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Having spent more time than I ever planned on the frontline of corporate crises, I used to think I had seen it 
all. Most of those times were spent explaining the impacts to the travelling public of some event or another 
at an airport, whether it was snow, volcanic ash, terrorism, or competition and political investigations.
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For me, in those difficult situations, I needed detailed knowledge of what 
had happened and why (I did not always have that), and the ability to 
give passengers useful information on which to base decisions. But 
openness and a willingness to say sorry were useful characteristics too, 
as was the ability to look beyond the immediate and imagine how and 
when I could help steer the company towards calmer waters.

The underlying factor in many of those events was resilience (or lack of it), not just in terms of 
the core business but also of our people, the leadership and – importantly – my own emotional 
resilience under intense pressure and in situations where it was difficult to discern criticism of 
my employer from the feeling that I was firmly in the line of fire. This was most notable when 
standing beside a runway in front of the painfully bright lights of a TV news camera or sitting 
trembling my way through a seven-minute interview with Eddie Mair on the PM programme.

MALCOLM ROBERTSON
Founding partner
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Planning for future shocks to our way of life and business is no longer an option or a half-hearted exercise in 
satisfying the internal auditors, it is a necessity, and it may yet become a regulatory requirement in some cases.
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Of course, contingency planning will take a different form from one 
organisation to the next, each having a unique combination of 
drivers, values, personalities, scale, and obligations. For that reason, 
what we offer here are some general principles we think are 
applicable to most organisations, to inform your approach, prompt 
a debate, or spark new ideas. For more bespoke advice, we would 
welcome a conversation on any of the topics covered. 

Your risk register will require as much strengthening as your balance sheet, and significant time 
and effort will have to be invested in contingency planning, rehearsal and resilience. It is always 
difficult for government and other institutions to plan for, and invest in, scenarios that may never 

happen. But that is the real definition of resilience.

Covid-19 is a crisis like no other and one that affects us all – it is personal to each of us and our families and has 
highlighted weaknesses both in us as human beings and across our businesses and institutions. It turns out that I 
had not in fact seen it all – and neither had many, evidently.

In this document, we hope to provide some stimulus and insight to help you with building 
that resilience and preparedness into your businesses, organisations and your lives. 
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WHAT IS  CONTINGENCY PLANNING?

CONTINGENCY PLANNING AND RESILIENCE

It’s a reasonable supposition, given the global pandemic at large, that 
there is more contingency planning happening in organisations around 
the world right now than at any recent time in history. In the UK – and 
much of Europe – that process is layered on top of the thinking, 
preparations, and scenario planning that were already underway in 
response to a Brexit process that remains rife with uncertainty and 
unknown ramifications.  

What exactly is contingency planning, then, and what are the key 
constituents of a good contingency planning process? Can we genuinely 
hope to achieve much by doing so, or is it little more than an exercise in 
futility, an attempt to second-guess and outsmart a world that has an 
endless capacity for creating new ways to confound and befuddle us?  

Contingency planning is described by Eriksson and McConnell as 
“anticipation of what may happen, coupled with the prior allocation of 
resources, personnel, equipment, crisis control rooms, tasks, 
responsibilities and decision guidance/rules … to maximise the chances of 
a successful response in the event of a crisis.” 

This chart by Edelman shows that the public believes it is one of the most 
important actions employers in the UK should take in response to the 
coronavirus outbreak. 

Before we look at the ways in which organisations can plan for specific 
scenarios, it is worth pausing to consider perhaps the single most 
effective measure you can take to guard against unknown threats, that of 
insuring one of your organisation’s most valuable assets; its reputation. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1016/j.polsoc.2011.03.004
https://www.edelman.com/sites/g/files/aatuss191/files/2020-03/2020%20Edelman%20Trust%20Barometer%20Coronavirus%20Special%20Report_0.pdf
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INSIGHT:  MANAGING RISK PROACTIVELY

DAVID GAFFNEY
Partner
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The past decade or so has seen a well-documented crisis of trust develop 
in many institutions and sectors that were hitherto beyond reproach. 
Banks, churches, politicians, sports teams, the royal family, the media, 
even charities – they have all had their moments of shame and many are 
still engaged in reparation and atonement.  

The court of public opinion is increasingly ruthless, with citizens more 
empowered and vocal than ever thanks to the ease with which they can 
access audiences via social media. The world of business in particular has 
been forced to rethink its social purpose and to set the bar much higher 
in terms of probity, governance, and justifying remuneration packages 
that make the average worker’s eyes narrow with rage. 

Individual and corporate brands can be negatively impacted by poor 
performance, human error, malpractice, criminality, mismanagement, 
dishonesty, cyber-attack. Or just bad luck. Organisations that have failed 
to prepare for such eventualities will not be forgiven as readily as they 
might once have been. 

Heaven help the handsomely rewarded chief executive who is found 
wanting during a crisis, or who had been too busy glad handing with their 
peers in Davos to concern themselves with the prosaic task of 
contingency planning.  

Trust is earned over decades and can be eroded in hours. Company risk 
registers are not effective enough contingency plans in their own 
right. Organisations must manage reputation and brand risk as they 
would operational, financial and regulatory risk. Their ability to weather 
storms will depend to a large extent on how much time, effort and money 
has been invested in mending the reputational roof when the sun was 
shining. In doing so, you are effectively taking out an insurance policy for a 
crucially important business asset. 



Reputation management is, in many ways, the most significant ongoing 
exercise in contingency planning for businesses and other organisations. 
It bolsters brands, strengthens relationships, and inspires trust, such that 
if disaster does come calling, you will be considerably more resilient than 
would otherwise have been the case.  

We should be careful here to separate successful pre-crisis contingency 
planning from successful crisis management. While they are closely 
related, they are also discrete and the former does not, unfortunately, 
guarantee the latter. Conversely, some organisations have handled severe 
crises remarkably well, despite having had weak or non-existent 
contingency planning in place. Ask yourself, though, is it worth the risk?
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THERE’S DANGER IN INACTION

CONTINGENCY PLANNING AND RESILIENCE

The fence was not neglected from carelessness, or 
procrastination, or a distaste for work. Still less, of course, 
from indifference. Miss Leggatt had a tender concern for 
her seedlings, and would interrupt a game of cards at the 
advent of a scraping hen. But deep within herself she felt 
obscurely the contrast between the lifeless propriety of a 
fence and the lively interest of shooing a hen; and Aunt 
Josephine at every turn chose instinctively the way of life.”

“Admittedly, this now timeworn quip from Benjamin Franklin is almost 
meaningless, the phrase so trodden and compacted with lazy repetition. 
But it reminds us of something that is easy to forget when planning for 
the future. That is, the risk of not doing so.  

Inaction, carelessness and procrastination are inherently human 
afflictions. It is easy to drop something to the bottom of your to do list if 
you cannot see it, to get-to-that-next-week if the deadline is unknown, or 
to cook up a half-hearted, half-baked skeleton of a plan because the 
answers are hard to grasp. 

We do it in life all the time; even relishing the lively interest of things 
going wrong. A great example of this – albeit fictional – comes from Nan 
Shepherd in her first novel The Quarry Wood. Aunt Josephine, a 
formidable and determined character, finds the thrill of a crisis (in this 
case, hens pecking incessantly at her seedlings) more enticing than 
finding a long-term solution (building a fence).

But businesses and organisations do not have this luxury. In our complex 
and volatile world, they must seek solace in the “lifeless propriety” of a 
fence. Carefully considering the mitigating actions available before 
adversity strikes is a crucial planning process for any prudent business, 
regardless of any preference in our personal lives for the thrill of reacting 
to events as they unfold before our eyes.

By failing to prepare, you are preparing to fail.” 

Benjamin Franklin“



AVOIDING OPTIMISM BIAS
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Just as there is danger in inaction, so too is their danger in optimism. To 
talk about being optimistic in the face of a global pandemic might seem a 
little counterintuitive, but it is hugely relevant to business resilience. 

Optimism bias is essentially the feeling of invincibility; that the worst will 
not, or cannot, happen to us. But it can.  

Good contingency planning requires humility. It forces us all to be aware 
of our own fallibility, our capacity for failure, vulnerability and weakness. 
This is a really big ask. It requires a great deal of reflection and perspective 
– which may be difficult to find time for if you are at the helm of a large 
organisation. Our advice on finding this distance is available here, if you’re 
interested.  

But, ultimately, the collective acknowledgement that every organisation 
will face an existential threat sooner or later is the foundation of effective 
resilience. 

42%
Percentage of CFOs that are not incorporating a 
second wave outbreak of Covid-19 in the financial 
scenarios they are building for the remainder of 
2020, according to Gartner.

https://www.charlottestpartners.co.uk/working-well
https://www.gartner.com/en/newsroom/press-releases/2020-04-27-gartner-survey-reveals-42-percent-of-cfos-have-no-contingency-plans-for-second-wave-of-covid-19
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HOW TO FAIL

CONTINGENCY PLANNING AND RESILIENCE

Humans tend to plan based on their experience, so we are generally very 
well prepared for a reoccurrence of the last crisis or challenge we faced, 
but not so well prepared for the set of unknown circumstances lurking 
around the next corner. Unfortunately, or perhaps fortunately, fate doesn’t 
tend to be so kind as to present us with identical twin crises one after 
another.  

Company risk registers list the ways in which a business is preparing for 
various flies that might reasonably be expected to land in their ointment. 
However, they can often be formulaic box ticking exercises completed to 
meet a governance requirement, as opposed to genuinely useful and 
dynamic pieces of contingency planning.
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INSIGHT:  LEARNING FROM FAILURE
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This is true. But it doesn’t mean we can’t prepare for reasonable 
eventualities. You can be certain in a crisis that leaders will face the 
inevitable probe: why were we not better prepared?

PAUL GRAY
Consulting partner

WE DID PLAN,  BUT WE DIDN’ T PLAN FOR THE RIGHT THING 

One of the key outputs from Project Cygnus, the pandemic planning 
exercise carried out by the UK Government in 2016, was the recognition 
that a pandemic could result in mass casualties, which would overwhelm 
mortuaries. That was the abiding memory, and the focus was not on PPE 
stocks, in case they went out of date, but on supply chains; albeit it would 
seem without enough attention to the impact of a global pandemic on 
supplies.   

The emphasis in planning was on preparing to deal with consequences 
while keeping businesses and schools running, not on isolating people. 
Bear in mind that, even four years ago, the prospect of people being able 
to move from office working to Teams or Zoom was probably not in most 
people’s consciousness. So, the focus would have been on keeping work 
going, not on moving it or stopping it.

The future is unknowable.” 

William Hague“
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INSIGHT:  LEARNING FROM FAILURE

CONTINGENCY PLANNING AND RESILIENCE

WE TRIED PLANNING BEFORE,  AND WE GOT IT  WRONG… 

We tend to plan based on reference points we understand.   

There was extensive preparation for the H1N1 virus, but the NHS ended up 
overbuying stocks of the vaccine, on the basis of a very substantial 
overestimate of the likely impact and death rate. That led to an inhibition 
on having too much contingency stock which turned out not to be 
needed. 

…SO,  WE LEARNED FROM OUR MISTAKES ,  BUT IT  TURNS OUT 
THAT WE LEARNED THE WRONG THING 

A key point about H1N1 (in other words, a virus with which we are familiar) 
is that its R0 turned out to be in the range of 1.4-1.6, whereas Covid-19 was 
initially estimated as being in the range of 2.4-2.8, and current estimates 
suggest that it could have a median value of as much as 5.7 in an 
uncontrolled environment. So, we learned that we had very significantly 
overestimated last time and this time the spread was underestimated.

WE DIDN’ T BELIEVE WHAT SCENARIO PLANNERS TOLD US 
BECAUSE IT  WAS UNBELIEVABLE  

In the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, there was much discussion between 
the security services and government departments about the response. 
Security officials had warned of the potential for planes to be turned into 
weapons to perpetrate this type of attack, but these predictions had been 
dismissed or considered to be scarcely believable.

RISK
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INSIGHT:  LEARNING FROM FAILURE
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WE TEND TO OVER-FOCUS ON PLANNING FOR WHAT WE DO KNOW AND 
SCREEN OUT THE THINGS WE DON’ T KNOW, OR DON’ T UNDERSTAND 

Cyber security is not yet widely or well understood. Neither is crypto currency.  

We know that bad actors might cause us harm through cyber-attacks, but how many of us 
know the difference – both in impact and response – between a distributed denial-of-service 
attack, a virus, and hacking? And did you know that the bad actors might be criminals, foreign 
governments or their agencies, or your competitors? 

And we know that crypto currency is something to do with money (in a vague sort of way) and 
we might have heard of blockchain but how many know what its threats and opportunities are? 

So cyber goes into the superficial “we must have resilience” box and crypto goes into the “yeah, 
that’s for the banks, the regulators, the speculators and the investigators” box.  

Taking these together, it’s too easy to say, that is not our circus, and these are not our monkeys. 



THE ‘HOW'

FROM A DIFFERENT PLACE



V U C A
Values  

Your contingency 
planning needs to 

demonstrate your values; 
it is a discernible 

representation of what 
you care about. More of 
our thoughts on putting 
your values into action in 

the context of Covid-19 
can be found here.

Understanding  

We can help you to broaden 
your understanding, either 

directly from our own 
experiences, or through 

trusted partners who can 
support you; we can also 

provide robust but 
constructive challenge to your 

current and future plans.

Connections  

We can convene 
conversations with 

organisations that are going 
through the same sort of 

issues and we can help you to 
make wider connections to 

inform and develop your 
thinking; we can also help you 
to make connections that will 

broaden your ongoing 
resilience for the future.

Agility  

We can help you to 
assure yourselves that 
you have the agility to 

meet future challenges.
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INSIGHT:  A FRAMEWORK FOR RESILIENCE

We have mentioned VUCA before (you can read more here) and find it to be a helpful organising framework.  

Using VUCA, we assume that your contingency world is Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, Ambiguous. 

The response is along the following lines:
PAUL GRAY
Consulting partner

https://www.charlottestpartners.co.uk/remote-working-guide
https://www.charlottestpartners.co.uk/communicating-the-coronavirus-job-r
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The usual suspects. Are you engaging a broad group 
from every level of your team to ensure you are 
thinking laterally and spotting hidden risks in your day-
to-day operations? 

Dangerous assumptions. Don’t assume that you know 
about things you don’t know about. Are you seeking 
the help and expertise of experts where you don’t have 
the expertise within your business? 

A juggling act. Are you planning for more than one 
crisis at a time? Think the unthinkable, plan for the 
impossible, and work backwards. 

The paradox of unbelievability. Take nothing off the 
table until you are sure it won’t happen. Are you giving 
everyone a chance to explain why a certain risk might 
be a tipping point?

CHECKLIST

Blinkered vision. Does your risk register account for 
your people, your supply chain, risks to the sector, to 
the geographical area, the political situation and the 
wider world in which we operate?  

Engagement. Have you asked staff and unions what 
they fear the most? Do they have a solution? What 
would empower them to fix it? 

Communication. How are you treading the fine line 
between communicating preparedness and 
frightening investors and stakeholders? Are your plans 
as rock solid as you think?

With this framework in mind, below is a simple checklist for best practice. 

 16 16 16
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NEXT STEPS

We hope you have found this document useful and thought-provoking. 

We believe it should act as a conversation-starter, and we’d be 
delighted to have a chat about any of the points covered above.  

There are a number of other practical ways we can support your 
organisation in building resilience through effective contingency 
planning across a range of issues. 

Our media training sessions allow company spokespeople 
to experience the pressures of an interview in a safe and 
supportive environment, and hear first-hand of experience 
at the sharp end of a high-profile crisis, leaving you better 
equipped to handle the real thing when the need or 
opportunity arises. 

We have seen increased appetite for our values 
workshops from clients seeking to redefine their 
businesses as we move through this pandemic. 

We have adapted all of these services and workshops to be delivered 
remotely, via video conference or in one-to-one sessions, as appropriate. 

If you’d like to get in touch, email David Gaffney. Alternatively, you can 
find out more information about the full range of services we offer here.

Our mock parliamentary committee hearings 
recreate the often uncomfortable experience of 
giving evidence to policymakers, whether at 
Holyrood, Westminster, or elsewhere.

Similarly, our team of experienced crisis handlers has 
been on call throughout, helping high-profile 
organisations navigate some of the most challenging 
issues in recent memory.

mailto:david.gaffney@charlottestpartners.co.uk
https://www.charlottestpartners.co.uk/services
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OUR SPECIAL BRIEFINGS
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A Sustainable Roadmap for the UK 

Covid-19 and the Economy 
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Accessing Government Support 
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Kübler-Ross Model Applied to COVID-19
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