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Making Decisions in a Crisis

In the coming days and weeks, leaders will have a great many 
decisions to make. They will face hard choices about their 
businesses, their families, and their communities.  Concerns 
about the coronavirus and its effect on all aspects of our lives 
will continue to grow. 

Leaders must be able to make bold 
decisions now that will see them through 
the downturn and beyond. and direction to 
regain a sense of calm and confidence that 
things will get better. 

How do we make these smart decisions when the data is 
elusive or changing by the minute? 

First, we must understand how stress and uncertainty can 
change the way our minds work. Research shows that our 
stress levels influence our decision-making ability. Our brains 
use two hardwired processes for making decisions – pattern 
recognition and emotional tagging. Pattern recognition is a 
complex process in our minds that integrates information from 
many different parts of the brain. Emotional tagging is the 
way our brains attach an emotion or feeling to memory. Both 
can serve us well, but in times of high stress, these hardwired 
processes can go wrong. 

When faced with a new stressful situation or crisis, our brain 
tries to understand it using prior experiences and judgments. 
However, this can be harmful, because sometimes we think 
we understand a problem based on our past experiences, 
and miss vital differences between the situations. Similarly, 
emotional tagging can help us make quick decisions based 
on our thoughts and feelings about our past experiences. This 
emotional information tells us if we should pay attention to 
something, or disregard it. It also tells us what kind of action to 
take in terms of fight or flight, should we act now or postpone 
until we have new information. You can also think of it as your 
“intuition” or “gut-feeling” about situations.
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In a study on how and why good leaders make bad decisions, 
researchers looked closely at how leadership failed in the immediate 
aftermath of Hurricane Katrina. They looked specifically at why 
Brigadier General Matthew Broderick, chief of the Homeland 
Security Operations Center, reported that Hurricane Katrina had not 
breached the levees in New Orleans in the hours after landfall. He 
made this decision despite multiple reports of breaches. Part of this 
could have been due to the false security of pattern recognition. 
General Broderick had led operations through previous hurricanes, 
and these experiences taught him that initial reports surrounding a 
significant weather event are often false. Usually, it’s better to wait 
for real information from the ground. However, none of his previous 
experiences with hurricanes were in a city built below sea level. 

He also received conflicting data about the levees. While there were 
reports of flooding in some areas, The Army Corps of Engineers 
reported no evidence of levee breaches, and there were news reports 
of residents partying in the French Quarter. Based on that information 
and his previous experience, he assumed reports of flooding were 
isolated and could be addressed the next day.  So that night, he 
reported that the levees were holding and then went to bed. The next 
day, the floodwaters were rising, tens of thousands of people needed 
to be evacuated, and no one was prepared. General Broderick relied 
too heavily on past experiences and did not consider the implications 
of the city being below sea level. Leaders must be aware that it is 
human nature to believe that if our decisions in a previous similar 
event went well, we might overlook critical differences in our current 
situation. 

GOOD LEADERS, BAD DECISIONS

https://hbr.org/2009/02/why-good-leaders-make-bad-decisions
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One way to approach decision-making in times of uncertainty 
is to use a tool often used by the military. 

SCENARIO ANALYSIS

Scenario analysis is a method for creating 
responses to various possible futures. This 
approach may work well in the current COVID-19 
situation, defining your strategy given various 
duration scenarios.

Scenario analysis will help you determine the possible 
outcomes that can result if you take different actions. 
When done well, it can bring alternative solutions that might 
not have been thought of otherwise. To use scenario analysis, 
you can follow these simple steps:

1.  Define the situation. What do you want to achieve, or what 
decision needs to be made at this moment? 

2.  Gather Data. Identify the facts, trends, and uncertainties that 
will affect your plan.

3.  Identify what is certain and what is not. Separate the 
certainties in the situation from what is uncertain. Then, list 
the uncertainties with the most significant at the top, and the 
least significant at the bottom.

4.  Develop your scenarios. Start with your top uncertainty and 
think of a moderately good outcome and a moderately bad 
outcome, and then develop a scenario around each that 
includes what is certain in your situation. Repeat this process 
with the next few uncertainties on your list. 

5.  Use these scenarios to make a plan. Finally, you will use 
these possibilities to evaluate the best path forward.

Using scenario analysis also develops both critical and 
creative thinking. By looking at both possible positive and 
negative outcomes for each possible action, you increase 
your readiness for a range of possibilities. Running possible 
scenarios with your team creates a safe space for people 
to share their ideas, even if they are different from yours. 
Psychologists also say that these thought exercises can 
help relieve anxiety in times of crisis, because you will feel 
more prepared for whatever comes next.
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In times of crisis, our minds rely heavily on 
unconscious thinking to make decisions quickly. 
So how do we safeguard against biases and 
strengthen our decision-making ability?

We can always learn from past successes and failures to make 
better decisions going forward. However, sometimes we rely 
too heavily on past experiences and make poor decisions 
because of unconscious biases.

BE AWARE OF UNCONSCIOUS BIAS

Because stress and anxiety can have such a 
negative effect on our cognitive ability, it is 
essential to take a moment to slow down before 
making big decisions. Slowing down may seem 
counterintuitive during a crisis. Obviously, if you 
are deciding who to pull out of a burning building, 
you cannot take your time to mull it over. However, 
for most leaders, a crisis may be urgent, but there 
is still time to consider your options. Anxiety and 
stress will affect your overall cognitive function, 
but you can take a moment to ground yourself and 
take a deep breath before acting. 

If you can slow down in the face of stress and 
anxiety, you will be able to use deliberative 
reasoning to determine your best course of action. 
There is a lot of information about the current 
pandemic and many opinions about how to react.

SLOW DOWN

Check for misleading memories.

Think carefully about any past experiences that are influencing 
your current decision and analyze the differences in the 
situations carefully. 

Bring diverse thinkers to the table. 

Leadership is not a solitary endeavor, even if we are social 
distancing. Seek input from people with different experiences 
and viewpoints that aren’t afraid to disagree with you. 

Identify the presence of emotional attachments. 

Make sure you are not making decisions rooted in how you feel 
about people, places, or things. For example, sometimes it is 
hard to sell your home because of sentimental attachment to 
it, even if it makes financial sense. 
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It is crucial to take time to digest and consider all 
the information before making important decisions.

Sober reflection and discussion with trusted experts and 
colleagues is necessary. Remember that the part of your mind 
that controls fast, intuition-based reasoning is generally biased 
towards taking some kind of action. Remember that sometimes 
the wisest thing to do is to wait for more data, or stay the 
current course. Although acting quickly may ease your anxiety 
in the moment, hasty decisions can cause more problems than 
they solve. 

When considering your own stress and anxiety, be sure to 
consider the emotional state of your team. It is important to 
gauge the emotional health of those around you because the 
workplace will often reflect the emotional state of its leader. If 
you are overly-anxious, your team might be fearful and unable 
to foster innovation and growth. If you are overly-positive, others 
might not feel comfortable sharing any negative information.  
So, regulate your emotions and be sure to de-stress before 
making high-stakes decisions. It can be helpful to do breathing 
exercises, take a calming walk, or whatever makes you feel 
centered and ready to face your challenges with a clear head.

Instead, focus on your values and think about what 
kind of future you want to create. What do you want 
the outcomes to look like and feel like for yourself, 
for your team, and for your customer? Think about 
your organization’s core values. If you haven’t 
defined those core values, think about them now. 
All successful companies have a greater purpose 
than making a profit. 

For example, one of Whole Food’s core values 
is “we care about our communities and the 
environment.” Therefore, when they decided what 
kind of bags to use in their stores, they did not 
base their decision on what they had seen done 
in the past. They did not base their decision on a 
belief that customers only want single-use plastic 
bags. They looked to their core values and decided 
only to offer paper bags to their customers. Then, 
going an extra step, they would also give a credit 
to customers that brought their own reusable bag. 
Even better, because they care about communities, 
they offer an opportunity for the customer to donate 
that credit to a community cause. A simple decision 
about how customers can carry their goods out 
of the store became an opportunity to help the 
environment and donate to charitable organizations 
while building their brand and staying true to the 
core values of the company.

BELIEF-BASED DECISIONS VS. VALUE-BASED 
DECISIONS

In times of ambiguity and uncertainty, we are not always able 
to wait for all the data to come in.  When information is limited, 
we must turn away from basing decisions on beliefs and past 
experiences and instead base them on our values. Values are 
what design our future. When you make decisions based solely 
on what you believe to be true about the past or future, you 
might be missing out on valuable opportunities. Or worse, your 
beliefs might be completely wrong. 

As you face decisions about the future 
of your organization, continue to stay 
rooted in your personal values and your 
organization’s core values, and they will 
help shape the future you want. 
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