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The massive disruption caused by the pandemic 
has made the problem of complexity very real 
for leaders who once considered themselves in a 
relatively safe, stable environment. Global supply 
chains have proven highly susceptible to disrup-
tion, and established norms around how and where 
we work have been overturned. At the same time, 
the need to respond rapidly to a changing climate 
is shifting long-established patterns of invest-
ment and threatening to strand once-valuable 
assets.

T R A D I T I O N A L  
D E C I S I O N  M A K I N G

In the past, we have been able to rely on a rel-
atively small set of decision-making strategies 
that work extremely well when conditions are 
stable. Although we like to tell ourselves that we 
are data-driven, rational decision makers, a large 
number of decisions are made based on experience 
or instinct, rather than actual analysis. More often, 
analysis is often used to justify a decision that has 
already been made. There is nothing wrong with 
experience-based decision making. When condi-
tions are stable, past experience is a very good 
predictor of future outcomes. What worked yes-
terday will probably work today, as long as condi-
tions are stable.

Where analysis-based decision making is used, it 
serves organizations well. Identify the problem, 
analyze potential solutions, then pick the best (or 
least worst) outcome. If conditions are stable, you 
can analyze potential outcomes from a decision 
with a high degree of certainty. The analysis you 
did last year is likely to still be valid today. As long 
as conditions are stable.

As soon as conditions become unstable, these 
decision-making techniques quickly lose effec-
tiveness. When past experience can’t be used to 
predict future outcomes, leaders who rely on expe-
rience may become paralyzed, unable to decide or 
stuck in a pattern of repeatedly trying what worked 
before with less and less success.

If you peruse the business section of the newspaper, browse the business section of 
a bookshop, or read any business journals (Amplify included), you will almost certainly 
encounter a huge number of words devoted to complexity and the challenges that 
dealing with it cause for business leaders. How to deal with complexity has become the 
defining question for leaders in the last decade, and terms like VUCA (volatile, uncertain, 
complex, and ambiguous) have become ubiquitous.1
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In rapidly changing conditions where the results of 
an analysis are out of date before it is completed, 
leaders can end up in a spiral of analysis paral-
ysis, continually searching for the analysis that 
gives them certainty and unable to move without 
it. Complexity robs us of our ability to be certain 
about our decision making.

T H E  S E A R C H  
F O R  C E R T A I N T Y

We are, as a rule, certainty seekers. We invent 
techniques like budgets, plans, and schedules to 
remove doubts about our likelihood of success 
and make ourselves more certain, or at least give 
ourselves the illusion of certainty. When we can’t 
find certainty, we get stuck. If we can’t be sure we 
are making the right decision, we often can’t make 
a decision at all. 

Complexity presents many challenges for decision 
making. In an uncertain environment, with condi-
tions rapidly changing, how can you be sure that 
the decision you make is the right one? What data 
do you need to make the right decision? What hap-
pens if a decision is made and conditions change?

The biggest problem with making decisions in a 
complex, rapidly changing environment is not the 
decision itself; it’s our psychology. 

Our psychological need to be right the first time 
presents the biggest challenge to successful deci-
sion making in complexity. The inability to see a 
clear decision often leads to a decision being con-
tinually deferred to build more certainty through 
more analysis. This leads to delays that cannot be 
tolerated in our fast-changing world.

Once a decision is made, if it ever gets made, it is 
often seen as fixed. We have chosen our path; let’s 
not revisit it. However, in a rapidly changing envi-
ronment, the right decision today may not be the 
right decision tomorrow, and the inability to adapt 
becomes a veritable albatross around the neck of 
the organization. 

T H E  W R O N G  T O O L  
F O R  T H E  J O B

Leaders have deeply internalized the need to be 
right the first time. They feel every decision must 
be correct and unchangeable because to change a 
decision is to admit to having made a bad decision 
in the first place. Having a "right-first-time" view is 
fundamentally incompatible with successful deci-
sion making in complexity. 

Many of the tools we reach for in day-to-day 
decision making are the wrong tools for a complex 
environment. It’s like reaching into your tool bag 
and finding only a hammer. Although a hammer 
is a useful tool and can do many things, it is not 
the best tool in many situations. You can drive a 
screw in with a hammer, but slowly and with much 
damage to the timber you are fastening — and 
no guarantee that the timber will stay fastened 
under load. 

Thus, leaders need to expand their decision- 
making toolbox. They need tools that allow for 
a rapid situation assessment so they can make a 
decision (right or wrong), then adapt that decision 
as it plays out in the real world. 

The most important tool for leaders in complexity 
is the notion of partial correctness: a decision 
does not need to be, and indeed often cannot be, 
fully correct. It just needs to be correct enough to 
provide a starting point for learning.

The notion of waiting for a fully correct decision 
(indeed, the notion that a fully correct decision 
exists at all) is problematic in a complex environ-
ment. Leaders must accept that any decision they 
make will not be the “best” decision, but the “best 
we can do with the knowledge we have right now” 
is the right decision to make at this point in time. 

M A N Y  O F  T H E 
T O O L S  W E  R E A C H 
F O R  I N  D AY -T O -
D AY  D E C I S I O N 
M A K I N G  A R E  T H E 
W R O N G  T O O L S 
F O R  A  C O M P L E X 
E N V I R O N M E N T 
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As more information comes to light about the sit-
uation and how the organization is responding to 
the actions already taken, that decision can (and 
must) be revisited and adapted. Leaders in com-
plexity can learn from Paul Samuelson, the famous 
20th-century economist who is attributed to have 
said: “When the facts change, I change my mind. 
What do you do, sir?”2 

Decision making in complexity is not difficult, 
just different. Old tools based on searching for 
certainty and finding the best answer must give 
way to a new set of tools based around iteration, 
experimentation, and adaption. 

C O M P L E X I T Y  I S 
E V E R Y W H E R E ,  B U T  N O T 
E V E R Y T H I N G  I S  C O M P L E X 

Although having the right tools in your toolkit to 
handle decision making in complexity is impor-
tant, it is also crucial not to throw away your old 
tools. Buying a screwdriver does not necessitate 
throwing away your hammer.

A lot of decisions are made in a context of com-
plexity, but there are a great many decisions 
within an organization that are simple. Perhaps 
the answer is fairly obvious, or the problem is 
amenable to analysis. 

It is popular in business writing these days to 
refer to the entirety of the business environ-
ment as complex — everything is VUCA! This is 
just as unhelpful as assuming that nothing is 
complex. A mix of different decision types and 
decision-making tools are required in modern 
organizations.

So having a well-stocked tool bag is important. 
Knowing when and where to use each tool inside 
is even more important, and that requires a mech-
anism for appraising a situation and assessing 
which decision-making tools to pull out of the bag. 

K N O W I N G  W H E R E  
Y O U  S T A N D

The Cynefin framework is a sense-making tool 
that provides a common language for groups to 
identify the levels of certainty in the environment 
(see Figure 1).3 It has five domains, with the central 

one representing “when we do not know where we 
are” (the AC refers to Aporetic or Confused). The 
main value comes from the conversations in under-
standing which of the other four domains we are 
actually working in: 

 – The Clear domain is where we can have one best 
practice. We should be able to look up the decision 
somewhere and get a predictable outcome.

 – The Complicated domain is one of expertise. 
There are often several good options, and the 
right subject matter experts can guide the deci-
sion to a good outcome.

 – The Complex domain means we cannot pre-
dict the outcome. We will need to navigate the 
environment and take an exploratory approach to 
influence our decision making. This is the place 
where being partially correct shines, and we must 
be comfortable with the ambiguity that ensues. 
When we cannot predict an outcome, the attempt 
to gain certainty before we make a decision is 
costly and futile. This is the key reason for taking 
a test-and-learn (partial correctness) approach. 
How can we make the decision in a way that 
makes it safe to learn while helping us avoid bad 
unintended consequences? (Good unintended 
consequences are fine and should be amplified.)

 – The Chaotic domain is where decisions are 
required very quickly, and the main aim is to 
control the environment and prevent further 
bad things from happening.

Figure 1. Cynefin framework (source: Snowden)
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T H E  R I G H T  T O O L  
F O R  T H E  J O B

The Clear and Complicated domains have a high 
level of certainty. There is either one clear option 
or several good ones to choose from. Tools such 
as SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportuni-
ties, and threats) and cost-benefit analysis are 
effective here. In the Chaotic domain, action is 
required to prevent bad consequences from occur-
ring or to prevent more damage. This is where a 
command-and-control approach is expected and 
useful. Take a building evacuation: everyone knows 
to follow the directions of the emergency response 
team that has been trained on what to do in var-
ious scenarios. Drills are very useful practices to 
prepare for and speed up decision making when a 
chaotic event happens.

One of the symptoms of complexity is when the 
usual decision-making tools seem to be taking a 
long time. For example, when business cases (to 
inform cost-benefit decisions) take years to com-
pile. We cannot get to a +/-10% level of confidence 
without almost building the project, and by then, 
the sunk cost is so high it’s tricky to stop it. Here, 
we can use light exploratory tools such as design 
thinking, experimentation, and feasibility studies. 
By surfacing and testing assumptions, we can 
start with being partially correct and build more 
certainty from that point.

One often-ignored tool in navigating through 
environments of complexity is the transparency 
of information. The ability for leaders to ingest, 
digest, and radiate the right information at the 
right time from the right source is essential to be 
able to respond to the demands of the VUCA envi-
ronments in which organizations now operate. 

Unfortunately, the organizational constructs 
that exist in today’s enterprise have become so 
complex that they create a bifurcation of infor-
mation. Information is held in silos and shared on 
a need-to-know basis, to the extent that leaders 
are left with no choice other than to make local-
ized decisions based on what they know, surmise, 
or believe.4 This inherently increases the risk of 
incorrect, short-sighted decisions that are not in 
the best interests of the organization, the leaders, 
or their people. 

One of the most important tasks a leader can 
undertake to mitigate (if not remove) the com-
plexity that is truncating their ability to make 
fact-based decisions is increasing information 
transparency. This requires a focus on purposeful 
design in the context of the individual organiza-
tions and its leaders to reconnect or create the 
connective tissues that enable communication, 
information flow, and directional decisions (see 
Figure 2). 

Designing purposefully requires us to fully under-
stand the organization’s information needs. We 
must know how to do the following:

 – Make and enable dynamic directional 
decisions and expedient interventions. 

 – Provide alignment between strategic intent 
and delivery.

 – Create bidirectional flow rather than single direc-
tional (push-pull).

 – Be synchronous (immediately available) versus 
asynchronous (on demand). 

 – Understand what information is white noise and 
does not provide value. 

 – Recognize what needs to be deprecated — what is 
no longer recommended or must be removed — as 
it is simply there because it always was. 
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When we talk about tools to support decision 
making, leadership style is generally not top of 
mind. However, leading with intent is an important 
factor in increasing transparency and, therefore, a 
key factor in enabling decisioning.5 

Leading with intent creates a bidirectional flow 
of transparency. Ensuring that those who are 
closest to the work have both the competence 
required and the organizational clarity needed to 
fully understand the situation allows decisions to 
be made close in person, place, and time to the 
issue at hand. Decisions can be made quickly, and 
feedback on the outcomes of those decisions can 
be received faster than in traditional, top-down 
decision-making systems. 

This aligns to our understanding that right-first-
time decisions in complexity are rare and the 
probe/sense/respond journey in the Complex 
quadrant of the Cynefin framework is required 
to reach the destination. 

C O M P L E X  D E C I S I O N 
M A K I N G :  A  J O U R N E Y,  
N O T  A  D E S T I N A T I O N

Decision making in complexity differs from 
decision making in other domains in that it’s an 

iterative process rather than a linear one. In other 
domains, you use whatever techniques are appro-
priate to arrive at a decision, and that‘s the end of 
the process. In complexity, you may make multiple 
decisions to get to where you want to go, checking 
each decision against actual results and refining 
as you go.

The process of complex decision making is a four-
step cycle (see Figure 3). We start with the desired 
outcome — where we want to end up. It could be 
a very specific outcome, like increasing sales by 
20%, or a more general one like being best in the 
market within five years. This gives you a direction 
you can test against, like plugging your final des-
tination into your GPS; at any stage in the journey, 
you can test to see whether or not you are on track 
to reach your destination.

We next ask ourselves how we will know we are 
on the right track. What measures will we use to 
know that we are succeeding or failing in moving 
toward our goal? In our GPS example, we can check 
the distance remaining on the display. So for your 
end goal, what serves the function of the distance 
remaining on the GPS display? What measures can 
you make (preferably leading rather than lagging) 
that will tell you whether or not you are moving in 
the right direction?

Designing 
purposefully

What information is required to: 

Make & enable dynamic 
directional decisions & 

expedient interventions 

Create bidirectional 
flow rather than 

single (push-pull)

Provide alignment 
between strategic 
intent & delivery 

Be synchronous 
(immediately 
available) vs. 

asynchronous 
(on-demand) 

Understand what 
information is white 
noise and does not 

provide value 

Recognize what needs 
to be deprecated as it 

is simply there because 
it always was

Figure 2. Purposeful information design
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Next, we make a decision that we think will get 
us closer to our goal. It may not get us all the way 
there (if it will, it’s probably not a complex deci-
sion), but it should get us closer. Make the decision. 
Don’t wait for all the information because you will 
never have all the information. Don’t wait for the 
best possible decision because you will never know 
what that best possible decision is. Just make the 
best decision you can with the information you 
have on hand. 

Then we watch our indicators. Are we moving in 
the right direction? Are we moving in the wrong 
direction? Are we standing still? What impact is 
the decision we made having? 

Once we can see the impact of the decision and 
the direction we are heading, we loop back to the 
start. Now that we know more, is our destination 
still the destination we want to get to? Has a new 
destination revealed itself? Are our measures still 
appropriate? Do we need to revise the decision 
already made? If we are going in the wrong direc-
tion, do we need to change the decision? If we are 
going in the right direction, can we do anything to 
get there faster?

Decision making in complexity is a journey, not a 
destination. The decision you make is not the end 
of the process but the beginning of a cycle.

C U LT U R E  O F  C O M P L E X 
D E C I S I O N  M A K I N G

In complexity, there is no one best decision to 
make. We cannot avoid all risks. If we expect there 
to be a single best decision that we can make, 
that we can get right the first time, then deci-
sion making in a complex environment will seem 
impossible.

Leaders must become comfortable with the idea 
of decision making as a journey rather than a 
destination. They must become comfortable with 
not always having the answer, making mistakes, 
heading in the wrong direction, learning from that, 
and correcting. They must become comfortable 
with being partially correct.

Organizations that can make the leap from right-
first-time decisions to partially correct ones will 
navigate the complex environment in which we 
find ourselves much better than those that can’t. 
To do that, they will need to challenge the existing 
culture built around the need for certainty and the 
fear of not having the answer or of being wrong. 
They need to allow themselves to be uncertain, 
to make the best decision they can for now and 
correct later with no fear of punishment. 

Complex 
decision
making

Check your 
progress

How will we know 
we are on track?

Make a decision 
(partially correct)

What is our 
destination?

Figure 3. Cycle of complex decision making
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Our current culture strongly discourages the 
appearance of uncertainty. Politicians and busi-
ness leaders are accused of flip-flopping or having 
made a horrific blunder if they revise or change a 
decision in the face of new evidence. Instead, they 
are expected to push on with their chosen course 
with certainty and determination. To change is to 
show weakness.

Overcoming this is the biggest challenge to 
making decisions in complex environments. Far 
more than the decisions themselves, the cultural 
barriers that lock us into right-first-time thinking 
and prevent us from embracing partial correctness 
are the challenges we must overcome.
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