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Calm in a Cyclone: Profile of a Leader
The first woman to head the National Transportation Safety Board relies on her ability to stay focused and gather information 

Column by Toddi Gutner, April 1, 2002.
Just eight weeks after two airplanes rammed into the World Trade Center towers, American Airlines flight 587 crashed in Queens, N.Y., and became the second-worst aviation disaster in U.S. history. The public, still traumatized by the events of September 11, was eager to know whether this was another terrorist act or a horrible accident.

The crash site, a neighborhood that is home to many New York police and firefighters, swarmed with recovery workers, political leaders, and shell-shocked residents. Into the chaos stepped a calm and reassuring presence--and I'm not talking about then-New York City Mayor Rudolph Giuliani. It was Marion Blakey, the first woman to head the National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB), the federal agency that investigates civil airplane crashes.

Moments after the crash, and throughout the next week, Blakey held frequent briefings on the progress of the investigation and reported as early as possible that there was no evidence of terrorism, putting many people's worst fears to rest. "There was a feeling of being in the vortex of a cyclone," recalls Blakey, 54.

 I asked Blakey to explain what wisdom she has gained that might help others lead and maintain public confidence in times of turmoil. The key thing to remember, she says, is to avoid self-absorption. "You will need all of your attention and strength focused on the circumstances around you," she says. "Remember that this is not about you."

Once focused, it is essential to concentrate on the information others give you, as well as on your own observations. She has found that when she's truly tuned into others, "Many of the requests are more simple and straightforward than they first appear." Immediately after the crash, she was afraid family members would inundate her with as yet unanswerable questions about the cause. What they really wanted to know, however, were immediate concerns, such as when to expect recovery of their loved ones' remains.

Perhaps as a result of her communications background, Blakey sees the need to work hand-in-hand with the press. While many people want to explore circumstances thoroughly before deciding what to tell the media, "the public has a need to know, and you must stay ahead of their expectations and the story," says Blakey. To that end, she provides facts in a straightforward manner and acknowledges publicly what she knows and doesn't know. 

In a crisis, leaders are often judged on how well they communicate. By that measure alone, Blakey already has proved herself an effective leader.

Related BusinessWeek Links: Leadership
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"A Little Too Hands-On,” BusinessWeek Small Biz column, Timothy G. Habbershon. July 5, 2004. 

http://www.businessweek.com/@@TQnAd4cQzOnnIRIA/magazine/content/04_27/b3890417.htm
2. 
“The Hard Work in Leadership,” BusinessWeek Cover Story/online extra. Interview by Michael Arndt, April 12, 2004.
http://www.businessweek.com/@@TQnAd4cQzOnnIRIA/magazine/content/04_15/b3878012_mz001.htm
3. 
“Leadership Lessons from Roger Enrico,” BusinessWeek Online, B-School News, Interview by Mica Schneider, October 7, 2003.
http://www.businessweek.com/bschools/content/oct2003/bs2003107_0453_bs001.htm
4. 
“Zen and the Art of Ethics,” BusinessWeek Online, B-School News, Francesca Di Meglio, December 29, 2004.
http://www.businessweek.com/bschools/content/nov2004/bs20041117_2299_bs001.htm
Bonus Critical Thinking 

1.
Define leadership. 

2.
What qualities or skills do you think make a leader more effective? 
3.
How important of a role do basic business communication skills—such as writing an e-mail or leaving a voicemail—have in the work of an effective leader?
4.
What skills or qualities could you work to develop in yourself in order to become an effective leader? If you asked your friends, family members, acquaintances, or peers in business this question about yourself, would their answers be the same?
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