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There has been no shortage of tough times since the outbreak 
of COVID-19, and although there are signs that life as we knew 
it is returning, the toughest times may be in front of us.  

The fogginess of COVID-19 will continue for the foreseeable 
future.  

These 9 tips are reminders to stay vigilant with your leadership 
and will support you in any problematic situation you and your 
team face. 

9 Tips for 
Leading 
People 
through 
Tough Times
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1. Take Charge of the Situation 
Offer a plan of action, ask for support, 
and show absolute confidence in a 
positive outcome – the "big picture." 
Link your messages and responses to a 
destination people will aspire to. It's 
effortless to focus on the tough times, 
how they are impacting people and the 
business. There will be plenty of things 
to feel awful about. Your role as a 
leader is to lift them out of the fog and 
focus on the future. Set standards, 
confirm objectives and create a focus 
toward a positive end result. 

2. Plan Several for Several 
Potential Scenarios 
Determine the consequences of each 
and keep your eye on the bigger 
picture. As much as we’d like to have a 
clear cut plan, great leadership is about 
planning for the events we don't want 
to happen. There is a tendency to 
anchor ourselves to the positive end 
result without the contemplation of 
things, not going the way we planned. 
Take stock of plausible future scenarios 
and ask yourself, what is the likelihood 

of this occurring and what are the 
implications to your people, your

business or your customers. What 
evidence would you look for that says 
this scenario may be unfolding. Then 
challenge yourself and your team to 
build potential responses, e.g. strategies 
and actions to address that scenario. 
You may not want the situation to occur, 
but having thought about the potential 
and having an intervention will give your 
team comfort.  

3. Communicate Often and Keep it 
Real 
There can be a tendency to treat the 
“fog” as business as usual when it's not. 
This can lead to a corresponding loss of 
focus on the standards required for 
success and potential habits creeping in 
to work practices. Communication is 
critical. Checking in with people and 
letting them what is happening overall 
can be helpful. Checking in can be 
formal and informal. It can include 
relevant information related to business 
operations, the current reality of the 
health of the business and steps that will 
be taken or need to be made. It can also 
be a simple “how are you doing?”. 
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These check-ins are incredibly important 
when people are working in isolated 
environments. 

4. Keep People at Ease 
Where possible, diffuse tension with a 
bit of humour to put people at ease. This 
is clearly the art of leadership, and there 
is no script for putting people at ease. 
That said, well-timed levity goes a long 
way to reducing stress and pulling 
people out of a gloomy mood.   

5. Keep People Busy by Providing 
a Range of Tasks 
There are likely things that have been 
put on the back burner in the past and 
could be done now. When business is 
slow, this is an opportunity to identify 
those things that have been needing to 
be completed. The range of possibilities 
is endless.   

6. Focus on What Matters 
In tough times, people will be asking a 
lot of “how” questions and many of the 
questions won’t have answers.  The lack 
of answers will have people agonizing 
over a solution to a situation they have 
little or no control over. A simple 
technique to shift the discussion to ask 
what matters most. It’s a way of asking 
people to describe an end state to be 
worked towards. What matters provides 
context to the “how” questions as they 
now have the focus of an end result.  

7. U s e G o o d J u d g m e n t b y 
Involving the Right People 
Ask for advice and information from a 
variety of sources and let all the people 
involved in the situation provide input 
into the problem-solving and solutions. 
Your involvement of others will build 
shared commitment to the actions 
required to execute the actions. This 
does not absolve you of your leadership 
as it will be up to you to make decisions 
based on your own good judgement; 
however, your involvement of others will 
create the support needed for follow 
through.  

“A leader is one who 
knows the way, goes the 
way, and shows the 
way.” – John C. Maxwell
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8. Patience Can be an Asset 
In some cases, your best strategy is to 
sit back, observe and listen first. There 
will be a range of emotions occurring in 
tough times. Your ability to patiently 
listen, ask thoughtful questions and 
understand the range of perspectives 
will be your leadership advantage. 
Patience will provide you the time to 
reflect on the actions required by you 
and your team. 

  
9. Allow People Enough Time to 
Get Used to the Idea of an 
Unpopular Decision 
Tough times require tough decisions to 
be made. Thoughtfully communicate 
your decisions early by letting people 
know why you’re making the decision 
you are, what was at stake if you didn’t 
and where things are headed. Allow 
people to work through the decisions in 
their own minds. Be available to answer 
questions and most importantly, stand 
behind your decision. 
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About

KESA

KESA has 22 years of inspiring 
leaders, teams and 
organizations to raise the bar. 
We believe in tough times, it’s 
critical that leaders do their part 
to help the people counting on 
their leadership do the same.  

For more information on how 
we can inspire your efforts, 
please visit us at: www.kesa.ca  

http://www.kesa.ca
http://www.kesa.ca

