
Every function in the room described being faster, clearer and
braver under crisis than in business as usual. The mission isn't
surviving the next one. It's building the behaviour in before you
need it.

MISSION 
IMPOSSIBLE
L O N D O N  ·  J U L Y  2 0 2 6  

T H E  B O A R D R O O M

I N D U S T R Y  R E P O R T

WE’RE BETTER 
IN A CRISIS. 
THAT’S THE PROBLEM.



Stop treating crisis capability
as emergency mode. 

0 1  S Y N O P S I S  &  P U R P O S E

In a world of political and economic
disruption, the corporate world can feel
like crisis after crisis. As a senior leader
you are under pressure to respond
quickly, navigating the unknown,
reacting to circumstances that keep
moving, and maintaining control
without the full picture. A strong Plan A
is a good start. But if it fails, what do
you do next?

The Boardroom Club convened senior
leaders across Operations, Finance,
Technology, People and Commercial to
test that question against someone
who has answered it for real. Ahead of
the evening we interviewed guests on
their organisations' approach to crisis
management, operational resilience
and decision-making under pressure.
Afterwards, we called them back.

What came out of those conversations
was not a list of gaps in tooling. Few
named technology as their primary
constraint. 

What they named was time, ownership,
rehearsal and trust, and, repeatedly, an
uncomfortable observation: that the
way their organisation works in a crisis
is better than the way they work the
rest of the time.

This report explores how senior leaders
across five functions think about crisis,
resilience and decision-making when
the information is incomplete and the
clock is ticking. It is built from three
sources: interviews conducted with
guests before the evening, the table
discussions on the night, and follow-up
calls with attendees afterwards.

The Boardroom Club held the group
discussion in a private room at
Sushisamba around a keynote from
cave diver John Volanthen, whose
account of the Tham Luang rescue
provided the reference point for
everything that followed. 

T H E  Q U E S T I O N  P U T  TO  E V E R Y  TA B L E

“ W h e n  i t  c o m e s  t o  c r i s i s  m a n a g e m e n t ,  b u s i n e s s  a g i l i t y  a n d
o p e r a t i o n a l  r e s i l i e n c e ,  w h a t  i s  t h e  b i g g e s t  e x t e r n a l  r i s k  y o u r
c o m p a n y  i s  f a c i n g  i n  2 0 2 6 ? ”

A N D  B E H I N D  I T

A r e  y o u  f o c u s e d  o n  a  f e w  m a j o r  i n i t i a t i v e s ,  o r  l e t t i n g  a  t h o u s a n d  f l o w e r s
b l o o m ?
W h a t  m e t r i c s  a r e  y o u  u s i n g  t o  a s s e s s  w h e t h e r  t h i s  i s  w o r k i n g ?
W i l l  t h e  s e c o n d  h a l f  o f  2 0 2 6  b e  b e t t e r  t h a n  t h e  f i r s t ?  I f  s o,  w h y  —  a n d  h o w ?



The room. 

0 2  C O N T R I B U T O R S

Senior leaders from across Operations, Finance, Technology, People and Commercial,
joined us on the evening. 

O P E R AT I O N S

D e l p h i n e  R e c h - G u i t e l
E M E A  C O O,  T P  I C A P

A n d y  M i l l e r
G l o b a l  S e c u r i t y  O p e r a t i o n s  &  T R M
D i r e c t o r,  J L L

S t e l l a  V i g
M e d i c a l  D i r e c t o r  f o r  S e c o n d a r y  C a r e ,  N H S
E n g l a n d

S a s h a  C o v i n g t o n
E u r a s i a  O p e r a t i o n s  D i r e c t o r ,  J L L

T E C H N O L O G Y

R a m y  E r f a n
V i c e  P r e s i d e n t ,  T e c h n o l o g y  &  B u s i n e s s
E n a b l e m e n t ,  T i e r  1  G l o b a l  I n v e s t m e n t
B a n k

R e n a t o  Pa c o
G l o b a l  D i r e c t o r,  C l o u d ,  S k y

S a n d e e p  Pa n k h a n i a
G l o b a l  D a t a  D i r e c t o r,  V i s a

C O M M E R C I A L

R i c h a r d  D a v i d
S e n i o r  M a r k e t i n g  L e a d e r

H a n n a h  C l a y t o n - L a n g t o n
P r o d u c t  D i r e c t o r,  O c a d o  G r o u p

F r a n c i s c o  O l i v e r
G l o b a l  Pe r f o r m a n c e  M a r k e t i n g  D i r e c t o r,
M e r l i n  E n t e r t a i n m e n t s

F I N A N C E

Pa u l  M a h e r
C F O,  G a m m a  C o m m u n i c a t i o n s

S t a r r y  D o n g
S e n i o r  F i n a n c e  L e a d e r

S e r g e y  K u z m i c h e v
S e n i o r  F i n a n c e  L e a d e r

P E O P L E

B e n  S t a n n a r d
C h i e f  o f  S t a f f,  H y p e r s o n i c a

H e a t h e r  G o u g h
D e p u t y  C h i e f  Pe o p l e  O f f i c e r,  N H S   S W L  I C B

I s m a e l  D a b o
C h i e f  o f  S t a f f,  M u n i c h  R e



Introducing
Cognizant.
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Cognizant engineers modern
businesses, helping clients
modernise technology, reimagine
processes and transform
experiences so they can stay
ahead in a fast-changing world.
Sector leaders from Cognizant
hosted each table on the night,
guiding the discussion and
reporting back to the room.

When organisations discuss resilience, attention often falls on the functions most associated
with managing risk — cyber, risk, legal, compliance and operations — each critical. Yet the
strongest message from business leaders is that resilience is rarely determined by any one
function in isolation; it's determined by how well an organisation connects knowledge that
already exists across the business.

This matters because risk rarely stays within a single function — a challenge in one area can
quickly affect others. Most organisations already possess the information needed to respond
effectively; the challenge is rarely a lack of expertise or data, but the difficulty of bringing it
together quickly enough, often separated by processes and reporting structures never designed
for today's pace.

As a result, resilience increasingly feels less like a question of control and more like a question of
visibility. Organisations that achieve this respond more quickly when circumstances change —
not because they have better information, but because they can access and apply it more
effectively.

This creates an opportunity as organisations explore AI. Much of the conversation focuses on
productivity and automation, yet there is an equally important opportunity to make
organisational knowledge more accessible — helping leaders connect information that already
exists but is difficult to surface when it's needed most.

Few organisations can predict every challenge, and fewer still will have complete information
when it matters. The objective cannot be the perfect plan for every scenario — it is an
organisation that can draw on what it knows, adapt when circumstances change, and act
decisively when the unexpected occurs. The best prepared won't be those with the most
information, but those that can connect knowledge, make it accessible, and use it well when it
matters most.

C H A K R A D H A R  G O O T Y  A G R A H A R A M

D A V I D  S E X T O N
V P  &  H e a d  o f  I n s u r a n c e ,  C o g n i z a n t

C l i e n t  P a r t n e r  -  M e d i a ,
E n t e r t a i n m e n t  &  S p o r t ,  C o g n i z a n t

G l o b a l  I n t e l l i g e n t  A u t o m a t i o n
L e a d e r ,  C o g n i z a n t

D A V I D  I N G H A M



John Volanthen
Cave diver.
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World record-holding British cave diver.
Named one of TIME magazine's Heroes of
the Year for his role in the 2018 Tham Luang
rescue in Thailand.

J o h n  b e g a n  c a v i n g  a t  1 4  a n d  h a s  b e e n  a t
t h e  f o r e f r o n t  o f  c a v e  e x p l o r a t i o n  a n d
r e s c u e  f o r  m o r e  t h a n  t w o  d e c a d e s .  I n
J u n e  2 01 8 ,  t w e l v e  b o y s  a n d  t h e i r  f o o t b a l l
c o a c h  w e r e  t r a p p e d  s e v e r a l  k i l o m e t r e s
i n s i d e  a  f l o o d e d  c a v e  s y s t e m  i n  n o r t h e r n
T h a i l a n d .  J o h n  a n d  h i s  d i v i n g  p a r t n e r
w e r e  t h e  o n e s  w h o  f o u n d  t h e m  a l i v e ,  n i n e
d a y s  i n .

T h e  r e s c u e  w a s  c h r o n i c l e d  i n  t h e
N a t i o n a l  G e o g r a p h i c  d o c u m e n t a r y  T h e
R e s c u e,  i n  t h e  b o o k  T h i r t e e n  L e s s o n s
T h a t  S a v e d  T h i r t e e n  L i v e s ,  a n d  i n  t h e  f i l m
T h i r t e e n  L i v e s .

H e  d i d  n o t  c o m e  t o  t h e  r o o m  t o  t a l k
a b o u t  b r a v e r y.  H e  c a m e  t o  t a l k  a b o u t
m e t h o d  a n d  t h e  r o o m  n o t i c e d .  S e v e r a l
g u e s t s  s a i d  a f t e r w a r d s  t h a t  t h e  d e t a i l
w h i c h  s t a y e d  w i t h  t h e m  w a s  h i s
d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  h i m s e l f  a s  r i s k- a v e r s e :  n o t
a  m a n  w h o  e n j o y s  d a n g e r,  b u t  o n e  w h o
h a s  b u i l t  a  d i s c i p l i n e  f o r  o p e r a t i n g  i n s i d e
i t .

“The story is super impactful and provides some translatable
takeaways for senior leaders. It was the best presentation I have
seen at an event.”

“John is a really interesting role model. He did things differently
when stakeholders were not fully bought in and that takes
bravery. We could all learn something from that.”

Renato Paco, Global Cloud Director, Sky

Stella Vig, Medical Director  For Secondary Care,
NHS England



The bottleneck isn’t information. 
It’s authority
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O p e r a t i o n  f u n c t i o n s  c a n  a l m o s t  a l w a y s
s e e  a  c r i s i s  f o r m i n g .  W h a t  t h e y
f r e q u e n t l y  c a n n o t  d o  i s  a c t  o n  i t ,
b e c a u s e  t h e  a u t h o r i t y  t o  d e c i d e  s i t s
s e v e r a l  l e v e l s  a b o v e  t h e  p e o p l e  h o l d i n g
t h e  i n f o r m a t i o n .  T h e  d e l a y  t h a t  f o l l o w s  i s
n o t  a n  i n t e l l i g e n c e  f a i l u r e .  I t  i s  a  d e s i g n
c h o i c e .

T h e  f i x  i s  s t r u c t u r a l  a n d  u n g l a m o r o u s :
d e c i d e  i n  a d v a n c e  w h o  m a y  a c t  w i t h o u t
e s c a l a t i n g ,  a n d  r e h e a r s e  u n t i l  t h e  p l a n
h a s  b e e n  p r o v e n  r a t h e r  t h a n  m e r e l y
w r i t t e n .

1 P u s h  t h e  d e c i s i o n  d o w n ,  d e l i b e r a t e l y

T i e r  d e c i s i o n  r i g h t s  b e f o r e  t h e  n e x t
i n c i d e n t ,  o n e  l e v e l  c l o s e  t o  t h e
e v e n t ,  o n e  m a k i n g  t h e  m a j o r  c a l l s .
A u t h o r i t y  s h o u l d  f o l l o w  t h e  d a t a ,
n o t  t h e  o r g  c h a r t .  W r i t t e n  d o w n  i n
a d v a n c e,  t h i s  r e m o v e s  t h e  s i n g l e
l a r g e s t  s o u r c e  o f  d e l a y  i n  a  l i v e
r e s p o n s e.

3 A n  u n t e s t e d  p l a n  i s  a  h y p o t h e s i s

P l a n ,  r e h e a r s e ,  e x e c u t e ,  i n  t h a t
o r d e r.  R e h e a r s a l  i s  t h e  o n l y
m e c h a n i s m  t h a t  r e v e a l s  t h e
d i f f e r e n c e  b e t w e e n  a  d o c u m e n t  a n d
a  c a p a b i l i t y,  a n d  t h e  o r g a n i s a t i o n s
m o s t  c o n f i d e n t  o f  t h e i r  r e a d i n e s s
a r e  c o n s i s t e n t l y  t h e  o n e s  t h a t  h a v e
w a t c h e d  a  t e s t  f a i l .

2 Vo l u m e  i s  n o t  v i s i b i l i t y

M o r e  m o n i t o r i n g  d o e s  n o t  p r o d u c e
f a s t e r  d e c i s i o n s  i f  e v e r y t h i n g  a r r i v e s
a t  t h e  s a m e  d e s k  w i t h  t h e  s a m e
u r g e n c y.  Tr i a g e  b e f o r e  e s c a l a t i o n ,  s o
w h a t  r e a c h e s  a  d e c i s i o n - m a k e r  i s
a l r e a d y  a  d e c i s i o n ,  n o t  a  q u e u e.

4 W r i t e  a  s e c o n d  p l a y b o o k  

E v e r y t h i n g  a b o v e  a s s u m e s  a n
i n c i d e n t  w i t h  a  s t a r t  t i m e.  C l i e n t
a t t r i t i o n ,  r e p u t a t i o n a l  d r i f t  a n d
g r a d u a l  c a p a c i t y  e r o s i o n  n e v e r  s e t
o f f  a n  a l a r m ,  a n d  s o  n e v e r  g e t  a
r e s p o n s e.  S l o w - b u r n  r i s k  n e e d s  i t s
o w n  p l a n  a n d  i t s  o w n  n a m e d  o w n e r.

THE VERDICT

R e s i l i e n c e  i s  n o t  a  p l a n  y o u
h o l d .  I t  i s  a  s e t  o f
p e r m i s s i o n s  y o u  h a v e
a l r e a d y  g r a n t e d  a n d  t e s t e d
a g a i n s t  a  s c e n a r i o  t h a t  h a s
a l r e a d y  b r o k e n  o n c e .

W H AT  YO U  S H O U L D  B E  D O I N G

T i e r  y o u r  d e c i s i o n  r i g h t s  t h i s
q u a r t e r  a n d  p u b l i s h  w h o  m a y  a c t
w i t h o u t  e s c a l a t i n g .
M a k e  m o n i t o r i n g  t r i a g e  b e f o r e  i t
e s c a l a t e s ,  a  q u e u e  i s  n o t  a
d e c i s i o n .
R u n  t h e  r e h e a r s a l ,  n o t  t h e  r e v i e w.
A n y t h i n g  u n t e s t e d  i s  a
h y p o t h e s i s .
B u i l d  t h e  s l o w - b u r n  p l a y b o o k  a n d
g i v e  i t  a n  o w n e r.



Scenario planning is the easy part. 
Ownership isn’t.
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F i n a n c e  h a s  l a r g e l y  s o l v e d  t h e  m e c h a n i c s
o f  p r e p a r e d n e s s .  R i s k  r e g i s t e r s  e x i s t ,
c o m m i t t e e s  m e e t ,  s c e n a r i o s  a r e  m o d e l l e d
a n d  c o n t i n u i t y  t e a m s  a r e  f u n d e d .  W h a t
r e m a i n s  u n r e s o l v e d  i s  c o n s i d e r a b l y
s i m p l e r  a n d  c o n s i d e r a b l y  h a r d e r :  w h o,
p r e c i s e l y,  o w n s  e a c h  s c e n a r i o ,  a n d  w h a t
a r e  t h e y  i n c e n t i v i s e d  t o  d o  a b o u t  i t .

A  p l a n  w i t h o u t  a n  a c c o u n t a b l e  o w n e r  i s  a
d o c u m e n t .  A n d  i n  a  c r i s i s ,  d o c u m e n t s  d o
n o t  a c t ,  p e o p l e  w i t h  a u t h o r i t y  a n d  a
r e a s o n  t o  u s e  i t  d o.

1 A t t a c h  a  n a m e  a n d  a n  i n c e n t i v e

E v e r y  t o p - f i v e  s c e n a r i o  n e e d s  a
s i n g l e  a c c o u n t a b l e  o w n e r,  a n d  t h a t
o w n e r s h i p  n e e d s  t o  s h o w  u p  i n  h o w
t h e y  a r e  m e a s u r e d .  W h e r e
a c c o u n t a b i l i t y  i s  d i f f u s e ,  r e s p o n s e  i s
s l o w  r e g a r d l e s s  o f  h o w  g o o d  t h e
m o d e l l i n g  w a s .

3 E x p e r i e n c e  i s  a  p u r c h a s a b l e  a s s e t

U n d e r  p r e s s u r e ,  p e o p l e  f a l l  b a c k  o n
h a v i n g  d o n e  i t  b e f o r e .  N o t  o n
s k i l l s e t ,  o n  m e m o r y.  I f  n o b o d y  i n  t h e
r o o m  h a s  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e,  e i t h e r  p u t
s o m e o n e  i n  t h e  r o o m  w h o  d o e s ,  o r
r u n  t h e  e x e r c i s e  t h a t  m a n u f a c t u r e s
i t .  B o t h  a r e  c h e a p e r  t h a n  l e a r n i n g
l i v e .

2 S a y  w h a t  w i l l  n o t  c h a n g e

I n  a  c r i s i s ,  m o s t  o r g a n i s a t i o n s
a n n o u n c e  w h a t  i s  c h a n g i n g .  Fa r
f e w e r  s t a t e  w h a t  r e m a i n s  c o n s t a n t ,
w h i c h  s t r a t e g i c  p r i o r i t i e s  s t i l l  h o l d
u n l e s s  t h e  c r i s i s  i t s e l f  h a s  a l t e r e d
t h e  s t r a t e g y.  T h a t  c o n s t a n c y  i s  a
s t a b i l i s e r,  a n d  i t s  a b s e n c e  c o s t s
m o r e  t h a n  t h e  d i s r u p t i o n .

4 Wa t c h  r i s k- a v e r s i o n  w e a r i n g  t h e
c o s t u m e  o f  d i l i g e n c e
P r o t e c t i n g  t h e  c u s t o m e r  a n d  a v o i d i n g
t h e  d e c i s i o n  l o o k  i d e n t i c a l  i n  a
s t e e r i n g  c o m m i t t e e .  H e a v i l y  c u s t o m e r -
f a c i n g  b u s i n e s s e s  a r e  p a r t i c u l a r l y
e x p o s e d  t o  t h i s ,  a n d  t h e
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  i t  d e l a y s  i s  u s u a l l y  t h e
o n e  t h a t  w o u l d  h a v e  r e d u c e d  t h e  r i s k .

THE VERDICT

P r e p a r e d n e s s  i s  n o t  a
b u d g e t  l i n e  o r  a  m o d e l l i n g
e x e r c i s e .  I t  i s  a  l i s t  o f
n a m e s ,  e a c h  a t t a c h e d  t o  a
s c e n a r i o,  e a c h  w i t h
s o m e t h i n g  a t  s t a k e .

W H AT  YO U  S H O U L D  B E  D O I N G
N a m e  a  s i n g l e  a c c o u n t a b l e  o w n e r
f o r  e a c h  t o p - f i v e  s c e n a r i o ,  w i t h
t h e  i n c e n t i v e  a t t a c h e d .
S t a t e  e x p l i c i t l y  w h a t  w i l l  n o t
c h a n g e  i n  a  c r i s i s ,  b e f o r e  o n e
a r r i v e s .
B u y  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e,  h i r e  i t  i n t o
t h e  r o o m  o r  m a n u f a c t u r e  i t
t h r o u g h  e x e r c i s e .
A u d i t  w h e r e  r i s k- a v e r s i o n  i s  d o i n g
t h e  w o r k  o f  d i l i g e n c e,  a n d
s e p a r a t e  t h e  t w o.



Documented is not proven.
Test it, or you don’t have it. 
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Te c h n o l o g y  l e a d e r s  w e r e  t h e  l e a s t  w i l l i n g
o f  a n y  f u n c t i o n  t o  c l a i m  r e a d i n e s s ,  a n d
t h e y  w e r e  r i g h t  t o  b e .  R e c o v e r y  p l a n s  f a i l
i n  w a y s  t h a t  p a p e r  c a n n o t  r e v e a l :
d e p e n d e n c i e s  n o b o d y  m a p p e d ,  s i t e s  t h a t
w e r e  a s s u m e d  r e a c h a b l e ,  r e s t o r e
p r o c e s s e s  t h a t  h a v e  n e v e r  b e e n  r u n  e n d
t o  e n d  u n d e r  t i m e  p r e s s u r e .

C y b e r a t t a c k  a n d  r a n s o m w a r e  a r e  n o w
g e n u i n e  a l l - h a n d s  s c e n a r i o s .  T h e
d i s t i n c t i o n  t h a t  m a t t e r s  i s  n o t  b e t w e e n
o r g a n i s a t i o n s  w i t h  p l a n s  a n d
o r g a n i s a t i o n s  w i t h o u t  t h e m .  I t  i s  b e t w e e n
p l a n s  t h a t  h a v e  b e e n  r e h e a r s e d  a n d  p l a n s
t h a t  h a v e  o n l y  b e e n  a p p r o v e d .

1 R u n  t h e  r e c o v e r y,  d o n ’ t  r e a d  i t  

U n a n n o u n c e d ,  e n d  t o  e n d ,  w i t h  t h e
p e o p l e  w h o  w o u l d  a c t u a l l y  b e
a v a i l a b l e .  P u b l i s h  w h a t  b r o k e.  A
d i s a s t e r  r e c o v e r y  c a p a b i l i t y  t h a t  h a s
o n l y  e v e r  b e e n  d e s c r i b e d  i s  a n
a s s u m p t i o n  w i t h  a  b u d g e t  a t t a c h e d .

3 C o n t i n u i t y  c a n n o t  l i v e  i n s i d e  I T

I f  t h e  b u s i n e s s  d o e s  n o t  f u n d
b u s i n e s s  c o n t i n u i t y,  t h e  b u s i n e s s
d o e s  n o t  o w n  i t ,  a n d  w i l l  n o t  b e h a v e
a s  t h o u g h  i t  d o e s  w h e n  t e s t e d .  I t  i s  a
q u e s t i o n  o f  w h e n ,  n o t  i f,  w h i c h
m a k e s  i t  a  b o a r d - l e v e l  a l l o c a t i o n
r a t h e r  t h a n  a  t e c h n i c a l  o n e.

2 L e g a c y  d e b t  i s  a  r i s k  m u l t i p l i e r

I t  b e l o n g s  o n  t h e  r i s k  r e g i s t e r  w i t h
a n  o w n e r  a n d  a n  e x p o s u r e ,  n o t  o n
t h e  m o d e r n i s a t i o n  b a c k l o g  b e h i n d
t h e  f e a t u r e s .  A s  t h e  a t t a c k  s u r f a c e
e x p a n d s ,  t h e  i n t e r e s t  o n  t h a t  d e b t
c o m p o u n d s  f a s t e r  t h a n  t h e  r o a d m a p
r e t i r e s  i t .

4 P l a n  f o r  A I  o n  b o t h  s i d e s  o f  t h e
l e d g e r
A I  i s  e x p a n d i n g  t h e  t h r e a t  l a n d s c a p e
a n d  t h e  d e f e n s i v e  t o o l k i t
s i m u l t a n e o u s l y.  A n y t h i n g  t h a t  t r e a t s
i t  o n l y  a s  a  c a p a b i l i t y,  o r  o n l y  a s  a
t h r e a t ,  i s  d e s c r i b i n g  h a l f  t h e
p o s i t i o n .

THE VERDICT

T h e  o n l y  c r e d i b l e  s t a t e m e n t
a b o u t  y o u r  r e c o v e r y
c a p a b i l i t y  i s  t h e  d a t e  y o u
l a s t  t e s t e d  i t ,  a n d  t h e  l i s t
o f  w h a t  f a i l e d  w h e n  y o u
d i d .

W H AT  YO U  S H O U L D  B E  D O I N G
R u n  o n e  u n a n n o u n c e d  r e c o v e r y
t e s t  t h i s  q u a r t e r,  a n d  p u b l i s h
w h a t  b r o k e.
M o v e  l e g a c y  t e c h  d e b t  o n t o  t h e
r i s k  r e g i s t e r  w i t h  a n  o w n e r  a n d  a n
e x p o s u r e .
R e l o c a t e  c o n t i n u i t y  o w n e r s h i p
a n d  f u n d i n g  i n t o  t h e  b u s i n e s s .
W r i t e  A I  i n t o  t h e  r i s k  p a p e r  a s
b o t h  t h r e a t  a n d  d e f e n c e.
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A  c r i s i s  r u n s  o n  d i s c r e t i o n a r y  e f f o r t ,
p e o p l e  w o r k i n g  l a t e ,  c r o s s i n g  f u n c t i o n a l
l i n e s ,  i m p r o v i s i n g ,  t e l l i n g  y o u  t h e
u n c o m f o r t a b l e  t h i n g  e a r l y.  N o n e  o f  t h a t
c a n  b e  r e q u i s i t i o n e d  a t  t h e  m o m e n t  i t  i s
n e e d e d .  I t  i s  p r e p a i d ,  t h r o u g h  h o w  t h e
o r g a n i s a t i o n  b e h a v e s  w h e n  n o t h i n g  i s
w r o n g .

T h i s  m a k e s  t h e  p e o p l e  f u n c t i o n ' s
c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  r e s i l i e n c e  l e s s  a b o u t
c r i s i s  t r a i n i n g  a n d  m o r e  a b o u t  w h e t h e r
t h e  b a s i c s  a r e  d o n e  c o n s i s t e n t l y,  a n d
w h e t h e r  i t  i s  s a f e  t o  m a k e  a  d e c i s i o n  t h a t
t u r n s  o u t  t o  b e  w r o n g .

1 Tr u s t  c a n n o t  b e  b u i l t  d u r i n g  t h e
i n c i d e n t
I t  i s  a c c u m u l a t e d  i n  o r d i n a r y
c o n d i t i o n s ,  t h r o u g h  c o n s i s t e n c y,
c a n d o u r  a n d  d o i n g  t h e  b a s i c s  w e l l .
O r g a n i s a t i o n s  t h a t  t r e a t  c u l t u r e  a s  a
c r i s i s- t i m e  a s s e t  d i s c o v e r  d u r i n g  t h e
c r i s i s  t h a t  t h e y  h a v e  n o t  b e e n
p a y i n g  i n t o  i t .

3 N a m e  w h o  a b s o r b s  t h e  p r e s s u r e

S o m e o n e  s e n i o r  h a s  t o  s t a n d
b e t w e e n  t e c h n i c a l  t e a m s  a n d
s t a k e h o l d e r  a n x i e t y  s o  t h e  p e o p l e
f i x i n g  t h e  p r o b l e m  c a n  c o n c e n t r a t e
o n  f i x i n g  i t .  I f  t h a t  r o l e  i s  n o t
a s s i g n e d ,  i t  d e f a u l t s  t o  w h o e v e r  i s
l e a s t  a b l e  t o  r e f u s e .

2 A  p l a n  t h a t  n e e d s  i t s  a u t h o r  i s n ’ t  a
p l a n

D o c u m e n t  t o  t h e  s t a n d a r d  w h e r e  a
s t r a n g e r  c o u l d  p i c k  i t  u p  a n d  a c t .
A u d i t a b l e ,  e x p l i c i t ,  f r e e  o f  t h e
a s s u m e d  k n o w l e d g e  t h a t  l i v e s  o n l y
i n  t h e  h e a d  o f  w h o e v e r  w r o t e  i t ,  w h o
m a y  w e l l  b e  u n a v a i l a b l e .

4 Pe r m i s s i o n  t o  b e  w r o n g  p r e c e d e s
w i l l i n g n e s s  t o  d e c i d e
L e a d e r s  w h o  c a n n o t  r e c o v e r  f r o m  a
f a i l u r e  w i l l  s l o w  t h e  o r g a n i s a t i o n
d o w n .  E m o t i o n a l  r e s i l i e n c e  a n d  t h e
a b i l i t y  t o  m o v e  o n  a r e  o p e r a t i o n a l
c a p a b i l i t i e s .  T h e  c o n s t r a i n t  o n
b u i l d i n g  t h e m  i s  t i m e  a n d
p r i o r i t i s a t i o n ,  n o t  a p p e t i t e .

THE VERDICT

Yo u  c a n n o t  a s k  f o r
d i s c r e t i o n a r y  e f f o r t  a t  t h e
m o m e n t  y o u  n e e d  i t .  Yo u
c a n  o n l y  h a v e  a l r e a d y
e a r n e d  i t .

W H AT  YO U  S H O U L D  B E  D O I N G
D o c u m e n t  p l a n s  s o  a  s t r a n g e r
c o u l d  r u n  t h e m ,  t h e n  h a v e  a
s t r a n g e r  t r y.
A s s i g n ,  b y  n a m e,  w h o  a b s o r b s
s t a k e h o l d e r  p r e s s u r e  d u r i n g  a n
i n c i d e n t .
M a k e  r e c o v e r y  f r o m  a  f a i l e d
d e c i s i o n  e x p l i c i t  a n d  e x p e c t e d ,
n o t  t o l e r a t e d .
Tr e a t  t h e  t r a i n i n g  g a p  a s  a
p r i o r i t i s a t i o n  p r o b l e m ,  b e c a u s e
t h a t  i s  w h a t  i t  i s .



Your drag isn’t technology. 
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C o m m e r c i a l  l e a d e r s  n a m e d  s p e e d  a s  t h e
d e f i n i n g  p r e s s u r e  o f  o p e r a t i n g  n o w  -
p a c e  o f  d e c i s i o n  a n d  d e l i v e r y,  h e l d
a g a i n s t  q u a l i t y,  u s u a l l y  a t  g l o b a l  s c a l e
a n d  a g a i n s t  c l i e n t- d r i v e n  K P I s .  T h e
i n s t i n c t  i s  t o  l o o k  f o r  a  t e c h n o l o g y
a n s w e r.

T h e  c o u n t e r - i n t u i t i v e  f i n d i n g  i s  t h a t  i n
l a r g e  o r g a n i s a t i o n s  t h e  t e c h n o l o g y  i s
r a r e l y  w h a t  s l o w s  a  r e s p o n s e.  T h e
r e v i e w s ,  a p p r o v a l s  a n d  s i g n - o f f s  s t a n d i n g
b e t w e e n  a  d e c i s i o n  a n d  a n  a c t i o n  a r e .

1 C o u n t  t h e  g a t e s
M a p  h o w  m a n y  a p p r o v a l s  s i t  b e t w e e n
a  c o m m e r c i a l  d e c i s i o n  a n d  a
c u s t o m e r - v i s i b l e  a c t i o n ,  t h e n  r e m o v e
t h e  o n e s  t h a t  e x i s t  f o r  c o m f o r t  r a t h e r
t h a n  c o n t r o l .  T h i s  i s  t h e  s i n g l e
h i g h e s t- y i e l d  s p e e d  i n t e r v e n t i o n
a v a i l a b l e  t o  m o s t  c o m m e r c i a l
f u n c t i o n s ,  a n d  i t  r e q u i r e s  n o
p r o c u r e m e n t .

3 G i v e  i n t u i t i o n  a  s e a t  a n d  a  r u l e

E x p e r i e n c e d  i n s t i n c t  i s  d a t a  t h a t  h a s
n o t  b e e n  w r i t t e n  d o w n ,  a n d  i n  f a s t-
m o v i n g  s i t u a t i o n s  i t  f r e q u e n t l y
o u t p e r f o r m s  t h e  m o d e l .  T h e  u s e f u l
d i s c i p l i n e  i s  n o t  c h o o s i n g  b e t w e e n
g u t  a n d  l o g i c  b u t  s t a t i n g  i n  a d v a n c e
w h e n  i n s t i n c t  i s  p e r m i t t e d  t o
o v e r r i d e  t h e  a n a l y s i s .

2 C o n s e q u e n c e  m o v e s  p e o p l e  f a s t e r
t h a n  m a n d a t e

W h e r e  t e a m s  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  r e a l
e c o n o m i c  a n d  h u m a n  c o s t  o f  f a i l u r e ,
w h a t  d o w n t i m e  a c t u a l l y  d o e s  t o  a
c u s t o m e r,  u r g e n c y  b e c o m e s
i n t r i n s i c .  P r o c e s s  m a n d a t e s  p r o d u c e
c o m p l i a n c e.  U n d e r s t o o d
c o n s e q u e n c e  p r o d u c e s  s p e e d .

4 S e p a r a t e  c u s t o m e r  p r o t e c t i o n  f r o m
d e c i s i o n  a v o i d a n c e

T h e  t w o  a r e  i n d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e  i n  a
m e e t i n g  a n d  o p p o s i t e  i n  e f f e c t .  Fe a r
o f  c u s t o m e r  i m p a c t  r o u t i n e l y  d e l a y s
t h e  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  t h a t  w o u l d  h a v e
r e d u c e d  c u s t o m e r  i m p a c t .  N a m e
w h i c h  o n e  i s  o p e r a t i n g .

THE VERDICT

S p e e d  i s  n o t  b o u g h t .  I t  i s
r e l e a s e d ,  b y  r e m o v i n g  t h e
a p p r o v a l s  t h a t  e x i s t  f o r
r e a s s u r a n c e  r a t h e r  t h a n
c o n t r o l .

W H AT  YO U  S H O U L D  B E  D O I N G
C o u n t  y o u r  a p p r o v a l  g a t e s  a n d
d e l e t e  t h e  o n e s  t h a t  e x i s t  f o r
c o m f o r t .
L e a d  w i t h  c o n s e q u e n c e,  n o t
p r o c e s s ,  m a k e  t h e  c o s t  o f  f a i l u r e
c o n c r e t e .
S t a t e  i n  a d v a n c e  w h e n
e x p e r i e n c e d  i n s t i n c t  m a y  o v e r r i d e
t h e  m o d e l .
S e p a r a t e  c u s t o m e r  p r o t e c t i o n
f r o m  d e c i s i o n  a v o i d a n c e,
e x p l i c i t l y,  i n  t h e  r o o m .



Resilience is a program,
not a project.
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H o w  O x f o r d  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s  r e d u c e d  o p e r a t i o n a l  r i s k ,  c r e a t i n g
t h e  f o u n d a t i o n s  f o r  f a s t e r  c h a n g e.  

“ S o m e t i m e s  t h e  g r e a t e s t  r e s i l i e n ce  r i s k  i s  n o t  a  s u d d e n  c r i s i s .  I t  i s
co m p l ex i t y  t h a t  h a s  a cc u m u l a t e d  q u i e t l y  ove r  t i m e ,  m a k i n g  i t  h a r d e r  t o
s e e  r i s k  c l e a r l y  a n d  r e s p o n d  d e c i s i ve l y  w h e n  i t  e m e r g e s . ”

C O N T E X T A C T I O N S  T A K E N

Fo r  O x f o r d  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s  ( O U P ) ,  m o r e
t h a n  5 0 0  y e a r s  o f  h i s t o r y  h a d  b e e n
a c c o m p a n i e d  b y  a  t e c h n o l o g y  e s t a t e
t h a t  h a d  g r o w n  o r g a n i c a l l y  a c r o s s  a
g l o b a l  o r g a n i s a t i o n .  W h e n  a  n e w  G l o b a l
Te c h n o l o g y  f u n c t i o n  g a i n e d  o v e r s i g h t  o f
t h e  e s t a t e ,  i t  d i s c o v e r e d  a g e i n g  a n d
u n s u p p o r t e d  i n f r a s t r u c t u r e ,  s i n g l e
p o i n t s  o f  f a i l u r e  a n d  s i g n i f i c a n t  r i s k s  t o
b u s i n e s s  c o n t i n u i t y  a n d  r e c o v e r y.
M a i n t a i n i n g  t h a t  e n v i r o n m e n t  w a s  a l s o
c o n s u m i n g  i n v e s t m e n t  t h a t  c o u l d
o t h e r w i s e  s u p p o r t  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n .

T h e  c h a l l e n g e  w a s  t h e r e f o r e  b i g g e r  t h a n
r e p l a c i n g  o l d  t e c h n o l o g y.  O U P  n e e d e d
t o  r e d u c e  i m m e d i a t e  r i s k  w h i l e  c r e a t i n g
a n  e n v i r o n m e n t  c a p a b l e  o f  s u p p o r t i n g
w h a t e v e r  c a m e  n e x t .

I t s  l o n g s t a n d i n g  t e c h n o l o g y  p a r t n e r
C o g n i z a n t  a p p r o a c h e d  t h e
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  a s  a  s e q u e n c e  o f
c o n n e c t e d  i n i t i a t i v e s  r a t h e r  t h a n  a
s i n g l e  m o d e r n i s a t i o n  p r o j e c t .  E x e c u t i v e
s p o n s o r s h i p  s a t  o n  b o t h  s i d e s ,
s u p p o r t e d  b y  a  j o i n t  s t e e r i n g
c o m m i t t e e  a n d  g o v e r n a n c e  f r a m e w o r k
d e s i g n e d  t o  i d e n t i f y  a n d  m a n a g e  r i s k s
a s  t h e  p r o g r a m m e  e v o l v e d .  A  d e m a n d -
m a n a g e m e n t  f u n c t i o n  h e l p e d  p r i o r i t i s e
n e w  p r o j e c t s ,  w h i l e  i n d i v i d u a l
i n i t i a t i v e s  b e g a n  w i t h  c l e a r l y  d e f i n e d
o u t c o m e s  a n d  a n  a r c h i t e c t u r a l  b l u e p r i n t
f o r  d e l i v e r y.

T H E  M I S S I O N  I M P O S S I B L E  P A R A L L E L

T h a t  a p p r o a c h  h a s  a  s t r o n g  p a r a l l e l  w i t h  t h e  c o n v e r s a t i o n s  a t  M i s s i o n  I m p o s s i b l e .  L e a d e r s
r e p e a t e d l y  h i g h l i g h t e d  h o w  c o m p l e x i t y,  l i m i t e d  v i s i b i l i t y  a n d  u n c l e a r  o w n e r s h i p  c a n  m a k e
o r g a n i s a t i o n s  m o r e  v u l n e r a b l e  w h e n  d i s r u p t i o n  o c c u r s .  O U P ' s  p r o g r a m m e  e s t a b l i s h e d  t h e
s t r u c t u r e  a n d  g o v e r n a n c e  n e e d e d  t o  m a n a g e  r i s k  a n d  c h a n g e  w i t h o u t  e v e r y  d e c i s i o n  n e e d i n g
t o  r e a c h  t h e  t o p.

I M P A C T  &  O U T C O M E S

A c r o s s  O U P,  t h e  p r o g r a m m e  s t r e n g t h e n e d  d i s a s t e r  r e c o v e r y,  m o d e r n i s e d  d a t a  c e n t r e s ,
e n a b l e d  h y b r i d  w o r k i n g ,  m o v e d  w o r k l o a d s  i n t o  t h e  c l o u d  a n d  c r e a t e d  g r e a t e r  v i s i b i l i t y  o v e r
t e c h n o l o g y  s p e n d .

7 5 % ~ 1 , 0 0 0 ~ 2 / 3  2 0 % 3 0 %
R E D U C T I O N  I N
E N D - O F - L I F E
E Q U I P M E N T

O N - P R E M I S E S
S E R V E R S
D E C O M M I S S I O N E D

O F  W O R K L O A D S
M O V E D  T O  T H E
C L O U D

FA L L  I N  H I G H  &
C R I T I C A L
V U L N E R A B I L I T I E S

R E D U C T I O N  I N
L I C E N C E
E X P O S U R E

L e a d e r s  g a i n e d  g r e a t e r  v i s i b i l i t y  i n t o  t e c h n o l o g y  r i s k ,  c l e a r e r  g o v e r n a n c e  a n d  a  s t r o n g e r
f o u n d a t i o n  f o r  d e c i s i o n  m a k i n g  a s  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  e v o l v e d .  O r g a n i s a t i o n s  c a n n o t  p r e p a r e  a
p e r f e c t  r e s p o n s e  f o r  e v e r y  p o s s i b l e  d i s r u p t i o n .  T h e y  c a n ,  h o w e v e r,  r e m o v e  k n o w n
v u l n e r a b i l i t i e s ,  e s t a b l i s h  c l e a r  g o v e r n a n c e  a n d  c r e a t e  a n  o p e r a t i n g  e n v i r o n m e n t  t h a t  g i v e s
l e a d e r s  m o r e  c h o i c e s  w h e n  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  c h a n g e.

T H E  T A K E A W A Y



Five themes,
one root cause.

1 1  T H E  P A T T E R N

A c r o s s  f i v e  f u n c t i o n s  a n d  t w o  r o u n d s  o f  i n t e r v i e w s ,  t h e  s a m e  f i v e  t h e m e s  r e c u r r e d
r e g a r d l e s s  o f  w h o  w a s  s p e a k i n g .  R e a d  t o g e t h e r,  t h e y  d e s c r i b e  a  s i n g l e  s t r u c t u r a l
p r o b l e m  r a t h e r  t h a n  f i v e  s e p a r a t e  o n e s .

1 D e c i s i o n - m a k i n g  u n d e r  p r e s s u r e

T h e  s i n g l e  m o s t  c o n s i s t e n t  t h e m e  i n
t h e  r o o m ,  n a m e d  b y  e v e r y  f u n c t i o n
w i t h o u t  p r o m p t i n g .  N o t  t h e  m e c h a n i c s
o f  d e c i d i n g ,  b u t  t h e  p s y c h o l o g y  o f
c o m m i t t i n g  w h i l e  t h e  p i c t u r e  i s  s t i l l
m o v i n g .

3 P l a n n i n g  v e r s u s  r e h e a r s a l

E v e r y o n e  p l a n s .  Fa r  f e w e r  r e h e a r s e .
T h e  l e a d e r s  m o s t  c o n f i d e n t  a b o u t
t h e i r  r e a d i n e s s  w e r e  c o n s i s t e n t l y
t h e  o n e s  w h o  h a d  t e s t e d  i t  a n d
w a t c h e d  i t  f a i l .

2 Tr u s t  a n d  s t a k e h o l d e r  b u y- i n

A  c l o s e  s e c o n d ,  a n d  n o b o d y  c l a i m e d
t o  h a v e  s o l v e d  i t ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  w i t h
s t a k e h o l d e r s  w h o  w o u l d  r a t h e r  y o u
w e r e n ' t  t h e r e .  Tr u s t  w a s  d e s c r i b e d
a s  t h e  f o u n d a t i o n  o f  t h e
d i s c r e t i o n a r y  e f f o r t  a  c r i s i s
d e m a n d s .

4 R i s k ,  h o n e s t l y  p r i c e d

T h e  r i g h t  c a l l  c a n  b e  t h e  l e a s t- w o r s t
o p t i o n .  S a y i n g  t h a t  o u t  l o u d  i s  w h a t
m a k e s  i t  a v a i l a b l e  t o  a  t e a m .

THE ROOT CAUSE
N o n e  o f  t h e s e  f i v e  i s  a  t e c h n o l o g y  p r o b l e m .  A l m o s t  n o b o d y  n a m e d  t o o l i n g
a s  t h e i r  m a i n  c o n s t r a i n t .

W h a t  t h e y  n a m e d  w a s  t i m e,  o w n e r s h i p,  r e h e a r s a l  a n d  t r u s t  a n d  e v e r y  o n e  o f
t h o s e  i s  s o m e t h i n g  a n  o r g a n i s a t i o n  a l r e a d y  d e m o n s t r a t e s  i t  c a n  p r o d u c e,  a t
s p e e d ,  t h e  m o m e n t  s o m e t h i n g  b r e a k s .

T h e  c a p a b i l i t y  e x i s t s .  I t  i s  o n l y  b e i n g  s w i t c h e d  o n  b y  e m e r g e n c i e s .

I n s t i n c t  a g a i n s t  s t r u c t u r e

T h e  t e n s i o n  b e t w e e n  g u t  a n d  l o g i c  w e n t  u n r e s o l v e d  a n d  s e v e r a l  l e a d e r s  a r g u e d
i t  s h o u l d .  T h e  u s e f u l  q u e s t i o n  i s  n o t  w h i c h  t o  t r u s t  b u t  w h e n  e a c h  i s  p e r m i t t e d
t o  w i n .

5



You already know
how to do this. 

1 2  C O N C L U S I O N

The capability is not missing

Yo u  a l r e a d y  k n o w  w h a t  g o o d  l o o k s  l i k e ,  b e c a u s e  y o u  d o  i t  e v e r y  t i m e  s o m e t h i n g
b r e a k s .  C l e a r  o w n e r s h i p.  D e c i s i o n s  m a d e  c l o s e s t  t o  t h e  d a t a .  Pe r m i s s i o n  t o  a c t
w i t h o u t  t h e  f u l l  p i c t u r e .  N o n e  o f  t h a t  i s  e m e r g e n c y  m o d e ,  i t ' s  j u s t  g o o d  o p e r a t i n g .
T h e  m i s s i o n  i s  t o  s t o p  n e e d i n g  t h e  c r i s i s  t o  u n l o c k  i t .

What a crisis actually removes

The mission

Every organisation represented in the room could describe itself performing well under acute
pressure: faster decisions, clearer ownership, less politics, more candour, people working across
functions without being asked. That is not a hypothetical target state. It is a documented
behaviour, observed repeatedly, in businesses that otherwise describe themselves as slow.

A crisis does not add capability. It removes obstacles, it suspends the approval chain, collapses
the hierarchy, makes the priority unarguable and gives people permission to act without
complete information. Which means the interesting question is not how to respond better next
time. It is which of those obstacles you could remove now, deliberately, while nothing is on fire.

Volanthen's method was never about heroism. It was a library of plans, rehearsed until they
held, with the authority to act sitting wherever the information was. Those are management
choices, available on an ordinary Tuesday. The organisations that make them will not need a
crisis to look like their best selves, and will be considerably better placed when one arrives
anyway.

The mission is to stop needing the crisis.

“You already know what good looks like, because you do
it every time something breaks. Clear ownership.
Decisions made closest to the data. Permission to act
without the full picture. None of that is emergency mode,
it's just good operating. The mission is to stop needing
the crisis to unlock it.”

The Boardroom Club, Mission Impossible, London 2026



T H E  B O A R D R O O M  C L U B

J A M E S  H A R R I S G E O R G E  W H I T T I N G TO N

C l u b  F o u n d e r P r o g r a m  D i r e c t o r

The Boardroom Club is an exclusive network of senior business leaders who want to drive
change within the complex and evolving world of large organisations. By surfacing the right topic
at the right time with the right question, we create the right conversation to deliver the right
answer. In doing so we help our members be a catalyst for change and a true leader within their
organisation.

“Championing debate and deliberation couldn’t be more
important amongst senior leaders in today’s world of crisis
after crisis. This authentic experience generated authentic

conversations, leading to authentic insights. Without
meeting peers in an environment like this, you don’t really

test your ideas.”

The insights in this report were drawn from a private event of C-Level executives and other senior
decision-makers, facilitated by James Harris, Founder of The Boardroom. 

We would like to thank our sponsors for their event and report contributions:

James Harris, Club Founder, Boardroom Club
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