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Abroad

Effective Crisis Management 

that crisis management has become such a 

boom industry, that a Google search on the term returns more than 12 million hits. Thank-

fully, adding “education abroad” or “higher education” reduces the number to a manageable 

several hundred thousand. There are, of course, those who argue that the term crisis manage-

ment is meaningless—you can no more manage a crisis than you can lasso the wind! Indeed 

literature about crisis management in international education has collected a number of 

interesting terms and work-arounds, often using terms such as “response,” “crisis response,” 

“emergency response,” or “critical incident response.” In the wake of hurricanes Katrina and 

Rita, “emergency management” as a term and an operational approach has acquired a whole 

range of connotations ripe for a “Top 1 0 list” on the Late Show with David Letterman. But it’s 

not the terminology that counts in a crisis situation—what matters is how you manage it. 

Typically a crisis is a set of external circumstances or 

events over which you have no control. What you do 

have control over and that which you must manage 

is the response to those circumstances or events. The 

key to a successful response to a crisis is a well-devel-

oped, coordinated, rehearsed, and flexible response 

plan. As the crisis team gathered on our campus a 

number of years ago in response to violent deaths of 

two students on campus, the then dean of students 

began the meeting with “turn to tab four.” There 

was a plan. Roles and responsibilities had been pre-

assigned. Tasks had been laid out in advance. Now it 

was time to put the plan into action.

Operating as we do with a response plan, I prefer 

using the term emergency rather than crisis, if only 

because emergency connotes a lower state of emotion 

and anxiety than “crisis.” Moreover, our document is 

entitled: “emergency procedures,” indicating that we 

have a course of action that we will follow in response 

to the events that are unfolding. Emergency response 

(or crisis management if you will) requires a solid plan 

that is practiced at regular intervals and is regularly 

revaluated and updated.

Some NAFSA publications such as Crisis Man-

agement in a Cross-Cultural Setting (2001) and 

“Maximizing Safety and Minimizing Risk,” chapter 



JU
L

+
A

U
G

.0
6



JU
L

+
A

U
G

.0
6

 

eight of NAFSA’s Guide to Education Abroad for Advisers and 

Administrators (2005) emphasize the necessity of planning in ad-

vance of any emergency. If you are campus-based, your institution 

no doubt already has an emergency response plan that can form 

the basis for the one you will develop for your area of international 

education, be it for an entire operation, or for one segment such as 

education abroad, international students and scholars, community-

based activities, etc. Both publications have sample plans and there 

are several other examples on the Web. Here are some things to 

think about as you develop your emergency response plan.

These are both the end results that you will aim at in your response 

as well as the overall operational principles that underlie the various 

components and actions of the plan. Corporations will often state 

that their goal is to safeguard stockholder interests as well as the 

image and financial health of the company. In higher education we 

tend to phrase things differently using terminology like:

Concern for the health, safety and well-being of students 

and staff

Limiting the institution’s legal liabilities

Conforming to the standards of ethical practice for education 

abroad as described in the Code of Ethics of NAFSA: 

Association of International Educators.

Deciding how and with whom to share information

Indicating when and with whom the response will be 

coordinated, and so forth

When we are talking with students (and parents) about health and 

safety issues during our study abroad orientations, we have a quiz on 

our definition of emergency (something “that poses a genuine and 

sometimes immediate risk to, or that have already disturbed, the 

health, safety, and well-being of participants”). The quiz: What is a 

lost passport? Not an emergency—an inconvenience. The same goes 

for a lost ticket or stolen wallet. A broken leg is an emergency. In-

clude examples with your definition to guide your team as they work 

through the plan when responding to the report of an emergency. 

Many response plans also include in their definitions a means of 

distinguishing between “real” and “perceived” emergencies. Arising 

out of a number of things, including the sensationalized report-

ing of an event abroad, the distortion of information provided by a 

participant in a telephone call or letter home, or simply out of the ner-

vousness of a family member or student with little or no international 

experience, perceived emergencies will sometimes affect family mem-

bers and others in the U.S. more strongly than will real emergencies, 

even though there is no real or credible threat to health or safety. 

Responding to a perceived emergency often requires more staff 

time and equally as much patience and tact as responding to real 

emergencies. While the health and safety of a student or staff member 

may not be at stake here, the reputation of the office and the institu-

tion certainly could be. In these days of “helicopter parents” (they 

hover), we must take care to formulate a response that will assuage the 

anxiety and reassure, without inviting constant follow-up telephone 

calls to one’s office and then to the provost or even the college presi-

dent. Even though the earthquake was several hundred miles from the 

program site, calling the program director before returning the call to 

the parents can do wonders to quiet their nervousness.

Every emergency, both real and perceived, requires a response. In this 

section of your plan, you will outline and assign tasks. Some plans use 

a scenario approach, with detailed responses for events such as the 

death of a student or staff member, serious injury or illness, assault 

(sexual and/or physical), disappearance, civil unrest, natural disaster, 

strikes, etc. Others take a broader approach that can be adapted to any 

eventuality. All plans typically deal with the following questions:

Who needs to be informed and when? 

Who has the ultimate authority to make decisions?

Who will carry out which aspects of the response?
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What support services will be needed?

At what point should the institution’s 

crisis team be convened and who makes 

that decision?

When it comes to delineating tasks, 

you may find it helpful to use checklists to 

guide the response. It is also a good prac-

tice to always have two people assigned to 

lead the response; one to work through the 

steps of the plan and the other to serve as a 

monitor, making sure that nothing is over-

looked. In every emergency response, real 

or perceived, it is vitally important that ev-

ery action is documented (what was done, 

by whom, and at what time). These con-

temporaneous notes will be needed when 

debriefing the actions of the response and 

writing the final report. Moreover, they can 

prove to be invaluable in the event a lawsuit 

results from the emergency.

Once you have finished a draft of your plan, 

have it vetted by your institution’s crisis co-
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ordinator and ask that your plan be included 

in the institution’s master emergency plan. 

Moreover, if the international office is not 

represented on that team, ask for a seat and 

participate in all team meetings. It should not 

be a surprise that with the Internet, instant 

messaging, cell phones, and text messaging, 

campus emergencies are quickly reported to 

students and faculty overseas and vice versa. 

An emergency that affects one group directly 

will affect everyone indirectly so it requires 

a response. Natural disasters or sudden or 

violent death at home have a profound ef-

fect on study abroad students. Your plan 

should include a means to provide appropri-

ate communication and, if necessary, support 

services for students and staff abroad.

If your institution sponsors education 

abroad programs, you should be sure that 

your resident directors or faculty leaders are 

familiar with the emergency plan and the 

role that they are expected to play. (Specific 

guidance and examples can be found in Cri-

sis Management in a Cross-Cultural Setting, 

NAFSA’s Guide to Education Abroad for Ad-

visers and Administrators and in The Guide 

to Successful Short-Term Programs Abroad)

Identifying resources in advance and estab-

lishing avenues of communication are two 

essential elements of emergency plans for 

overseas programs.

Responding to an emergency quickly depletes 

one’s reserves of physical, mental, and spiritual 

energy. Keep an eye on your team. Make sure 

that everyone eats and sleeps at regular inter-

vals. If the response looks as though it will last 

for more than a few hours, create a duty roster 

and assign shifts. Send the second shift home 

to rest now, so they will be fresh when they 

come on duty. Don’t forget that these same 

dictums apply to you as the team leader (or 

to whoever that person is). Being the leader 

doesn’t make you immune from stress.

Depending on the nature of the emer-

gency, you may find that you or members 

of your team need further support following 

the conclusion of the emergency. In addition 

to counseling and psychotherapy, Critical 

Incident Stress Management (CISM) is an-

other technique to help teams of responders 

and those who have been touched by the 

events work through the aftermath of a 

particularly difficult emergency. (Further 

information can be found on the Interna-

tional Critical Incident Stress Foundation 

Web site: www.icisf.org/).

When the plan has been carried out and the 

emergency response concluded, it is essential 

that those who participated in the response 

meet to debrief the event and their response. 

Using the contemporaneous notes, walk 

through the plan and your responses. What 

worked as anticipated? What didn’t? Why? 

What needs to be revised? Be sure to make 

the changes to the plan immediately. Don’t 

shelve them for six months to a year waiting 

for time to get to it. Change the plan and get 

the new changes circulated.

Finally, there remains the most important 

aspect of crisis management: it is essential 

that it should be first and last in everyone’s 

emergency plan. 

An emergency response plan does no one 

any good if those who are to use it have not 

practiced it and practiced it often with dif-

ferent leaders and monitors. The vagaries of 

crisis events do not allow us to choose who 

might be in the office when the call comes. 

Everyone needs to be able to find and work 

the plan. Because much of the work in our 

office is with education abroad, we build our 

practice exercises around actual events. That 

way there is plenty of real information avail-

able in the media, on the Web, and through 

other sources for our drills.

The best indicator of an institution or 

program that is prepared to respond to an 

emergency is one that has a well-thought 

out plan and that’s been well rehearsed by 

a well-trained response team. If you are 

among the prepared, if something unex-

pected happens, it doesn’t have to a crisis, 

because you’ve got a plan.
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