurances that information will be 
available as soon as possible. Several 

“When the national 
media come, it is 
important not to forget 
the local media. One 
strategy is to hold 
a press conference 
only for the local 
media, which forces 
the national press to 
go through the local 
outlets.”
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participants found that establishing 
a central web location (e.g., 
university site, Twitter, or Facebook) 
with relevant information is an 
efficient method to inform media 
outlets and the campus community 
about what happened or is still 
unfolding. 

At some point, the leadership 
team will decide that it is time to 
make a statement. Whenever that 
time comes, participants emphasized 
the importance of the president 
being the person out in front, rather 
than another senior administrator 
or the chair of the institution’s board 
of trustees (or some equivalent). 
Time and time again, roundtable 
participants underscored that the 
president must have something to 
say and must tell the truth. Several 
participants shared accounts of 
situations in which they or their 
colleagues spoke prematurely with 
the media or made a statement 
that was partially unsubstantiated. 
Others shared experiences about 
media and campus community 
members who became frustrated 

following a press conference that 
was deemed to be a waste of time 
because of a lack of information. 
When the decision is made to 
respond to the media, it is important 
to think about what they need with 
respect to their profession, and 
articulate an understanding of their 
desire to understand the facts. When 
the president is unable to respond to 
a particular question, one participant 
suggested an affirmation followed 
by a brief explanation. For example, 
a seasoned participant offered the 
following as a reasonable response: 
“It’s responsible for you to want 
to understand [the incident], but 
I cannot answer that at this time 
because. . . .”

After the Crisis
Given the nature of the presidency, a 
considerable amount of time is spent 
putting out many fires, some larger 
than others. However, it is important 
not to assume that others have 
moved on from an issue just because 
the leadership team has moved on. 

One roundtable participant 
noted that after a crisis, many 
presidents agree to interviews only 
if a particular issue (e.g., the recent 
crisis) is avoided. However, several 
other participants said they found 
taking the interview offered a chance 
to highlight several issues, including 
positive aspects of a recovery, 
and was a better approach, as the 
issue may still be alive for many 

 “Information is 
power, and sharing 
information is even 
more power. Secrecy 
causes more problems 
than sunlight.”
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12 American Council on Education

community members and ignoring 
it may do more harm than good. 
Other participants echoed these 
statements and said that presidents 
should expect that the media will 
cover the aftermath and recovery 

process, especially in the wake of a 
major crisis. 

On campus, an assessment 
of new needs after the crisis is 
necessary. It may be necessary to 
hire more admissions counselors 
if enrollment will be affected in 
future years. Similarly, new protocols 
are sometimes warranted, such as 
instituting new policies to update 
contact information for students as 
well as their families. 

“My ability to lead has 
been greatly improved 
as a result of this 
roundtable.”
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Resources

Leveraging resources during 
campus crises will help 
make chaotic situations 

more manageable. Many essential 
resources are found internally, 
and include the knowledge and 
expertise of the staff, tightly crafted 
crisis and communication plans, 
general counsel, and the availability 
of emergency accounts to help fund 
campus activities during the crisis. 

However, external resources 
are equally important in 
handling a crisis, and can include 
specialized crisis management 
firms, communication consultants, 
networks of local and national 
college presidents, and external 
legal counsel. Many participants 
stressed the importance of seeking 
out resources for different types of 
crises and that college presidents 
need to have these resources in place 
before a crisis occurs if they are to 
successfully manage these events. 

Internal Resources
During a crisis, presidents rely 
heavily on the internal resources 

of the campus. Most of these 
resources are created or formed 
during the preparation phase of 
crisis management. Therefore, it 
is important for campuses to allot 
a significant amount of time to 
planning and preparing for potential 
crises. The roundtable participants 
listed several internal resources they 
said were critical to managing their 
own campus crises. 

Several presidents stressed 
the importance of utilizing the 
knowledge and expertise of staff. 
These individuals know the campus 
the best and have successful 
relationships with various internal 
units. They also bring expertise 
that may be essential during a 
crisis. One college president said 
that a seasoned public relations 
staff member was crucial during 
one of their campus crises. This 
professional ensured that the 
university did not respond too 
quickly, but rather waited and 
crafted a more measured response. 

The creation of a statement of 
principles helped one president 
preemptively respond to several 
campus events before they 
escalated into major crises. In 
advance of a controversial protest 
against same-sex marriage, this 
president reiterated to the campus 
that the behavior of campus 

 “I returned to campus 
and found ways to 
redirect non-state 
revenues to a crisis 
preparedness fund.”
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members needed to align with the 
statement of principles. He stressed 
that if campus members chose to 
participate in the counter-protest, 
they should not engage in physical 
confrontations and needed to obey 
the instructions of law enforcement 
and university officials. The campus 
took the president’s message to 
heart, and the counter-protest was 
peaceful. The president remarked 
that it was one of his proudest 
moments. 

Emergency funds are essential 
during a crisis. These funds may 
be used to hire professional help; 
clean up damages to facilities or 
grounds; rent alternate spaces 
during recovery; or pay legal 
settlements, fines, sanctions, or 
other miscellaneous costs that 
can arise during a crisis. Multiple 
presidents remarked on how these 
emergency funds allowed them 
to have the necessary financial 
resources to implement their crisis 
plans. It would have impeded their 
progress and split their focus to seek 
out additional funding during this 

period. Therefore, every campus 
should create and maintain a reserve 
fund for campus emergencies, even 
in tough economic times. 

As the main decision-making 
entity, campus crisis teams are on 
the front lines during a crisis. They 
are essential resources because 
they allow institutions to respond 
immediately and effectively to 
a crisis and encompass diverse 
perspectives and expertise from the 
campus community. Because crises 
can hit while the president and other 
members of the administration are 
away from campus, it is critical to 
have backups for each member of the 
crisis team. This allows for coverage 
of all critical roles and more flexibility 
within the team. Some presidents 
also suggested that campuses have 
multiple crisis teams depending on 
the type of crisis. For example, the 
staff members who are on the crisis 
team for a natural disaster may not be 
the same staff members who are on 
the crisis team for an incident such as 
an active shooter on campus. 

As crises arrive in different 
forms, campuses need to create 
crisis and communication plans for 
a variety of situations. However, it is 
not enough to create these plans and 
only refer to them during a crisis. 
These documents need to be tested 
at least once a year (if not more 
frequently) to find and address any 
pitfalls in an institution’s current 

“As a result of the 
session, we have 
reorganized our media 
unit and are moving 
forward with a crisis 
management plan.”
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strategies and procedures. Several 
presidents recommended that the 
campus crisis team and the team 
members’ backups participate in 
tabletop exercises, which allow crisis 
team members to become familiar 
with one another and anticipate how 
they will respond during a crisis. 
Some presidents advised that crises 
on other campuses are teachable 
moments and can be used as case 
studies for the leadership team. One 
roundtable participant used cabinet 
meetings to discuss recent crises 
and incidents at other institutions 
and reflect on how they would 
handle the situation.

Though often overlooked, 
trustees or board members of 
colleges and universities can play 
an important role during a crisis. 
First and foremost, presidents 
need to inform the board of the 
situation and remain in contact 
with the chair. Although trustees 
will not directly manage the crisis, 
they may be contacted by local and 
national media. Therefore, they 
should be aware of the crisis and 
communication plan. It is important 
that board members present a united 
front and do not offer personal 
commentary, as such comments 
may contradict the expressed views 
of campus leadership. In addition, 
one president recommended that 
if board members need to become 
more involved in crisis management, 

they should remain accessible and 
transparent. After the board on his 
campus made some courageous 
and difficult decisions, its members 
went into hiding. Their lack of 
accessibility created problems, as 
they did not explain their decisions 
to internal and external audiences. 
Media members were left to 
speculate about why the board 
made these decisions. It is always 
important to maintain open lines 
of communication with the media 
and inform the narrative about the 
crisis in order to have successful 
outcomes.

External Resources
When a crisis hits, some presidents 
may feel the need to manage 
the situation with only the 
resources available to them on 
campus. However, many crises are 
extremely complex, and it can be 
unrealistic to expect internal staff 
to have the expertise needed for 
all types of crises. It is important 
to reach beyond the institution 
for specialized expertise. When 
doing this, participants suggested 
seeking out consultants who have 
experience working with higher 
education institutions and who can 
complement the existing knowledge 
base on the campus. If presidents 
choose to go this route, they need 
to be proactive during the planning 
stages of crisis management 
and establish relationships with 
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individuals or organizations that 
can be of assistance during a crisis. 
Roundtable participants suggested 
a number of external services that 
presidents should utilize during 
a crisis: crisis management, crisis 
communications, public relations, 
and legal counsel.

One president recommended 
inviting firms in these fields to 
campus before a crisis occurs to 
establish relationships and select the 
firms that will best meet institutional 
needs. When a crisis occurs, the 
firm can be contacted immediately 
for assistance. One participant 
said that her institution was not as 
prepared as it should have been, and, 
as a result had to seek out a crisis 
management firm during the initial 
stages of a crisis. Unfortunately, the 
firm that was selected was not ideally 
suited to working with colleges 
and universities. Furthermore, the 
initial team that was assigned to the 
campus was not deeply experienced 
and thus did not always offer sound 
or actionable advice. This resulted 
in the campus losing valuable time 
developing an effective response. 
When the institution finally received 
an effective team, they were able 
to move forward and start tackling 
the difficult decisions that had to be 
made to resolve the crisis. 

Presidents can also reach out to 
a network of their peers from like-
minded institutions or from local 

colleges and universities. Because 
being a college president can be an 
isolating and challenging job, it is 
important for presidents to be able 
to call upon their peers and ask for 
advice and support during a crisis. 
After he was hired as president, one 
roundtable participant reached out 
to local presidents within his state 
to establish relationships and ask 
for advice. He said he found this 
experience extremely rewarding, and 
that it provided invaluable insight 
into his role as a college president. 
Another president who was in the 
middle of a crisis called one of his 
colleagues because this individual 
was familiar with the situation and 
the campus culture. This presidential 
mentor provided extremely useful 
advice on how to proceed. 

The importance of maintaining 
strong relationships with leaders in 
the community is often overlooked. 
These individuals may represent 
the local media, police, local or state 
governmental officials, or ethnic 
or religious leaders. It is critical to 
have relationships with individuals 
who are highly regarded in the 
community, because they can speak 

“Sometimes you can’t 
tell the whole truth, but 
make sure what you do 
say is the truth.”
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out in favor of the campus and 
offer an important external voice. 
In addition, they can provide a new 
perspective as well as information 
on how the campus is perceived 
locally.

ACE serves as a key external 
resource for presidents who are 
experiencing a crisis on their 
campus. College presidents 
can reach out to ACE for advice 
and suggestions for sources of 
information on external firms to 
hire. ACE offers several publications 
that may be important resources for 
presidents, including A President’s 
Guide to the Clery Act and the 
fall 2012 issue of The Presidency. 
Understanding relevant federal 
legislation such as the Clery Act 

and the Family Educational Rights 
and Privacy Act is essential for 
presidents. Failure to comply with 
these legislative mandates can 
be costly both financially and in 
terms of reputation. Each year, 
ACE hosts the ACE Institute for 
New Presidents. This nine-month 
program is designed specifically 
for presidents within their first 
two years of service and provides 
them with resources and training to 
respond to leadership challenges on 
their campuses. In the most recent 
summer meeting, there was a session 
on crisis management. During 
this session, two case studies were 
presented, and the presidents offered 
the lessons that they learned from 
managing these events.
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Conclusion

One president remarked, “If 
you are going to have a 
crisis, do it when you are 

young.” Unfortunately, hurricanes, 
floods, student tragedies, and 
employee misbehavior come at 
times when leaders may not be ready 
for them and can take a serious 
emotional and physical toll. The 
president must draw on all available 
resources—internal and external—to 
manage the crisis and move the 
campus forward. 

The roundtable conversation 
made clear that preparation 
is essential, as are developing 
relationships with the media 
outlets and using every available 
form of communication to keep 
in touch with all constituents. 
One participant commented that 
no president was born knowing 
how to talk to Anderson Cooper, 

but that quality is increasingly a 
requirement for the job. In the end, 
it is the president’s face and voice 
that must be available, but the 
president needs to be careful not to 
grandstand or lay blame as a crisis 
unfolds, and must always ensure 
that his or her public statements 
reflect individual values as well as 
the values of the institution. Janice 
M. Abraham of United Educators 
reminded presidents that they must 
“be human,” and their actions must, 
in the end, represent their ability to 
have a “cool head and a warm heart.”

“‘I am sorry’ does not 
mean that you are 
guilty. Find ways to 
express your heartfelt 
grief.”
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APPENDIX I

Drake University in Des Moines, Iowa, has established a “Statement 
of Principles” to address campus responses to issues that might in 
some circumstances lead to unrest at best or serious consequences 

at worst. President David Maxwell participated in the presidential roundtable 
and offered this document as a model other institutions may wish to emulate.

Drake University
STATEMENT OF PRINCIPLES

Drake University’s purpose 
is to transmit knowledge, 
pursue truth, and 

encourage the intellectual and 
moral development of its students 
through the activities central to 
academic life: teaching, research, 
rigorous analysis, debate, study, and 
service. In the pursuit of these goals, 
Drake encourages and protects 
diverse perspectives and the free 
flow of ideas and discussion among 
its members. Such diversity and 
differences of opinion generate 
debate that produces knowledge and 
a greater understanding of what it 
means to be fully human.

Drake values the fact that it is 
a community consisting of men 
and women of different races, 
nationalities, religions, physical 
abilities, sexual orientation, ages, 
political perspectives, and other 
diverse characteristics. While 
acknowledging our differences we 
affirm the dignity and freedom of 
every individual. We abhor acts of 

oppression, be they denial of freedom 
of expression, discrimination in its 
various forms of sexism or racism, or 
intolerance of religion, age, sexual 
orientation, or political beliefs; or 
harassment of any member of the 
university community.

Drake’s students, faculty, and staff 
share the responsibility of respect 
for each other and for new and 
opposing ideas. We seek affirmatively 
to cherish and celebrate difference. 
We intend that our purpose and 
commitment to community pervade 
our campus—our classrooms, 
libraries, offices, social and academic 
organizations, studios, recreational 
facilities, living units—buoyed by 
freedom, responsibility, and respect 
for all people. It is education in the 
most humane and liberating sense to 
which Drake is dedicated. 

Drake University upholds 
freedom of thought and freedom 
of expression as central to its 
educational mission. Drake therefore 
carefully refrains from restricting the 
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exchange of ideas or regulating the 
content of speech. We realize that 
freedom of thought and freedom 
of expression produce conflict 
and challenge. We encourage civil 
debate and discussion of divergent 
perspectives and opinions in a 
manner that affirms our community. 
We seek to create a community in 
which shared purpose transcends 
difference and respect for human 
dignity transcends conflict.

The encouragement of civility 
does not, however, mean that Drake 
seeks to avoid public debate or 
suppress open and candid discussion 
of troubling and controversial issues. 
Nor do we seek to discourage or 
chill the expression of unpopular 
opinions or challenging perspectives. 
To preserve the university’s 
central role as a public forum of 
ideas, Drake upholds the right to 
express unpopular and provocative 
viewpoints, including expression 
that may be dramatic, emotive, or 
imperfectly articulated.

We affirm the principle that 
thoughts and opinions should be 
subject to the crucible of debate 
and be judged only in the free 
marketplace of ideas. Ideas will not 
be suppressed because they are 
presently viewed as unpopular or 
inappropriate by current authorities, 
nor will expression of those ideas 
be infringed because it may be 
perceived as harmful to a particular 
group or organization. Although 

the frank and open discussion of 
social, cultural, artistic, religious, 
moral, scientific, and political issues 
may be disturbing and even hurtful 
for some individuals, the principle 
of free exchange and inquiry takes 
precedence as it is so fundamental to 
the educational enterprise. 

While cherishing and defending 
freedom of speech to the full extent 
protected by the First Amendment of 
the United States Constitution, Drake 
University declares its abhorrence of 
statements that demean, denigrate, 
humiliate, or express hatred 
toward members of the university 
community. Words do indeed have 
consequences. Words may be hurtful. 
Speech should be a thoughtful 
process. Speaking irresponsibly can 
negatively affect morale, motivation, 
and community. Responsibility calls 
us to be sensitive to the harmful 
effects of hostile speech and to 
refrain from speaking in demeaning 
and discriminatory ways.

Any individual who uses bigoted 
or vicious speech and thereby 
betrays the ideal of mutual respect 
and goodwill toward all members 
of the university community may 
expect strong and public censure 
by the administration, faculty, and 
students. Even if expression that is 
hostile in nature does not rise to the 
level of harassment which is subject 
to disciplinary sanction, no person is 
ever exempt from being reproved by 
the administration or being chastised 
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by fellow students, faculty, or staff. 
To rebuke a speaker for the error 
of his or her ideas or for the odious 
nature of their expression is part 
of the robust and vigorous public 
debate that is the central purpose of 
the university. Indeed, every member 
of the Drake University community 
has a responsibility to promote 
civility and mutual respect for every 
other individual and to thoughtfully 
challenge those who undermine our 
community. 

Moreover, while the university 
defends freedom of expression, it will 
not tolerate acts of harassment. When 
an individual engages in harmful 
conduct or threatens a member of or 
a visitor to the university community, 
Drake University will take such 
disciplinary action and respond 
with such sanctions as are deemed 
appropriate.

Adopted by the 1991–92 Drake 
University Faculty Senate. 
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