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Summary

The Cuban Missile Crisis highlights how misinformation and intelligence failures can

rapidly escalate crises, emphasizing the critical need to question assumptions and

verify information.

Effective leadership, exemplified by JFK, utilizes a moral decision-making framework

considering dignity, consequences, obligations, and character to navigate high-stakes

situations.

Calculated restraint, offering adversaries a path to retreat without humiliation, is

essential for de-escalation and preventing irreversible conflict.
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President John F. Kennedy announces the strategic blockade of Cuba by an American fleet

on October 22, 1962. This measure was aimed at putting pressure on the Soviet Union so

they would cease sending rockets and missiles to Cuba that were being aimed toward the

United States. (Photo by Keystone-France/Gamma-Keystone via Getty Images)

Sixty-three years after the Cuban Missile Crisis brought the world to the brink of nuclear war,

yet the lessons it offers about leadership, communication, and restraint are remain essential

for today’s business executives.

The 13-day confrontation between the United States and the Soviet Union that began on

October 16, 1962 is a masterclass in how to make decisions under extreme pressure when

faced with incomplete and inaccurate information. The proliferation of nuclear weapons,

combined with the rise of misinformation, disinformation, and AI, and underscores the

continued and timely relevance of those lessons.

One remarkable episode during the international standoff occurred at the National Press

Club in Washington, D.C., as recounted by Steve Usdin in his book, “Bureau of Spies: The

Secret Connections between Espionage and Journalism in Washington.” Over drinks at the

club’s bar, Warren Rogers, then a reporter with the New York Herald Tribune, mentioned to

his bureau chief that he would go to Florida if the United States invaded Cuba. But the

bartender who was on duty, John Prokoff, thought he heard Rogers say he would go when—

not if—the invasion took place.

Prokoff, who was a Russian from Latvia, later repeated what he thought he had heard to

Anatoly Gorsky, another journalist at the bar. Gorsky worked for a Soviet news agency, but

was really a KGB operative. The misinformation quickly traveled up the communication chain

to Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev, and reportedly helped convinced him that an invasion
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was imminent. “Khrushchev was terrified that Kennedy would soon launch an invasion of

Cuba—and that the crisis was spinning out of control,” Michael Dobbs wrote in his book,

“One Minute to Midnight.”

The misheard conversation between the two journalists did not come to light until Soviet

archives were opened after the fall of the Soviet Union, and bartender John Prokoff earned

the moniker “the bartender who saved the world,” according to the National Press Club’s The

Wire.

The crisis and the events that led to its conclusion underscore the risks of relying on

incomplete, misleading, and unverified intelligence about crisis situations. “American officials

initially overestimated Soviet capabilities and intentions, while Moscow miscalculated

Washington’s threshold for risk. Both sides operated with blind spots, and their leaders were

forced to act quickly on fragmentary information. The result was an escalation that neither

side initially sought. The implication for modern policymakers is that intelligence failures are

inevitable, but the ability to cross-check, question assumptions, and remain adaptable

determines whether such failures lead to catastrophe or are contained,” Irina Tsukerman, a

geopolitical analyst and president of Scarab Rising, told me in an email interview.
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White House Press Secretary, Pierre Salinger, announcing to reporters thatPresident

John Kennedy will make will make a televised address to the nation about the Cuban

missile crisis on October 22, 1962. (Photo by: Universal History Archive/Universal Images

Group via Getty Images)

Moral decision-making

What is now a moment in history posed at the time the potential for deadly and grave

consequences. “While few leaders will ever face the threat of nuclear war, all leaders can

learn important lessons from this crisis,” Barbara Bell, Captain, U.S. Navy (ret.) and an

adjunct professor of ethics and leadership at the U.S. Naval Academy, told me in an email

interview.

President John F. Kennedy knew how to act and communicate during the crisis, according to

Bell. He demonstrated “an exceptional ability to communicate clearly, calmly, and morally.

Most importantly, he relied on a framework for moral decision-making, one that mirrors [this]

model we teach in our ‘Ethics and Moral Reasoning’ classes” at the Academy, she pointed

out. Bell explained that the model is based on these four factors:
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Constraints

“Do considerations of dignity, respect, rights, or justice require us to act in a certain way?

JFK grounded his decisions in the facts provided by intelligence, while respecting the rights

and dignity of both U.S. citizens and the people of Cuba. Humanity remained at the center of

his considerations.”

Consequences

“What course of action will lead to the best outcome for everyone? [Kennedy] weighed both

the short- and long-term consequences of action and inaction, evaluating who would be

affected, how they would be affected, and the likelihood of each potential outcome.”

Special Obligations

“Does this situation place you under an obligation others might not have? As leader of the

free world, Kennedy bore a unique obligation to defend and protect the U.S. Constitution, our

citizens, and the principles of freedom itself.”

Character

“How will your intended action shape your character—and that of those you lead? JFK

considered not only how his decision would reflect his own character but also how it would

define the moral character of our nation.”
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During the 1962 Cuban missile crisis, President John F. Kennedy met with military aides

and advisors to discuss surveillance of Cuba. (Photo by Charles Phelps

Cushing/ClassicStock/Getty Images)

getty

The importance of calculated restraint

The episode also underscored the importance of carefully measured and calculated restraint,

and resisting the temptation to lash out and act impulsively. “The U.S. imposed a naval

blockade rather than [conduct] an immediate military strike, which allowed time for

negotiation and avoided an irreversible escalation. That choice reflected an appreciation of

proportionality and of leaving adversaries a path to retreat without humiliation. Modern

conflicts often lack that patience, with rapid escalation framed as deterrence. Yet the Cuban

case shows that proportional measures, combined with visible readiness to escalate further,

create the balance needed to compel concessions without triggering uncontrollable war,”

according to Scarab Rising’s Tsukerman.
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Key takeaways

Business leaders who are responding to a crisis can learn as much from the nearly two-week

tense confrontation as military strategists and politicians. “The dynamics of incomplete

information, conflicting pressures, and the need to make high-stakes decisions under

uncertainty apply just as much in boardrooms as in war rooms,” Tsuckerman pointed out.

The Cuban missile crisis remains one of history’s clearest lessons in crisis management.

“Sixty-three years on, its relevance has hardly faded as an indicator of the danger of acting

on implicit biases. Bluntly, the takeaways are don’t run off half cocked, question your

assumptions, and really understand your opponent. Kennedy and his advisers did just that,”

Usha Haley, the W. Frank Barton Distinguished Chair in International Business at Wichita

State University, told me in an email interview.

Kennedy and his advisors faced different options for addressing the crisis. “They chose

restraint and diplomacy over impulsive action while keeping a credible military stance. The

episode demonstrated how disciplined information control and quiet back-channel talks,

including secret exchanges with Khrushchev, helped to avoid a nuclear war. It also showed

the need to understand the other side, including its fears and goals, to arrive at a negotiated

settlement. Understanding the Soviet Union’s security fears enabled a negotiated, face-

saving solution,” Haley noted.

More than six decades later, Kennedy’s response to the Cuban Missile Crisis is still a

blueprint for managing uncertainty and risk. Whether in geopolitics or business, knowing

when and how to question assumptions, verify intelligence, and act with restraint can mean

the difference between escalating a crisis and resolving it. Today’s business and elected

leaders who remember those lessons will be prepared for when—not if—the next crisis

strikes.
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