
  1 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

TAKE CONTROL  
DURING CRUNCH TIMES 

Get you and your team back on  
track and set for success 

www.alenabennett.com 

http://www.alenabennett.com/


  2 

 
 

HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE 
 

 
 
 
 
We understand you’re not flush for time during crunch times.  
 
This guide is intended to be used if you: 

 

• Want to make sure you’ve done the right things to set your crunch time up for success. 

• Are in the middle of a crunch time and you’re struggling. 

• Have just finished a crunch time and are evaluating its ‘success’. 

• Want some additional tips and tools to add to your toolkit to improve your effectiveness as a leader. 

• Need to develop your staff members’ leadership skills. 
 
It is intentionally short and punchy, so you can pick it up, put it down and take action immediately.  
 
The models and exercises presented are intended to generate thought and action that is relevant to your crunch time. If 
it’s not relevant, don’t do it! 
 
Here is the table of contents, with each section’s purpose listed beside it. This will navigate you to the section you need 
to receive the greatest impact possible from this guide.  

 

Enjoy! 
 
 
 
 
All information and material contained herein is the property of Alena Bennett Pty Ltd.  
 
Copy this the right way. You have permission to copy and share this presentation so long as you make no changes or 
edits to its original contents or digital format. We reserve the right to bind and sell any of the content contained herein as 
part of a publication.  
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CRUNCH TIMES: AM I IN ONE? 
 
 
 
 
Crunch times are peak period of time where the following characteristics are present: 
 

1. There is a deliverable, possibly more than one 

2. There are several stakeholders 

3. Delivery involves a team of people 

4. There is a deadline 

 
In addition to the above, crunch time is often characterised by an element of perceived deficiency: a deficiency in either 
time, people, skills or any other resource. 
 
Together, all of the above leads to expectation, urgency and intensity. 
 
Part of the challenge as leader’s often don’t choose crunch times. They are handed to you, on top of - and generally 
without regard to - everything else you have on your plate. This creates a moment of exposure where you and your team 
will emerge successful, or not. 
 
Crunch times are hard. The conditions and circumstances during crunch times are less than perfect. They may include: 

▪ you have several crunch times in progress and your capacity is stretched, 

▪ you team aren’t quite ‘gelling’ and it’s having an impact on performance and efficiency,  

▪ you don’t have enough people, or 

▪ the deadline feels unrealistic. 
 
It can feel like a perfect storm, but unlike storms you may have weathered in the past, this is starting to feel like the new 
norm. So your normal tools and tactics will need to change. ‘Clinging to the past’1 won’t serve your team, your 
stakeholders and most importantly it won’t serve you. 
 
 
You need a process that is going to set you up for success to deal with the constant urgency of pressure. 

 
 
  

                                                 
1 Goldsmith, M What got you here won’t get you there Habit #13, p79 
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WHAT DO CRUNCH TIMES LOOK LIKE? 
 
During a crunch time, your goal is to effectively deliver to deadlines, address risks and meet stakeholder needs. What 
can set you apart from others is the ability to do this without killing your people. 

 
We view the delivery of deadlines in the following manner: 
AWFUL crunch times are those that are met, but only just and generally because the deadline has been extended. It’s 
undesirable and as a leader, you’re stressed. Constantly. Stressed about your team, meeting your stakeholders’ 
expectations, and ultimately if the result is going to be ‘right’. There may be late nights, the feeling that you are the only 
one on the hook and that you can’t share the stress - or workload - with anyone else. That’s partly because you don’t 
know what to expect and you’re simply reacting to events. You look stressed, sound stressed and everyone can 
sense this. Unfortunately, the inward focus and concern by leaders leaves their teams lacking direction. The outward 
behaviour by the leader is mirrored by the staff and together, this leads to chaos. The wrong work is done, in the wrong 
way and at the wrong time. Often this looks like lots of movement and flurry, but not much collaboration. Clients and 
stakeholders end up on the phone, asking lots of questions and getting more heavily involved as a result. 
 
AWKWARD crunch times are more common. In fact, they’re probably the norm. The leader feels strained - feeling 
one step behind at all times, like you’ve walked out the door and left the iron on. Things are not quite right, you’re still in 
reaction mode - you can’t answer impromptu questions from stakeholders if you bump into them, you can’t clearly recall 
and articulate the status of the project and team collaboration becomes a chore. During awkward crunch times the leader 
is distracted, and inadvertently makes inconsistent decisions as they struggle to remain big picture. This causes 
significant confusion for their teams, who are also strained and tired during this busy period, are looking for leadership to 
guide them to completion. Stakeholders can sense this, and don’t quite step in, but express their concern in various 
ways. 
 
AWESOME crunch times are those most leaders can only dream of - in fact, they don’t even think they’re possible. 
Leaders and their teams who deliver awesome deadlines are extremely proactive. Leaders have the ability to think 
clearly and focus their energy on being ‘in service’ to their teams and stakeholders. They are constantly in 
communication with their team, removing roadblocks and accelerating issues. They are asking and answering questions 
that stakeholders haven’t yet raised. They are able to keep their head above water and eye on the perspectives around 
them. They are in control. In-service leaders understand that it’s not about them, it’s about inspiring their teams to deliver 
awesome outcomes. It’s about performance that instils confidence in their stakeholders even - especially - when times 
get tough. In-service, in-substance, no smoke and mirrors. 

 
Crunch times can be a bit like a gymnast coming off a horse, they either ‘stick’ their landing, wobble, or fall on 
their backsides? What do you do? 
 
If you don’t know the answer, take a read of ‘Where am I’ in the 
Appendix and this will help you move forward. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Make sure you ‘stick’ every landing 
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TAKING CONTROL DURING CRUNCH TIME 
 
 
Crunch times are times for action. The right action. You need a process that is going to set you up for success now. 
 
Guiding Principles 
 
There are 3 guiding principles of Crunch Time: 
 

• Leadership skills enhance technical skills.  

• There isn’t time to do everything, so focus on the actions that count.  

• People matter - really matter. They will influence the way you do things during crunch times. 

 
How you deliver to deadline without killing your people requires an 
understanding of the following elements: 
 
 
 
1. What are the steps you need to perform? 
 
2. When do you need to perform or apply them? 
 
3. How do you apply them the right way? 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Once these elements are known, you can deliver awesome outcomes during crunch times - consistently. We refer to 
these as the ‘Keys to Crunch Time’ to unlock that process for you. These are listed in the Appendix.  



  7 

 
WHAT ARE THE STEPS? 
“Am I focusing on the right thing?” 
 
 
 
 

 
What you might be experiencing or hearing from others: 
Leader: ‘I’m out of control, my brain feels scrambled.’ 
Team: ‘What am I doing? Whatever someone asks me to do.’ 
Stakeholder: ‘Why don’t you do x, y and z?’ 

 
What you need to do: Know your critical path. 
 
Getting to the right outcome more efficiently and effectively is becoming more and more prevalent in our society. People 
are looking to find the critical path both within and outside the workplace. Pareto’s 80/20 principle has been widely and 
successfully adopted by businesses around the world and iterations continue to be present it more recent programs such 
as Agile. In their personal lives, the rise of dating sites, such as eHarmony and Tinder provide for some a critical path to 
finding their soul mate.  
 
The same applies to deadlines. This is why we focus on ‘nailing’ the critical path.  
 
4 Phases of Crunch Time 
 
These are the phases that must be covered to ensure that you and your team deliver awesome crunch times and to 
ensure you get better every time. 
 
For each phase, ask yourself the questions on the right. Really challenge yourself to answer them honestly, because the 
insight you will get from your responses will drive the action you need to take.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Once you have answered them, also consider:  

o Are you missing any critical path steps? If so, do them now. 

o Do you have a significant number of additional steps? If so, understand why and determine whether they are indeed 
critical. What would happen if you didn’t do them? 

o What steps do you have, but aren’t working effectively to achieve your outcome? What can you do differently? Who 
do you need to help you? 

 
Note: I suggest you get in a room with someone you trust and answer these together. It will provide you with an 
additional perspective, without adding increased time or pressure and allow you to keep it ‘light’ yet effective. 
 
During crunch times it’s often the risks and roadblocks that (ironically), create a roadblock in our brain. This leads to us 
feeling out of control and as a result, we lose coherence2 in our brain - i.e. our ability to create a hierarchy of messages 
in a logical order is reduced. Use the ‘Risks & Roadblocks Resolver’ in the Appendix to help you articulate the way 
forward for yours risks/roadblocks and reestablish coherence in your brain.  
  

 

                                                 
2 NeuroLeadership Summit, 2017 The Neuroscience of the agile organisation 
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WHEN TO PERFORM THE STEPS? 
“Should they be done now,  or later?” 
 
 
 
 

 
What you might be experiencing or hearing from others: 
Leader: ‘Why are they doing that now?’ 
Team: ‘It’s not due yet, so I won’t worry about it. It’s late!’ 
Stakeholder: ‘Are you sure you’re going to meet that date?’  

 
 
When is the right time?  
 
Timing can be the difference between ‘awful’ and ‘awesome’ - it is the difference between meeting and missing a 
deadline, and it can be the difference between the right outcome or wrong result.  
 
Having a timetable that people are engaged with and adhere to is helpful. When developing suitable timeframes, Dr 
Stephen Covey's ‘Circle of Concern/Circle of Influence’ model is a great place to start. You know your end date, so take 
control of everything you can influence in between. 
 
Oftentimes, courage is the key characteristic needed to influence timing during crunch times. When you’re stressed or 
straining through a crunch time, courage can be hard to muster. 
 
Consider the following scenario: 
Board papers are due to go out in 4 days and before they do, they need to be reviewed and approved by both the CFO 
and CEO. There is still one significant issue still unresolved and you are having difficulty organising the meeting 
necessary to close it out. What will you do today? 
o Call the Company Secretary to discuss alternative options for Board review.  
o Nothing. Keep your fingers crossed that you will get it all done in time. 
o Do nothing and simply send what you have (if anything) on the CFO and CEO’s respective due dates. 
o Call the CFO directly to discuss the item and possible options which include alternative timing for him/her and the 
CEO’s review. 

 
Mentally rank these in order of ‘correct’ options. What does this tell you about the level of courage you are comfortable 
with? 
 
Now - think about your current crunch time. Are activities happening at the right time, or is intervention needed? Perhaps 
what you need is simply to reconnect with your team and have them articulate the order in which they are doing things.  
 
Find a private space, do your ‘power pose3’ and go and intervene - you won’t regret it! 

 
 

I’ll never forget a time in my audit days where my Partner came out to sign the financial statements. When 
he arrived that morning, I said to him, “I don’t think we should sign them today.” After some discussion, he 

agreed and talked to the client about the change in timing. In took an additional 2 weeks to complete our 
audit work to the required level and at that point, we signed the opinion. In that case, timing was the 
difference - it was my Partner’s decision to have the difficult conversation with the client over the 
possibility of signing the wrong audit opinion that demonstrated courage. Had we signed on the original 
date, we may not have got the opinion wrong, but we wouldn’t have adequately performed our role as 
auditors. That would have been awful. 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
3 Amy Cuddy’s TED Talk, Your body language shapes who you are 

https://www.ted.com/talks/amy_cuddy_your_body_language_shapes_who_you_are
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HOW DO I APPLY THE STEPS THE RIGHT WAY? 
“Am I doing it right?” 
 
What you might be experiencing or hearing from others: 
Leader: ‘I just don’t know why they can’t get it right!’ 
Team: ‘Gosh, I hate deadlines’ 
Stakeholder: ‘Why has it taken you this long to raise that with me?’  
 
As the frequency and intensity of crunch times increase, how we do things needs to change. Your leadership is critical 
here - this is where you see how leadership skills enhance your technical skills and skills of your team. This is where you 
turn ‘soft skills’ into ‘strong skills’. 

 

During crunch times, our left brain 
is often more active and ‘on’ than 
our right brain. This is because 
we’re spending the bulk of our time 
reviewing results, performing 
analysis, problem solving and 
following procedures, etc.  

 

We are less inclined to actively engage 
our right brain during crunch times. This 
is the creative part of the brain, the part 
that is responsible for perception, emotion 
and creative thinking. Because crunch 
times are hard, we often try to shut this 
part down to make crunch times easier.   

 
 
Whole brain or system thinking is proven to be more effective and ultimately delivers better results. That is because at 
our core, we are social creatures and how you lead your team needs to reflect this. The NeuroLeadership Institute 
identifies the 5 domains4 - areas - that the brain is always using to filter observations and experiences, and drive 
behaviour. The SCARF model stands for Status, Certainty, Autonomy, Relatedness and Fairness. So when considering 
the ‘how’ of delivering crunch times, leaders need to give consideration to how important these domains are for their 
teams. For example, is certainty important to your staff? If so, make sure they know you have their back and that you 
have confidence in their ability to deliver.  
 
Taking the time to engage your right brain, and leading your team with that additional perspective, will drive what kind of 
tasks you allocate to them, how you communicate with them and how you motivate and reward them. In turn, this will 
significantly improve engagement and efficiency and ultimately lead to more effective delivery. 
 
The following page shows 4 simple actions that will engage your right brain in order to enhance left brain activities. Get 
started with those, and develop your own! 

 
  

                                                 
4 Rock, D SCARF: a brain-based model for collaborating with and influencing others 
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Right brain action How it enhances left brain activity 

Walk around and say good morning to 
your team every day during crunch time 

Because you have taken the time and 
effort to engage your team, they will be 
more proactive in approaching you with 
issues thus enabling faster resolution. 

Don’t pull ‘all-nighters’ when big 
decisions are needed (i.e. get a good 
night’s sleep) 

Sleep is the most restorative way to 
provide the brain with the ‘spacing’ it 
needs to synthesise problems and 
clearly consider alternatives. (If you 
intend to pull all-nighters, stick this on 
your risk register - you will not be 
thinking clearly.) 

Ask your client/boss, ‘what are you most 
concerned about’ early in the process 
and engage in an open discussion about 
vulnerabilities. 

You will identify the critical path and take 
the guesswork out of where you need to 
focus. This means your delivery is 
better, but also provides you with 
certainty which is a critical motivational 
element of the brain (i.e. you will work 
more effectively because your mind isn’t 
negatively affected by uncertainty). 

Organise a 30 minute coffee meeting 
with your team and ask them the 
following question: “What makes you 
stressed”. Open this dialogue by sharing 
your own stressors and how they impact 
you.  

You will be able to structure you and 
your team’s workload to accomodate 
and mitigate these stressors which will 
make completion faster and higher 
quality. 

 
 
What else could you do? 
 
______________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________ 
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  ENSURING COMPLETION DURING CRUNCH TIME 
 “Am I going to come home strong?” 
 
 
 
 
 

 
We have stablished how critical it is to know the ‘what', ‘when’ and ‘how’ of crunch times.  
 
Together, however, they activate additional elements that tie it together and ensure completion.  

 
Consider your responses to the following: 
 
Am I walking the walk?  
Actions speak louder than words. As a leader, it’s up to you to role model and embody the behaviour you expect to see 
from your team during crunch times. Provide clarity on the steps needed and have the courage to call it as you see it. 
 
Am I getting in the way? 
Set the direction for you and your team. Your team don’t need you to micromanage them through crunch time. Manage 
their expectations with timelines, develop their skills with coaching and let them get on with it. This will free up your time 
to what you should be doing!  
 
Am I confident we will succeed? 
Implement your plan, your way - this is your crunch time. Own it. Have confidence in yourself and your team that you will 
deliver. Measuring the right behaviours and outcomes will help you.  
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WHAT ABOUT THE ‘WHY’? 
The shortcut to purpose  
 
There are so many leadership and other motivational books that discuss the power of ‘why’ and ‘purpose’. It’s such an in-
depth topic, that we can’t cover it all here nor could you address all the components whilst in the midst of a crunch time.  
 
However, strategic consideration of ‘why’ in a crunch time moment can be extremely helpful. 
 
Here are some suggestions that follow the 4 phases of a crunch time: 
 

Phase Ask: 

Risk assessment • why a certain deadline is important to your stakeholders. 
• why a certain risk is a ‘real’ obstacle for the team. 
• why people are making certain statements/ asking certain questions in the planning 

meeting. 

Resources • your team and stakeholders how they prefer to be communicated with and why. 
• your team why they might feel stressed during crunch time? 
• individuals why they might not get along with other members of the team? 

Results & Reporting • team members why aren’t they performing as planned? 

Reflect & Refine • what were the key components that contributed to the success/failure of the crunch time? 

 
 
Asking these quick and easy questions will arm you with powerful information that will drive better outcomes for you, your 
team and your stakeholders.   
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  CRUNCH TIME…IT’S ALL ABOUT CONNECTIONS 
 
 
What you may have realised by now, that the active ingredient to crunch times is the power 
of connections. Connections with each other. It underpins everything for crunch times.  
 

Mastering the art of ‘connection’ is a long term skill. Here are some simple steps you can implement now for immediate 
gain. 
 

- Know who you need and meaningfully connect with them. 

- As tempting as it may be, don’t cancel your 1:1 during crunch times. Also, make sure you stick to your normal agenda 

and don’t focus on task. The half hour catch-up you keep each week not only shows you value your team and their 

time, knowing how they are going with the pressure of crunch time has tangible benefits. 

- Keep your team meetings and follow the guidelines above. 

- If you are sensing or experiencing friction between people, call it out. It doesn’t need to be a long hug-fest, but pull 

them aside and ask quickly what’s going on. Share with them your observations about their behaviour and explain the 

impact it is having on delivery. Ask what you can do to remedy the situation and do it. Make sure you have a longer 

conversation about it as part of the debrief and build in sustainable action. You can also use this tactic in meetings - 

refocus people on the why, and allow the group to move on. 

- Ask someone in your team for their prospective or opinion on something. They will value that you care about what 

they think. 

- Slowing down matters. Especially during crunch times. Take the time to have the chit chat.  

 
You can’t be a leader of crunch times without your team. If you try, stressed will be an understatement. People will 
disengage and this will be glaringly obvious to your stakeholders. This will inevitably stall your career growth. 
 
Make connections with your team and make them count.  
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APPENDIX 
 

 
WHERE AM I? 
Awful, awkward or awesome  
 

 
 
The model shown on page xx may not be linear to you. Our experience shows that over a large sample of crunch times, 
those relationships exist. However, in the midst of a crunch time, you may find characteristics across all levels. That’s 
completely fine and what this does is enable you to focus on specific elements of your team. 
 
Ask yourself the following questions: 
• Am I on the front foot, or back foot? 
• Do I feel in control? 
• Thinking about your last crunch time, ask yourself: 
• How did it go?  
• What went particularly well? 
• What went particularly poorly? 
• How did that make me feel? 
• How did my team feel? 

 
Consider the following statements and observe your reaction as you read them:  
• Crunch times are often described by leaders and their teams as ‘a period of time where I just lost my life to work’ or 

something to that effect. 
• Crunch times make me a better [insert profession] and I perform better each time I do one 
• I am so comfortable in my own capabilities, that during crunch times I solely focus on developing the capabilities of my 

team and removing roadblocks for them.  
• Sometimes I just do the work myself because it’s easier that way. 
• ‘I wish my client/boss would stay out of it so I could just focus on delivery.’ 
• ‘I love presenting outcomes and findings to my client and participating in the robust conversations that often comes 

with it.’ 
Having stepped through those questions, you are getting a sense of where you and your teams are during crunch times. 
Most importantly, you are forming a view about where you want to be during crunch times. Now you can take action.   
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THE 7 KEYS TO CRUNCH TIME 
 
Presence of these 7 keys will unlock for you and your team awesome crunch times - consistently.  
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Risk and Roadblock resolver 
 
If you start to find yourself caught up in ‘what if?’, apply the following model to it and come up with 
a logical path to resolution. Then you can turn your mind to something more important!   
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GET IN TOUCH! 
 
If you’d like to learn more about the keys to crunch time, we’d love to hear from you.  
Contact us on alena@alenabennett.com.au or 0451 541 481 and we can continue the conversation! 
 
Alena is a thought leader, passionate about connecting with people to help them deliver outstanding results that inspires. 
Her mission is to equip leaders to experience the impact leadership skills has in supporting their technical skills when 
they are leading their teams through Crunch Times. With her guidance, leaders are provided with insight into the factors 
that make Crunch Times a success or a failure and the skills and tools needed for sustained success. Meeting the 
deadline is only part of the equation! 
 
 

 
 
BE CLEAR, BE KIND, HAVE COURAGE 
 

Alena Bennett  
Director & Leadership Consultant 

 
 
An experienced leadership professional who has more than twenty years 
experience working with executives and their teams.  
 
Alena enables leaders to lead their teams more effectively through crunch times. 
She does this by navigating them through processes to open their hearts and 
minds to the opportunity for growth required to achieve excellence. 
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