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EAIE Webinar 

COVID-19: Emerging lessons in crisis response and management 

7 May 2020 

Moderator: Laura Rumbley, EAIE 

Presenters: Jeanette Eindhoven: University of Amsterdam, and Kate Jennings, Vancouver Island 

University 

Participants were asked to indicate their level of knowledge on this topic before the 

webinar; most of them considered to have some knowledge about it, but not being a 

specialist. 

Learning outcomes 

 Be exposed to the fundamentals of Enterprise Risk Management and consider its 

applicability to institution’s current thinking and planning; 

 Gain inside into key stakeholders to involve, and how to engage them; 

 Learn how to critically assess current crisis response and build improvements. 

What is a crisis? 

A crisis is a time of intense difficulty or danger, when a difficult or important decision 

must be made. Although some institutions have their own crisis protocol, no one was 

truly prepared for the Covid-19 pandemic, which reveals to be a great opportunity for 

learning. 

Enterprise Risk Management (ERM) 

 It is an institution / organization wide approach to everything it does. It includes 

strategic, operational and financial hazard risks (risks that arise from property, 

liability, or personnel loss exposures) into the culture of an organization / 

association’s work. For HEIs, it would include everything regarding the 

institution: facilities, management, etc. 

 This effort is usually departmentalize and focused on taking the best benefit from 

hazard risks; however, a holistic approach may be preferred. It includes three 

components: framework, principles and process.  

 The major crisis we are experiencing impacts all parts of an institution and ERM 

allows a general view on the overall effects. 

 The bow-tie model associated to ERM considers the causes and impacts of the 

crisis, focusing on the prevention strategies and the mitigation / recovery 

strategies (which are mainly being used during Covid-19, as we are constantly 

dealing with uncertainty).  
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The key tool is communication – communicating the right information to the right 

people at the right time. 

 Make sure that you know who is responsible for what aspects of the response. 

 Ensure that all stakeholders are informed and know what is expected from them.  

 Communicate to students – they need to know what is expected from them and 

what they can expect. 

 Example of an useful tool: Action/Decision log – this includes what the item is, 

what the decision break has been, who is the leading contact, a review date and 

the compromise of coming back to this on a regular basis. It is a good tool to keep 

track on how the information is flowing. 

We need to understand whom we need to deal with in the crisis. 

Participants were asked which stakeholders they initially forgot in their communication, 

and a list of the relevant ones was discussed:  

 On campus: IRO, student’s affairs, student health centres, the on-campus crisis 

management team, legal advisors, university security, public relation offices, 

financial offices, executive team, staff and student unions, faculties, residence 

assistants, etc. 

 Off campus: housing corporations, insurance providers, external legal advisers, 

external risk and threat advisers, external experts (the police, health authorities, 

municipality, ministries…), partners from where exchange students come from, 

third parties like a placement organization or housing, embassies and consulates 

or the national emigration services, etc. 

After knowing who are the stakeholders, you need to understand who is responsible for 

what. Make sure they know that and they take action. For example: 

 An institution decides to impose travel restrictions; 

 From the beginning, it establishes a date to revise this decision and the new 

actions (in the Corona crisis, probably May 15); 

 Constantly communicate the decision to the community members and 

stakeholders. 

Question from the audience: How do you get stakeholders to perform their roles, when 

in an emergency, and they say it is not their job? It would be useful to inform the 

different parties about their roles before any crisis, in a very direct way. Make sure you 

are able to help or advise them, but clarifying that you are not responsible for their tasks. 

If you can coordinate a centralized response, one of the things to consider in an 

emergency operations committee is having a policy or a decision group; they are going 

to define who is involved and who is responsible for what, so ideally it is composed by 

senior leaders or people in a position of power, delegating responsibilities. 
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Everything we do in a crisis has to do with privacy. 

 It is important to insure the privacy of students. However, sometimes it is in the 

best interest of the student to skip it (for example, if a student is in a hospital). 

Nevertheless, always respect the students and their wishes. 

 Know your institutional and legal responsibilities with respect to privacy. 

 Notify your legal department and everyone from your institution that is involved, 

if you have to bypass the privacy rules. 

 Make sure your staff is properly trained on this. 

 Learn how to say “no” to parents who want to access privacy data, and get to 

know what kind of information you can share.  

Question from the audience: Could you share an example on when to bypass the privacy 

of a student? When there is risk of harm to self or others. For example, several years 

ago a student sent an email to her parents saying that she wanted to end her life. Parents 

called the University, and the adviser from the University went to her house, knocked at 

the door and made sure she was ok. Ensure that your stakeholders are involved in this 

decision and that you know you are doing the right thing. 

Cultural approach to crisis management 

 Cultural differences are noticed in many crises and we should keep them in mind. 

 What works for one culture may not work for another, which will lead to 

misunderstandings. What works for a degree student may not work for an 

international student. 

 Adjust your communication style and ask about how they manage the situation 

in their culture. Have a transparent communication style. Sometimes it is also 

important to explain how you do things in your country. 

 Languages can be a barrier; for example, not speaking English or having to 

translate documents to multiple languages. Find out all the resources you have 

available to help you, even outside the university, such as support from your 

municipality. 

Reputation Management 

 Insuring the safety of students and academic community should always be the 

priority. 

 Although you may face several barriers in financial resources, sometimes you are 

morally responsible to pass the information. 

 You need to be quick when communicating in social networks. 

 Prepare, carefully, your response to media. 

Learning from others, assessing and improving 
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 Follow this simple structure: Act – Plan – Do – Check. 

 Improve your organization by proactively looking for risks and gaps in processes, 

as well as how to mitigate them. This is an opportunity for business 

improvement, with great outcomes for Covid responses.  

 Ideally, this assessment is done prior to and after the crisis, but not so intensively 

during it. Therefore, you should now be working in a contingency planning for 

the next few months, scheduling review dates ahead. Take the opportunity to 

add processes you haven’t initially considered. Introduce changes, protocols, 

and stable processes. 

 You can also use this strategy for students: everything has changed for them too, 

so they have to be informed and prepared for their next steps. 

Look after yourself before helping others 

Participants were encouraged to share best practices on how they look after 

themselves, after months of dealing with the crisis. Working online all day is exhausting. 

 You need to help yourself first before helping others. 

 This crisis affects all aspects of our lives, and there is a little separation from work 

and home / family. Students are facing the same challenges with their online 

classes, borders that are closed and the lack of good internet connections. 

 Some strategies may help though: take frequent breaks and walks, adjust your 

schedule (maybe work a bit longer and have more breaks), try yoga or 

meditation. 

 Some articles on this are available in the resources database of EAIE. 

Crisis Management Framework 

Summing up the topics addressed during the webinar: 

 Listen to what people say – with your heart and your mind. Hear your students 

and staff and read between the lines. 

 Measure what, when and how about the issue – is an issue small or very big? 

 Talk to people like they are people – people are more than just numbers and you 

need them in your crisis. 

 Engage in building relationships – know who to talk to. 

Question from the audience: Should you ask your students how they feel in the current 

situation? Yes, ask them if they are safe, ask them if their families are ok, and by doing 

that they will start telling you what they need. If you believe they need mental support, 

you may refer them to a psychologist or a doctor. With everything that is going on, 

students are happy and thankful that someone is listening to them, even if you don’t 

have an answer to their question. Also, know the resources you have available at your 

institution, and make sure to consult the resources available online (which now are a 
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lot, given this crisis). Make some research in your community and ask the students what 

kind of information they find important to receive. 

 


