
In times of crisis or difficulty, it is up to you as a manager to lead your team through
the rough waters. In this whitepaper, we provide you with some tips and insights
that will help you on your way.
 
Leading a team in crisis looks like the photo below. Rough water demands a lot
from everyone on board. Also from you as a manager. By making it a shared
responsibility you do not pull the boat but... you steer. To do that, you need the right
skills, insights, tools… and energy.
 
So, as a manager, self-care is the key to appropriate leadership in crisis. You first
have to put on your own mouth mask before you can help other persons.
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MURMUR

By having & repeating a clear vision,
employees know why they are doing what
they are doing. Clarify the context again and
again. Make sure that the team can keep its
focus and that everyone can activate their
resources to deal with what comes in the best
possible way.
 
As a manager, focus on what to do and
manage your team in an appropriate way. 
 
So much for the theory. In practice, your work
as a manager is most likely too often about
putting out fires or responding to acute
questions internally (or from customers). You
have to deal with constant changes. Most of
the time, things do not go as planned and you
have the feeling that you are always running
behind the facts. Most certainly in a crisis
situation.
 
 

As a manager, you have an important role
in managing your team and managing the

crisis. Both the individual and the team
require appropriate leadership. As a

manager, you are a beacon, a lighthouse
that guides the team.

be resilient
express vision
be confident

be empathetic
be positive

trust

act
support

intervene

How to manage a team in
times of crisis?
 
Communicate clearly and calmly.
Take on a resilient and confident
attitude. Share a clear vision. Show
involvement and be empathetic,
positive. Show your confidence in
your employees. Where
necessary, you act decisively and
be supportive.
 
As a manager, offer the employee
perspective in uncertain times so
that stress can act as a compass.
This allows the team to flourish
and achieve its goals despite the
difficulties. 

communicate
be calm

be ready

communicate

act



In such a situation, there is a risk of
"cramping": we will start
micromanaging and risk losing
confidence in our team.
 
STOP! Ask yourself: Why do we do
what we do? Why do I do what I do?
And which leader do I want to be? 
 
Then you reconnect with the
company and its context as well as
your team. Critically review your
own actions and make adjustments
where necessary.
 
As a manager, you mainly focus on
motivation. By setting achievable
goals, installing shared
responsibilities, togetherness and
showing appreciation, you create
the best possible workplace. Even in
times of crisis.
 

Also bring the 'failures' to the attention
in a fun way. "Failing Forward" = we
learn from our mistakes. And on top of
that we can have a good laugh!
 
Leadership requires decisiveness and
availability. Your supporting role is of
course crucial in difficult times. You
ensure that people know where to go
for help and support. You are available
as a sounding board, coach or
instructor where necessary.
 
Conflict is manageable by taking quick
action and leading towards a solution,
but also by installing rules in behavior
and manners.

A crisis creates tension and fear; this proceeds in different phases.

UN-
EASINESS

TENSION DISCOMFORT
ACUTE
PHASE

IMPACT
PHASE

CHRONICAL
PHASE



COVID-19 kept creeping closer and it
made us uneasy.
 
We started hunting for information and
hoarding basic products. The infection
that kept spreading, its impact on our
neighbouring countries and reports on
the situation around the world raised the
level of tension.
 

UN-
EASINESS

TENSION DISCOMFORT
ACUTE
PHASE

IMPACT
PHASE

CHRONICAL
PHASE

TIMELY AND APPROPRIATE

APPROPRIATE means that the intervention
takes into consideration the current phase of
the crisis, that account is taken of the
personal early signalling plan and that you
keep looking for ways to de-escalate the
conflict, preferably through dialogue.
 
For managers it takes practice to develop the
skills required to obtain this result. The
desired interventions use a personal angle;
the behaviour in the various phases and the
way in which influence can be exerted differs
from one person to the next.

For many people this resulted in stress-
related complaints such as worrying,
avoidance behavior and tension
complaints. Discomfort is gradually
starting to surface. More and more, the
threat disrupts our everyday functioning.
Structure and routine fade into the
background. We feel somewhat lost. 
 
And from there it’s only a small step to
the acute phase.

At any rate, a timely and
appropriate reaction is
essential.
 
TIMELY means that the
transition from one phase to the
next is reported immediately
and an appropriate intervention
is made immediately. Wait too
long to react and tensions will
continue to mount; take control
too early and the situation will
also escalate.



It’s important to detect tension
at an early stage.

 
Let’s see how tension can be
identified early by thinking in

phases[1]. Applying this method
will enable you to adopt a

proactive approach.
 

[1] Inspired on the work of Kaplan and Wheeler,
Fluttert et al. and Trifier.

Early signaling starts with detecting unusual reactions, behaviour that deviates from
what you’d expect, no matter how slightly.
 
Every deviation from what you’d expect is an indication of increased tension in an
employee.
 
Every employee exhibits unique reaction patterns. So rather than looking for
patterns we take note of unusual behaviour. For instance, there is no loss of control
yet but there is latent aggression in the form of the occasional dig or, more
importantly, a telling silence here and there.
 
This deviation will elicit a reaction from that person’s interlocutor(s) because that is
what it is intended to achieve. It is used to vent discontent so a reaction is expected.
However, the message (i.e. the deviant behaviour) is too vague, leaving lots of room
for interpretation.
 
From this point on we go through a continuum in different phases ranging from
relaxation to loss of control.

ABOUT 
THE PHASES.

PHASE 0 PHASE 1 PHASE 2 PHASE 3 PHASE 4

relaxation relaxationtension &
agitation

increased
tension

loss of
control

CONTACT
PROVIDE
SUPPORT

SET
BOUNDARIES INTERVENE EVALUATE



WHAT YOU DO AS A MANAGER DEPENDS
ON THE PHASE THE EMPLOYEE IS IN.

 
Keep in touch (CONTACT), provide support,
set boundaries and take action (INTERVENE).
These actions run parallel to the
abovementioned continuum.
 
How can you stay in contact? Obviously
through one-on-one conversations but also by
creating a good group atmosphere built on
trust.
 
How do you do this in crisis times? Provide
support by activating the resources of your
employees, not by formulating your own
advice.
 
Over time we have developed several
scenarios for this. If you are not yet familiar
with them then start by asking the following
question: “What would you propose if you
were in my shoes?”
 
Always remember to ask what your employee
needs to make that work.
 
And agree on how you can determine that
things are going well. Setting boundaries is
about making clear arrangements, not just
when it comes to forms of interaction but
definitely also in terms of expectations and
assignments. Be concrete, transparent and
predictable. Set even clearer boundaries
during those periods when you don’t meet in
person. Scrum from one week to the next.

Your employees are digging
deep into their mental
reserves and perhaps they
were high-strung to begin
with.
 
Allow for extra recovery time
to give everyone the
opportunity to adjust mentally
as well as emotionally.
 
And, finally, take action.
Decisively and with no
hesitation. Individually, of
course.
 
You deal with it. Always and
immediately.
 
When you’ve had to take
action, you go through the
continuum in reverse. After
taking action: set boundaries,
provide support and keep in
contact.
 
Once you’ve gone through the
continuum in reverse you can
evaluate the situation. This
makes it possible to convert
an unpleasant situation into
team building and team spirit
opportunities.



The following principle applies in every situation: we
accept the situation as it is. We do not check how we got
there (that is for later, when peace has returned). We first

work on stabilization and activation before generating
insights about entertaining factors and / or triggers.

In times of crisis, where the employee is not always self-managing due to increased
tension or panic, you have a different role to take on as a manager. As a manager,

you must be flexible in three roles when leading a team. The goal is always to work
towards the ownership of the employee & to be back in the facilitating role as a

manager.

PATIENT

CLIENT

PARTNER

INSTRUCTOR

COACH

FACILITATOR

CRISIS

ACCOUNT-
ABILITY

OWNERSHIP
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facilitator facilitator coach instructor facilitator



DIFFERENT PHASES.
DIFFERENT LEADERSHIP

ROLES.
 
When there is full ownership, you are a
facilitator as a manager: the employee is self-
managing in his professional role. 
 
You are a sounding board where you mainly
offer perspective and can delegate.
 
When tension rises and unrest builds, people
lose focus, the contact with their resources
and the sense of control. 
 
With that they fall out of their self-managing,
professional role.
 
This is a stress response: a normal response
to an abnormal situation.
 

 
You take on a coaching role
when the employee needs a little
more support and coordination to
take up his task. 
 
The employee is still able to think
and can regain his strength with
your questioning manner of
intervention.
 
Once the employee really loses
(the feeling of) control, there is a
need for guidance and thus a
more directive leadership style:
that of an instructor.

On the next pages, you will find some
practical exercises to help you in your
role as a manager.



MIJN ADVIES

TOP 5 
TASKS/

RESPONSIBILITIES
ADDED VALUE KPI

AVAILABLE
RESOURCES

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

IN PHASE 2, YOU HAVE TO SET BOUNDARIES AS A MANAGER. Make clear agreements and
ensure that the objectives are clear. Not only in tasks and assignments, but also in manners. The
below exercise supports the conversation with your employee and your team to delineate in
expectations and tasks.
 
List the TOP 5 tasks and responsibilities of your employee. Then indicate their added value for
the company, the team and/or customers. Finally, identify a KPI you can use to determine how
you are doing. 
 
Do this yourself, then ask your employee to do the same. By adding the last column ‘available
resources’ you can also set up a dialogue on the assets you need to bring the task to a
successful close. This can be, for instance, the amount of dedicated time the employee needs to
complete a task, the ideal form of consultation (formal, ideally without children or preferably
informal?), ...

EXERCISE: TOP 5



Obviously the goal is to spend as much time as possible in the ideal quadrant.
 
Use this as a starting point to determine the focus for the week. Your employee
can’t be as productive as he/she was before the corona crisis - in my opinion that’s
just not realistic - but be clear about what he/she can do.

Do the following exercise with your employee. 
 
To use the available energy to maximum effect it’s a good idea to evaluate where
your employee is now.  

Render all of his/her tasks and/or responsibilities in the quadrants below.
 
Ideally your employee gets to spend 85 percent of his/her working time on tasks
located in the ideal quadrant: things your employee likes to do and that he/she is
good at.
 
Of course, no job is fun-fun-fun all of the time but you should still do all you can to
move your employee towards the ideal quadrant.

EXERCISE: THE IDEAL QUADRANT



How do you keep your work and
private life separate?
 
Due to the availability of digital
channels and the fact that so many of
us are used to working from home on
occasion, the line between work and
private life was blurred already.
 
In the current situation many of us are
working from home full time.
 
Moreover, there’s no school at the
moment and parents have to be
available for their children all day long.
 

SET BOUNDARIES!

INGRIJPEN

How can you help them keep
themselves occupied from time to time?  
How can you make sure they complete
their school assignments - in an
adequate manner? But most of all, how
do you get through your own workload?
 
If you’re single or if you don’t have
children, there’s the danger of working
too longbecause our after-work
schedules have changed as well. If the
isolation keeps you from spending your
working hours sensibly, working longer
hours may be the only alternative.
 
That’s a dangerous situation because a
clear distinction between work on the
one hand and private life and rest on the
other is essential to stay resilient.

‘STRUCTURE’ IS KEY.
REGARDLESS OF WHETHER

OR NOT YOU HAVE
CHILDREN, WHETHER OR

NOT YOU’RE SINGLE...
BE SURE TO STRUCTURE

YOUR WEEK EFFECTIVELY!



Set aside some time over the weekend to draw up your planning for
the following week. When will you work? When will you make time for
the children? When will you relax? Make this planning in consultation
with your family members, if any. The planning must be clear to every
family member so post it in a very visible location. Check it regularly to
confirm that things are going as planned. Make clear arrangements
because intentions are not always translated into action. The rule is: if
it’s not included in the planning odds are it won’t get done!

Use your planning to explain to your children you will not be available
all of the time. Draw up a planning for them as well. Set aside enough
time to help them with their school assignments and ensure the
necessary follow-up. It’s an illusion to think that your child will do all of
this autonomously all of a sudden. Make it visible and install clear
routines that signal the transition from one moment to another. Keep
repeating the same routines.

Good planning is essential, even if you’re single or don’t have children.
It keeps you from spending time reserved for leisure and social
activities on work.

Try to maintain the same routine as much as possible: get up and go to
bed at the same time and eat at fixed times. This applies to all family
members.

Check on a regular basis whether your planning is realistic. Did I plan
enough downtime? Make adjustments if necessary.

Keep an overview using the above-mentioned energy barrel and your
top 5 work priorities. After reading this article determine how to
organise things because there’s work around the house to be done as
well.

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

HERE ARE A
FEW TIPS &
TRICKS



How do I stay focused while working from home?
 
Many of us have become accustomed to working in an open-plan office. At
home we are generally more isolated but since all family members are home
now, focusing on work becomes a challenge in this environment as well.
 
Our living rooms have become a mini open-plan office.
 
If you’re alone the isolation can also make it harder to keep your focus.

THINGS
YOU CAN
CONTROL

THINGS
THAT

MATTER

WHAT YOU SHOULD FOCUS ON

TIPS TO KEEP
THE FOCUS

IT'S ALL ABOUT...
FOCUS

The coronavirus has
caused a tsunami and
for many people this is
a frightening and
worrying experience.
 
Accept for yourself that
the uncertainty is
difficult.

As we wrote in a prior publication: fear is a normal reaction to an abnormal
situation. Excessive attention for that fear or fighting it only makes it grow and
keeps you away from the things you really want to focus on.

ACCEPT
IT.



Do all kinds of thoughts intrude while you’re
working?
 
Take a minute to write down what’s occupying
your thoughts so you can revisit those worries at
a more opportune time.
 
MUST-DO. If you like you can use this worry
diary.

WORRY
DIARY.

WHAT IS THE PROBLEM?
WHY IS IT A
PROBLEM?

CAN I DO
SOMETHING
ABOUT IT?

NOPE.
WHO CAN
HELP ME?



When you’re working try to seclude yourself as
much as possible, even though this may be
somewhat difficult at the moment when
everyone is home. If you don’t live alone, agree
with your family members that you will retire for
a certain amount of time and that you are not to
be disturbed. Use earplugs if you like a quiet
work environment and your home environment is
too noisy.

SECLUDE
YOURSELF.

Organise your new workstation as comfortably
and ergonomically as possible. Maintain order:
our homes are not meant to be used
simultaneously as office space and as a study
area for the entire family. Organising things in an
orderly fashion also keeps your head from
becoming cluttered.
 
MUST DO. In the evening put away your files and
your laptop. This way they won’t catch your eye
when you’re relaxing. Make clear arrangements
in this regard with the children as well.

ORGANISE
YOUR WORK

STATION.

Mute your smartphone when you really need to
focus, don’t check your mails and turn off all
notifications.
 
NO-NO. And don’t go checking the latest online
news updates every few minutes.

GO OFFLINE.

Decide what you want to do in the next two to
three hours.

PLAN. PLAN.
PLAN.



Be realistic: you can’t maintain your focus for
hours on end.
 
MUST DO. Therefore it’s better to work in 45-
minute slots (no distractions) with 5-minute
breaks in between. If you have children, work in
20-minute slots with 10-minute breaks. Once
you’ve gone through this cycle 3 times take a
longer break outside with the children.

SLOTS.

Reward yourself in a healthy way when
you’vecompleted a task. REWARD

YOURSELF.

And last but definitely not least: install a routine
to help you switch to ‘home’ after work. 
 
At the moment our home situation is also ‘tainted’
with work and that can make it extra difficult to
let go.
 
MUST DO. Tidying up is a good transition from
work to home mode. Don’t leave your work stuff
lying about in the living room so you can relax
fully.
 
The same goes for your children, by the way.

ROUTINE.



What should I do during my breaks?
 
If you’re working from home you may have a tendency to spend too much time
indoors. The restrictive measures due to COVID-19 make things even more
difficult in that regard.
 
Still, even in these times we have to avoid the pitfalls of staying indoors and not
getting enough exercise. Take frequent breaks and spend them in a healthy way.

TIPS

GIVE ME A BREAK

As we said earlier, work in 45-minute slots and take
5-minute breaks in between. For those of us with
children that’s 20 minutes of focus, 10-minute
breaks and a longer break after three cycles.
 
NO-NO. Checking Facebook or the latest news
updates regarding the coronavirus does NOT count
as a break.

AS SAID.

So what do I do in those 5 minutes?
 
Get up and walk around for a bit. If weather
permits and you have a garden: go outside, do
some stretch exercises, get something to drink
(NO-NO: alcohol and caffeine) or do a few
breathing exercises.

EXERCISE.



Don’t skip your lunch break. Take your lunch in a
different room and keep up a healthy diet: eat
lots of vegetables and drink water.
 
MUST DO. During lunch break close your laptop
and mute your smartphone.

EAT
HEALTHY.

Take a 30-minute walk at least once per day. Go
for a stroll alone or with your family.
 
MUST DO. Pay attention to what you see, hear,
smell and feel around you. If you go for a walk
with the kids you can turn this into a game.

WALK. 
BUT NOT

AIMLESSLY.

The gym and group sports are not an option right
now so find an alternative.
 
MUST DO. Go cycling or jogging outside. Do yoga
and stretch exercises at home, or dust off that
unused home trainer. It takes some creativity but
you may even discover a sports discipline you
never knew you would like.

BE
CREATIVE.

Make sure you have enough me time.
 
MUST DO. Take at least 30 minutes per day for
yourself to catch your breath.

ME TIME.



How do you stay in touch with ‘work’ from a distance?
 
With everyone working from home the risk of misunderstandings,
miscommunication and a lack of overview is obviously greater. Maybe your
employer has provided ways of countering this e.g. regular online meetings with
your colleagues.
 
MUST DO. If this is not the case and you need to coordinate more frequently with
certain colleagues then you can simply organise this yourself.

TIPS

TEAMS ON A DISTANCE

Set up an online consultation session: with all your
colleagues and a manager, a group of colleagues or
1 on 1, depending on the needs of the day.
 
MUST DO Be efficient and only invite colleagues
whose participation is strictly necessary.

CONSUL-
TATIONS

If necessary ask your manager or immediate
superior to clarify your tasks and priorities.

NO ROOM
FOR DOUBT..



Short questions for colleagues can be sent via
chat but make sure everyone understands that
constant interruptions are not very efficient.
 
MUST DO. Agree on who to contact with
questions and how the ‘don’t disturb’ moments
will be made clear to others. This is all the more
important because now there can also be
‘disruptive’ factors in the house.

THE RULES
ARE...

You may also miss the informal chats with
colleagues. It’s an adjustment but you can also
do this online.
 
MUST DO. Schedule such informal moments a
few times per week. During these online
meetings no one talks about work, it’s just
colleagues chatting.

CHITCHAT.

ABSOLUTE MUST DO. Be respectful.
 
Some of your colleagues may not feel the need
for informal contacts. Respect their decision if
this is the case. 
 
Everyone deals with this situation in their own
way. The focus is always the same: continuing
the company’s activities as efficiently as possible.

RESPECT
EACH

OTHER.



What if it all gets too much? What if you’re constantly worrying about others? 
 
MUST-DO. This situation demands a lot of flexibility from all of us so don’t be too
hard on yourself.

TIPS

DON’T BE TOO HARD ON
YOURSELF.

Every now and then you won’t be as efficient or
things will go wrong but that’s normal. After all, in
these bizarre times there are certain things you can’t
control. 
 
Juggling too many balls is even more difficult than
before so cut yourself some slack.

IT’S
NORMAL.

It’s hard on everyone: you, your family, your
colleagues...
 
Assume that everyone is doing their best and keep
communicating in a unifying way. This also means
being lenient towards others.

STATE THE
FACTS.

MUST DO. How do you communicate in a unifying way? State the facts - indicate
how they make you feel - say what you need and formulate a request.
 
For instance: you’ve consulted me several times in the past hour (fact) - I’m not
really happy about that because I always lose my concentration (feeling) - I need to
be able to focus (need) - would you mind not contacting me in the next hour
(request)?



What if it all gets too much? What if there’s
steam coming out of your ears?

Perform a breathing exercise if you notice you’re
slipping into overdrive: breathe in for 4 seconds -
hold your breath for 7 seconds - exhale for 8
seconds. Do this no more than three times in a
row.

4/7/8

At the end of the day write down three positive
things about your day and read them again the
next day. In times like these we are flooded with
bad news. It remains important to focus on
what is positive, even if it’s just little things...

3 LITTLE
THINGS.

WHAT IS
STRESS?

STEAM COMING OUT 
OF YOUR EARS?

Simply put: thanks to our stress response we can
handle more than we think. We rise above
ourselves! A healthy stress response is short and
powerful. Your adrenal glands produce
adrenaline and cortisol, two hormones that
prepare our body for action. After a stress peak
your stress response returns to a state of rest.
This is necessary to recover. Your body has a
pharmacy of hormones to help things along.

However, this process takes time - recovery time - but sometimes efforts come in
such quick succession that the relaxation system hasn’t had time to erase every
last trace of the stressful situation. When this happens, stress builds. Your
accelerator pedal has got stuck or your brake doesn’t work. As a result, you are
at the mercy of the emotional part of your brain and you run around like a
headless chicken.



Maintain a rhythm consisting of 20 minutes of
focus, 10-minute breaks and a longer break after
three cycles.

20 MIN.
10 MIN.

If you notice you can’t cope
anymore remove yourself from
the situation. Seclude yourself in
another room. Certainly don’t
stay in the same room as the
children because they can sense
your mood.

REMOVE
YOURSELF.

MOMENTS 
OF DIS-

TRACTION.

HEADLESS CHICKEN

Build moments of distraction into your day.
Stress generates adrenalin, which makes your
muscles tense up. We have to get rid of this
tension by making our muscles work.

NEED INSPIRATION? For instance, when you’re taking a break take out all the
crockery you don’t need anymore. You can even get the kids to help you. During
your next break go outside together and put on goggles. Draw a circle on the
ground with a piece of chalk and take turns throwing crockery to the ground
inside the circle. Venting in this manner diminishes the activation of the muscles.
 
(clean everything up in your next break -> or have your kids clean everything up:
that’s killing 2 birds with 1 stone ;))



MUST DO.
 
These are strange times. Our current situation has a major impact
on us. 
 
That is why it is more important than ever to keep up your mental
resilience (and that of your family or loved ones).
 
This online intervention can help you to settle down and keep
functioning. 
 
It is a scientifically-based step-by-step plan that takes some
forty-five minutes. You can complete it alone or with your
housemates because we want everyone to feel ok. 
 
Click on the link above and have a look.

Of course, you can’t throw crockery around all the
time. Besides, you’d get used to it.
 
Make sure you have enough moments in the course
of the day to let off steam: a screaming session, a
mini party, a rope skipping competition (most jumps
per minute), a one-minute long jump competition
(who leaps the furthest?)... Throwing a bouncing ball
against the wall may also help. There are countless
ways in which to let off steam, just use your
imagination.

MOMENTS
TO LET OFF

STEAM.

IN CLOSING. THEN THERE’S
THIS.

https://www.everyoneok.be/


ABOUT ELKE VAN HOOF, 
HUIS VOOR VEERKRACHT 
& OCHO

CONTACT US
TEL: 016/20.23.27
E-MAIL: info@huisvoorveerkracht.be

THE MANAGER
TOOLKIT.

Prof. dr. Elke Van Hoof runs Huis voor Veerkracht, a Living Lab for more resilience
on the work floor and beyond.
 
Next to that, she is the driving force behind OCHO (Organisation for Chief Happiness
Officers), a network for everyone who is committed investing in wellbeing on the
workplace. OCHO is thè reference for all Chief Happiness Officers to put this mission
higher and better on the agenda.
 
Go to www.huisvoorveerkracht.be or www.ochocommunity.com for further
details.

What is it? 
An online dynamic toolkit with several e-
learnings to guide managers (also during
crisis times).
 
Also available for employees.

Contact advies@huisvoorveerkracht.be for more info.


