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A World of Crises 

 Chernobyl, Kobe, Mad Cows, Canadian Ice 
Storms, Buenos Aires blackout, 9/11, SARS, 
Asian tsunami, Hurricane Katrina, China 
Earthquake (2008); H1N1 flu epidemic; 
Financial crisis, BP oil spill, Icelandic Ash, 
Fukushima; EHEC; Hurricane Sandy; 
Philippines 
 



A Path towards Effective 
Learning 
 Understanding the challenges of learning 

(Stern, 1997) 
 Building institutional capacity to learn and 

reform 



Building capacity to learn 

 Build institutional capacity: 
- Experts 
- Means 
- Political authority 

 
 
 



Often Heard Lessons: 

 Why did they not see it coming? 
 Information overflow, rumors 
 Lack of coordination 
 Unclear who is in charge 
 Insufficient capacities to act 
 No leadership 
 Communication networks failed 
 
 



The Learning Challenge 

 Hindsight bias 
 Learning from N=1 
 Focusing on success and failure 
 The pressures of politicization 
 Expert bias 
 System v. individual failure 
 Formulating sensible reform proposals 
 Explaining findings and proposals 
 
 



Needed: A scientific learning 
approach 
 A method that: 
- Builds on an explicit normative framework 
- Specifies how causal relations are established 
- Specifies how lessons relate to lessons of 

other crises 
- Specifies how (and which) findings will be 

reported to media, politics, stakeholders 
- Respects and understands democratic 

accountability procedures 
 

 
 



Challenges for Strategic Crisis 
Management 
 Early warning: Detecting crises 
 Making sense of crisis developments 
 Vertical and horizontal coordination 
 Who Decides? 
 De-coupling to De-escalate 
 Meaning making: What’s the story? 
 Communication 
 
 



Towards Sustainable Reform 

 Formulating reform proposals that: 
- Relate directly to findings 
- Can be understood to improve crisis 

management 
- Is actually achievable (politically feasible, 

means available) 
- Will be understood and accepted by those who 

have to manage the next crisis 
- Does not come with perverse effects 

 
 
 



Summary Wish List 

 Effective crisis learning requires: 
 

- An institution 
- A method 
- Leadership 
- Resources 
- Political support 



Thank you! 
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