SELECTING THE RIGHT
DECISION FRAME
IN A CRISIS

The coronavirus crisis may be
the most challenging that many
leaders will face in their lifetimes.
The lack of patterns, antecedents,
or practices throws us into
uncharted territory where we are
making what are potentially the
biggest decisions in our careers.
How we frame and tackle those
decisions is central to our success
and our organizations’ futures.
Most of today’s enterprise leaders
worked through the ﬁnancial crisis
and recession in 2008. Many have
faced existential crises caused by

technological disruptions or
surprisingly fast-moving and
innovative competitors. The
coronavirus challenge is diﬀerent.
Uncertainty is ampliﬁed and
decisions need to be made fast.
At the same time, the senior
leaders making those decisions
face an extremely high-stakes
dilemma: waiting too long (even
a day) reduces options and can
create very real business and
health risks; moving too quickly
can put a company on the wrong
side of events, instantly.
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THERE ARE THREE INTERSECTING
FEATURES THAT MAKE THE CURRENT
SITUATION UNIQUE:

UNPREDICTABILITY.
No one knows how many people will
become infected, how long societies will
remain locked down, or when the virus
will subside.

THREAT TO
PERSONAL SAFETY.
This can trigger an ‘amygdala hijacking’*
—an immediate and overwhelming emotional
response, in which our reasoning,
problem-solving, and even our ability to
‘hear’ things can be impaired.

RAPID CHANGE/
CONFLICTING INFORMATION.
Our attention is constant and fragmented,
and there is no single expert solution on how
it may resolve. This makes it disorienting for
us and those around us.

* Daniel Goleman, Working with Emotional Intelligence (1999)
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It is essential that we use the right decision
framing and processes to navigate these
uncertain and disorienting challenges. Below
are four key decision types along with the

problems they solve best and the approaches
that get powerful solutions. Due to the current
crisis, you will likely ﬁnd all these decision
categories on your desk right now.

DECISIONS FOR
‘COMPLICATED’
CONTEXTS

DECISIONS FOR MORE
‘COMPLEX’ CONTEXTS
Relationship between cause and eﬀect is not known.
Combination of factors are so unique or complex that
others’ good practices will not suﬃce or do not exist.
Pattern management and experimentation are essential
Approach: Probe/experiment, sense the outcomes, and
respond (often with more experiments); Build enough
experience to understand the relationship between our
actions and the outcomes we want.

PITFALL:
We often face complex
decisions, yet try to frame
them as complicated,
seeking quick expertise
as a shortcut to
experimentation.

CE

No patterns, no relationship
between cause and eﬀect.

A problem others have tackled and solved. We don’t
have experience in our organization, but we can ﬁnd
those who do.
Finding and applying ‘good’ practices is essential
Approach: Sense the issue (analyze), investigate
(ﬁnd the experts), and respond.

C

Enabling constraints
Loosely coupled
Probe-sense-respond
Emergent practice
C

DECISIONS FOR
‘CHAOTIC’ CONTEXTS

Relationship between cause and eﬀect is known,
just not by us.

E

E

Governing constraints
Tightly coupled
Sense-analyze-respond
Good practice
C

Tightly constrained
No degrees of freedom

Act-sense-respond

Sense-categorize-respond

This is crisis management
where there is no time
to experiment.
Approach: Initiate novel practices but above
all act to create stability, then sense (see what
happens), and then respond more substantively.

This is a favorite ‘go to’
place for many of us and
tends to be a default
position for diﬃcult
decisions. Objective framing
of the issue helps ensure
this is right for what we
are solving.

E

Lacking constraints
De-coupled

Novel practice

PITFALL:

Best practice

DECISIONS FOR
‘SIMPLE’ CONTEXTS

Relationship between
cause and eﬀect is known
and clear (C=E).
A problem we have seen
and solved many times.

Apply best practices and policies—decision
rules are constrained.
Approach: Sense the issue, categorize it into known
arenas, and act according to existing procedures.

PITFALL:
This is where we ﬁnd ourselves in the coronavirus crisis,
but many leaders have no experience of it. You cannot
linger here! Create stability and look for places to start
experimenting.

PITFALL:
In the interest of speed, or to appear decisive,
we can reframe something complex or complicated
as ‘simple.’ It is tempting to frame unknown issues
within our own expertise set.

The Cynefin model, Adapted from: Snowden, D; Boone, M. (2007). A leader’s framework for decision-making. Harvard Business Review.
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Senior leaders now have to grapple with
novel decision contexts fast and frequently.
Using the frame above as a quick triage, or as
a reminder to use the right decision tools for
the right issue, will help you to reduce error
and increase decision quality.
In a crisis such as the current one, it is also
common for contexts to naturally evolve—
from chaotic to complex, and from complex
to complicated. Human beings have always
found a way to understand and learn in a
crisis: patterns and practices emerge out of
chaos.
All these decisions are inextricably linked to
the people that executives lead, and to the
human bonds that organizations have built
with their employees, customers, and other
stakeholders. Leaders must not only make
high-quality strategic decisions but must also
consider and respond to those touched by
the organization in a thoughtful, empathetic,
and positive manner. In these times, great
leaders find a way to navigate the noise,
make the strategic decisions, and show the
calm care and empathy needed to lead
people through it all.

Human beings
have always
found a way to
understand and
learn in a crisis:
patterns and
practices emerge
out of chaos.
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LEARNING POINTS:
To make high-quality decisions, you need to pause and
understand the context and features of your decision, then
pick the right approach for the problem at hand.
Questions:
• Are you in a decision that requires more ‘push’ to known
approaches or more ‘pause’ to consider the novel features
of the issue?
• Hundreds of things will compete for your attention;
are there some things that are fine not to do?
• How agile is your team in leading rapid experimentation
and applying what they learn?

If you look across the most important decisions you must
make, and they all are on the right side of this grid, you are
likely mis-categorizing some.
Questions:
• How comfortable are you acknowledging there is no right
answer, and that you just have to act and adjust as you go?
• We all have our ‘go to’ approaches that work in many
situations. But this context is diﬀerent. Where do you
need to consult expertise? Where do you go to get an
objective partner’s perspective and advice?

How comfortable are you
acknowledging there is no right
answer, and that you just have
to act and adjust as you go?
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Two important pieces of good news to
remember right now.
First: nobody is likely to have a better
understanding of the business conditions you
are operating in right now than you do. This
means that yours is the expert judgement,
and you are the right leader for this work.
Second: even the most chaotic decisions will
follow a counterclockwise pattern on the grid
above. As you make decisions and create
stability, you will learn from your decisions and
those of others. This leads to experimentation
that will frame the boundaries of a new
normal, taking you from a ‘chaotic’ context
to a ‘complex’ one. As you harness the new
expertise that emerges, you will then be able
to shift towards ‘complicated’ issues and then
‘simple’ ones. Finally, they will become part of
company policy and best practice, enabling
you to create a framework for improved
decision making, even in a situation as
uniquely challenging as the coronavirus crisis.
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