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desired results. Stephen Covey stressed the 
need to identify the desired results in his 
best-selling book The 7 Habits of Highly Ef-
fective People. One of the seven principles 
is, “Begin with the end in mind.” If the 
desired results are too general (improve 
quality, reduce cycle time), then the men-
tal model will lack the specificity needed 
to be framed well. 

More specific results (reduce rejects 
by 5 percent in the next 40 days, reduce 
cycle time by 10 percent in the next 60 
days, both without increasing the budget) 
will create a solid foundation for build-
ing a mental model. Results represent step 
seven as well. By stating the desired results 
as a specific destination with a specific date 
of arrival, they can be seen as the “X” that 
marks the spot managers can use to deter-
mine if they achieved the desired results. 

Analysis (step two). This step in-
volves identifying the relevant factors. Do 
a 360-degree sweep of the situation to 
avoid missing key factors. This step requires considerable dis-
cipline. Many managers in their zeal to achieve results fail to 
take the time to sense the lay of the land before starting their 
journey. The old saying “garbage in, garbage out” can be re-
phrased as “incomplete data in, bad decisions out.”

Understanding (step three). This can be the most chal-
lenging part in developing an effective mental model of the 
situation. It involves identifying the relationships between the 
various factors identified in the awareness step. 

Before moving on, it may be worthwhile to look closer at 
the challenges involved in steps two and three. These days, few 
things are simple. David J. Snowden and Mary E. Boone’s ar-
ticle “A Leader’s Framework for Decision Making” in Harvard 
Business Review reinforced the need for managers to identify 
the factors that are relevant to the situation and understand 
how the factors are interrelated. They note four types of situa-
tions: simple, complicated, complex and chaotic. 

To highlight a few of their points, some situations are rela-
tively simple. The data needed is available and the cause-and-
effect relationships among the factors can be identified. Simple 
situations often lend themselves to autopilot types of decisions. 
The best course of action is usually known, so there is little 
risk of making the wrong decision. Complicated situations 
have more factors and forces, but their cause-and-effect re-
lationships can be identified and incorporated into decision 
processes. 

Complex situations are far more challenging because it is 
not possible to identify all the factors, and it may be impossible 
to identify their relationships. This is why no one has ever de-

veloped an econometric model that captures all the factors and 
their almost infinite number of relationships. This explains 
their lack of predictive accuracy. 

Chaotic situations are by far the most challenging. Chaotic 
situations are extremely overwhelming because of the ambi-
guity, turbulence and discontinuity associated with them. Too 
much is unknown to even frame the situation. The inability 
to frame the situation makes it impossible to develop a model 
of the situation. 

Snowden and Boone used Rudolph Giuliani’s handling of 
the Sept. 11 attacks as an example of what needs to be done 
when facing chaotic situations. They noted that by “issuing 
directives and taking action” he created some order in the 
chaos. This requires courage because it involves what is called 
“stepping into the darkness.” Management’s main job is to po-
sition the company so that it avoids chaotic situations. Better 
yet, position the firm so it creates chaos for its competitors.

In complex situations, there are no experts, and in many 
cases there are no sure answers. There are also likely to be even 
more chaotic situations in the future – some on a small scale 
and others that are overwhelming.

Hope for dealing with complicated and complex situations 
is on the horizon. Sophisticated supercomputers like IBM’s 
Watson have the ability to collect and interpret an incredible 
amount of data in less than a millisecond. The Watson super-
computer may also be able to see patterns in complicated and 
complex situations that no person or group of people could 
sense. 

The confluence of big data, analytics, the cloud and super-
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