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Titanic Decision Making 
 

When the Titanic sank, the iceberg got the blame. But it was more complex than that, with 
the disaster culminating from a sequence of poor leadership decisions. The nature of those 
decisions has close parallels with our current pandemic. 

 
In the pressure-cooker environment of COVID-19, leaders at every level of government, health and 
workplace are under extreme pressure to make quality decisions. Some handle it better than others. The 
Titanic disaster had important lessons about decision making in a crisis.  
 
In a thoroughly engrossing book, Deep Sleep, author Paula Astridge undertook meticulous research into 
the facts of the Titanic. Some of the facts have only emerged only years after the disaster. Her book 
focuses on the major characters involved both on the Titanic and on the two ships responsible for the 
rescue of survivors. The most startling revelation from the Titanic disaster is the extent to which leaders 
deal with the truth – only some leaders are willing to contemplate the ramifications of bad news.  
 
The Titanic steamed out of Southampton, UK in April 1912 on its maiden voyage to New York. During the 
night of 14 April, the ship hit an iceberg and sank in less than three hours. Close to 1,500 people died and 
about 700 people survived. The sinking wasn’t as straightforward as the ship hitting an iceberg, and the 
disaster was avoidable.  
 
Cost Cutting and a Weakened Hull 
The most important and deadliest decision was made even before the ship sailed. The ship was 
constructed with a weakened hull and was in no shape to withstand the impact of an iceberg. During 
construction, Titanic’s owner, the White Star Line, cut costs by constructing the ship from cheaper, 
substandard steel which resulted in a more vulnerable hull. Had the iceberg hit a hull with more surface 
integrity the ship wouldn’t have ripped open so easily – the huge rip created pandemonium on board and 
made orderly rescue efforts impossible. It’s a sobering lesson of incompetent leadership that White Star 
management had prior experience of the risks of poor-grade steel. Titanic’s sister ship, Olympic, had 
collided with another ship and was ripped open like a tin can due to her inferior-grade steel. Yet despite 
this evidence, White Star continued with Titanic’s rushed production using the same shoddy steel. 
 
A Fire Before Sailing 
Titanic was powered by steam in the early days of the technological shift from sail to the burning of coal. 
Even before Titanic took on passengers, White Star management knew of an uncontained fire in the coal 
stack in the boiler rooms of the ship. During Titanic’s run from the shipyard in Belfast to Southampton, 
the firemen in the boiler rooms did their best to contain the fire that had begun due to self-combusting 
coal. It wasn’t an unusual occurrence, but due to the sheer size of the Titanic and the vast quantity of coal 
required to fuel her, the fire was near impossible to keep in check, let alone  
extinguish. The constant shovelling of coal in an attempt to contain the fire took an obvious toll on the 
‘frontline workers’. Of the 160 firemen on the Belfast to Southampton leg of the trip, only eight chose to 
stay on the ship for its maiden passenger voyage. As well as sheer exhaustion from incessant shovelling of 
coal under such duress, the firemen were probably alarmed at the possible consequences of the fire in 
the mid-Atlantic. The firemen’s mass exodus from the ship at Southampton was done in silence, all  
firemen under strict instructions from White Star to suppress the truth and not say a word about what 
they’d seen and experienced. 
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Full Steam Ahead 
On the fateful night of 14 April, most other ships in the vicinity of the Titanic turned off their engines. 
Their captains decided that the ice pack was too dense and visibility too poor to continue on safely, so 
they stopped at the edge of the ice to wait out the night. (Some country leaders took a similar cautious 
approach in the early days of COVID, some did not.) 
 
But the captain of the Titanic ordered full steam ahead. His major concern, overriding passenger safely, 
was his ship’s rapidly dwindling coal supply. Due to a British coal strike, the Titanic’s maiden voyage had 
been under threat of delay. (We know from the COVID pandemic that owners of cruise ships don’t like 
breaking bad news to passengers.) To secure enough coal for the Titanic, White Star sequestered coal 
from their other ships in dock. Those ships without coal could go nowhere and their passengers quickly 
re-booked their Atlantic crossing on the Titanic. With just enough coal to reach New York, the Titanic 
couldn’t afford to waste fuel by stopping and starting engines in the ice pack. While other ships on that 
dreadful night cut engines to reduce the risk of an iceberg strike, the Titanic maintained top speed.  
 
It didn’t help that Titanic’s Captain Smith most likely believed his own hubris. “I can’t imagine any 
conditions that would cause the Titanic to founder,” he told a newspaper journalist. (In crises like the 
current pandemic, we appreciate leaders who avoid exaggeration and positive spin.)  
 
Not Enough Lifeboats 
Most people know that, infamously, the Titanic didn’t have enough lifeboats. The ship sailed with just 20 
lifeboats, not nearly enough for the 2,208 passengers and crew on board, let alone for its capacity of 
3,000 people. This small number of lifeboats was a deliberate leadership decision despite the best advice. 
The ship’s architect, Thomas Andrews, proposed 64 lifeboats and argued the point with the White Star’s 
chairman, Bruce Ismay. The chairman maintained that lifeboats hanging off the ship would look ugly and 
so many lifeboats would likely frighten the passengers. Having the final say, he dismissed the architect’s 
advice. (We didn’t need COVID to demonstrate that a brittle ego and a need to ‘look good’ are major 
interference factors in executive decision making.)   
 
To be fair to White Star’s chairman, 20 lifeboats complied with government regulations of the day. The 
rules had been written in the sailing era, and not yet updated for the technological shift to gargantuan 
steamships. White Star either pushed the envelope to take advantage of outdated regulations, or felt 
that lifeboats were redundant in the age of steam. 
 
Conclusion  
In our own workplace, we’re fortunate if we work in an organisation where leaders demonstrate that 
there is no such thing as bad news – that leaders want to know the truth and would rather deal with the 
facts than be taken by surprise.  
  
 
Deep Sleep is highly recommended and is available through the normal print and ebook channels. The 
author’s home page is http://www.paulaastridge.com/ 
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