IN THE FOLLOWING SERIES OF WHITE PAPERS, OUR EXPERT THOUGHT LEADERS WILL SHARE
CRITICAL IMPERATIVES TO ACHIEVING RESULTS DURING UNPREDICTABLE TIMES.

EXECUTING IN UNCERTAINTY
AND COMPLEXITY
CHRIS McCHESNEY

People can only handle so much ambiguity.
It’s a bit like carbon monoxide poisoning
— it doesn’t matter if we’re getting a little
poisoned at the office or a little at home —
the human body can only take so much
before it crumbles.
We’re currently experiencing “ambiguity
poisoning” in every aspect of life. But we
can lower the ambiguity threshold by saying:
We know the one thing we’re going to do
right now. We’re going to chunk this goal
down to targets. Everyone’s going to try
to move a lead measure. We’re going to
scoreboard our progress, and we’re going
to attack it every week.
But more commonly during periods of
ambiguity and uncertainty, people will go
to one of two places: (1) they either bury

their heads in maintaining the day job
and retreat to tasks that seem familiar,
controllable, or comfortable, or (2) they
become distressed and distracted by
everything outside their control, such
as checking the news, conferring with
colleagues, and hypothesizing.
While those reactions are understandable,
neither will help an organization proactively
fight through a crisis.
Executing strategic priorities is always about
maintaining focus amidst distraction and
complexity. Under normal circumstances,
everything inside the organization wants to
dilute the focus. But once you’re in a crisis,
distraction and complexity skyrocket, and a
person’s ability to maintain focus becomes
that much more difficult. Focus is more
critical than ever, and it just got a lot harder.
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Leaders must understand that there’s been
a massive amount of ambiguity injected into
their teams’ lives on every front — and people
have a minimal ability to handle it. We can
manage our day jobs — they come at us fast,
but at least we know how to deal with them.
But new goals, strategies, and priorities
represent uncertainty. We don’t know how
we’re going to accomplish them. Putting
too many goals on team members right now
will cause them to paralyze or retreat to the
day job.

 ORE THAN EVER,
M
LEADERS NEED TO
CLARIFY THE ONE
GOAL THEIR TEAM
SHOULD FOCUS
ON ACCOMPLISHING.

We have a million things we can — and
must — work on during the pandemic.
To determine the one thing our teams
should be laser-focused on, let’s start by
reducing complexity.
AVOID THE COMPLEXITY TRAP
Execution thrives with simplicity and
transparency.
Execution doesn’t like complexity. As
complexity increases, it becomes more
and more difficult to maintain focus. But the
3,000 leaders we’ve worked with over the
last 18 years all seem to say the same two
things, now more than ever:
1. We have to narrow our focus.
2. I have 20 or more things that need my
immediate attention right now.
These statements both feel true, and they
don’t get along. Everybody knows this
feeling: I’m missing a critical project deadline.
Two people were supposed to be hired last
month, but I don’t know if hiring has been
frozen. I have to report to the GM at the end
of the day about two emergency initiatives,
and a KPI just took a nosedive.
And in the middle of that conflict, we know
the one thing that would have the most
significant impact on the operation isn’t
getting our attention. And if that top priority
isn’t getting our attention, it’s probably not
getting our team’s attention.
If we can view our priorities through the lens
of how those priorities will be executed, we
can start to remove a lot of unnecessary
complexity.
SORT EVERYTHING INTO THREE

More than ever, leaders need to clarify the
one goal their team should focus
on accomplishing.
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Think about the major aspects of your plan
or strategy. We’re going to divide those
elements into three columns.
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YOUR PLAN
STROKE OF THE PEN

BREAKTHROUGHS

• New Compensation Model

Increase Number of New
Clients From _______
to ______ by ______

• New Machinery
• Contact Management
System
• Media Buy
• New Operations Director
• Outsource Purchasing

WHIRLWIND
(THE DAY JOB)

• Customer Satisfaction
• Project Completion %
• Number of New Clients
• Production/Hour
• Reduce Waste
• New Product Revenue

CLICK HERE TO WATCH A VIDEO OF CHRIS McCHESNEY GIVING FURTHER EXPLANATION OF THIS PROCESS.

We’ll call the first column, “Stroke of the
Pen.” These elements require either money
or leadership authority to happen — for
instance, changing the compensation system,
purchasing new machinery, changing an
existing procedure, making a media buy, or
hiring a new staff member. These actions
typically have a significant impact, and we
have a fair amount of control over them.

current operations. People often call these
key performance indicators or KPIs: customer
satisfaction scores, project completion
percentage, new clients, production
metrics, or revenue numbers. This column
is maintained by existing processes and by
a great deal of firefighting.

The middle column is for “Breakthroughs.”
These are vitally important goals that are at
considerable risk of not being achieved. We
refer to them as “Wildly Important Goals®”
or WIGs®, and although they usually originate
in those other two columns, they can’t be
achieved in those columns. Breakthroughs
can’t be realized with the stroke of a pen.
You can’t mandate them, and you can’t buy
them — if you could, you would have already.
Breakthroughs won’t happen through your
existing processes either. They won’t happen
unless the organization starts working
differently. They almost always require a
change in behavior and a high degree of
human engagement.

To identify a breakthrough, start by asking
yourself this question: In your mind, what lives
at the intersection of really important and not
going to happen? (Unless you do something
very different.)

We’ll call the final column, the “Whirlwind.”
Think day job. This column contains the
critical standards that must be met to sustain
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FOCUS ON THE MIDDLE COLUMN

Keep in mind that this breakthrough is not
always the most important objective — it’s the
most important objective that probably isn’t
going to happen without dedicated focus. By
definition, breakthroughs require us to close
some gap.
Breakthroughs are more resistant to direct
management influence. They tend to require
commitment more than compliance. Leaders
have a fair amount of control of the stroke
of the pen and the existing processes in the
Whirlwind. In those columns, you can often
get away with compliance.
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Think of each of these columns as requiring
a different execution treatment. Leaders
can be strong in one column and struggle
in another.
In our experience, the greatest frustration
and the most complexity are experienced
in the conflict between breakthrough and
whirlwind. These efforts do not get along.
They compete for time, energy, and attention.
And in most organizations, the urgency and
the intense distraction associated with the
whirlwind dominate the strategic importance
of any breakthrough.
Here is the critical, brutal truth to understand
to keep from drowning in complexity: The
whirlwind is going to eat up eighty percent
of your organization’s energy before you get
any traction on a breakthrough requiring a
change in human behavior.
This is a hard truth, because no matter
how necessary or how compelling our
breakthrough strategy is in the moment, it will
never feel as urgent to everyone as the day
job, as the whirlwind. This is even more true
during times of crisis — when people want to
flee to the comfort of what they know.
No leader gets a pass on this. No leader gets
to paint on a blank canvas. Eighty percent of
that canvas has already been painted on.
Quite possibly, the most important strategic
question that any leader answers is, how
will I spend that twenty percent? It doesn’t
take long to realize that if you spread
that twenty percent out across too many
breakthroughs at the same time, you paralyze
the organization.
The 4 Disciplines of Execution® is nothing
more than a process for applying that sacred
twenty percent of your energy towards
executing on the breakthrough goals.
This framework is used by leaders and by
leadership teams to execute on critical goals
while staying out of the complexity trap.
4

T HE 4 DISCIPLINES
OF EXECUTION HELP
A LEADER CREATE
A WINNABLE GAME...
APPLY THE 4 DISCIPLINES OF EXECUTION
TO YOUR BREAKTHROUGHS
The 4 Disciplines of Execution help a leader
create a winnable game that will give you
the power to execute your most important
goals in the face of competing priorities and
distractions. The disciplines are powerful,
yet simple. But they can be tricky to apply
and sustain because they require us to work
differently than we normally do.
Let’s discuss how leaders can implement each
discipline, as well as essential nuances about
applying the discipline during a crisis.
DISCIPLINE 1:
FOCUS ON THE WILDLY IMPORTANT
Focusing on the wildly important requires
you to focus on less to accomplish more.
Start by selecting one Wildly Important
Goal (WIG) from your breakthrough column
instead of trying to work on a dozen goals all
at once. We’re not suggesting you ignore the
whirlwind or the work necessary to maintain
your operation. We are suggesting you apply
a different treatment to your WIG.
To define a WIG, identify where you are now,
where you want to be, and by when. Said
differently, define a starting line, a finish line,
and a deadline. From X to Y by When.
Psychologically, it’s very important to have
a single measure of success. This is the
discipline of focus, and it’s the first step to
creating a winnable game.
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Discipline 1 Amidst Change and Uncertainty
Many goals are actually a concept
masquerading as a goal. These concepts
often have an illusion of clarity to the person
who’s doing the talking and who’s setting
the direction. But in actuality, the concept
can go in any direction. For example, when
leaders at NASA first said they wanted to
lead the world in space exploration, it might
be easy to think, What else do you need
to know? Just beat the Russians. But that
concept could mean a million different things
to each team and employee. Then John F.
Kennedy set the goal to put a man on the
moon by the end of the decade and return
him safely home. He set a clear goal with a
starting line, finish line, and deadline.
Discipline 1 is always a challenge, but amidst
uncertainty and change, leaders really
hesitate to draw a line in the sand because
they’re dealing with so many unknown
variables: Well, I can’t say when, because we
don’t know what’s going to happen. We don’t
know if we’re going to get the resources. We
don’t even know if we’re going to be open
in two weeks. The higher the ambiguity, the
less likely leaders are to draw a line in the
sand — but that’s exactly what they have to
do. The hardest time to focus on the wildly
important is during times of uncertainty, and
that’s when it’s most necessary.
If circumstances change in the future, you’ll
adapt. But still recognize that despite the
intense amount of uncertainty, you must
create a starting line, a finish line, and a
deadline. Clarity is the first step toward
creating focus.
And it’s not enough that the organization
does this. Each team needs to define their
Wildly Important Goal. Every team needs to
know in addition to the day job — all this stuff
we have to do just to survive — what’s the
one result that we are going to focus on and
stay focused on amidst distractions to help
achieve the organizations’ WIGs?
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DISCIPLINE 2:
ACT ON THE LEAD MEASURES
No matter what we’re trying to achieve,
our success will be based on two kinds of
measures: lag and lead.
Lag measures track the success of our Wildly
Important Goal. Lags are our results: revenue,
profit, quality, customer satisfaction. They’re
called “lags” because by the time we see
them, the performance that drove them has
already passed. We can’t do anything to fix
them at that point. They’re history.
In contrast, lead measures track the critical
activities that drive or lead to the lag measure.
They predict the success of the lag measure
and are influenced directly by the team.
Simple enough, but be careful. Even the
smartest people fall into the trap of fixating
on a lag measure they can’t directly influence,
especially because lags are easier to measure.
In our personal lives, a common lag measure
is weight loss. Which activities or lead
measures will lead to weight loss? Diet and
exercise. Proper diet and exercise predict the
success of weight loss, and they’re activities
we can directly influence right now.
Discipline 2 Amidst Change and Uncertainty
Think of a Wildly Important Goal as a boulder,
and a lead measure as a lever (steel beam,
2x4, etc.) that moves it. We can’t influence
the boulder on our own — it’s too heavy. But
we can influence the lever. And when we
influence the lever, the lever moves the rock.
In times of uncertainty, it’s so important we
can win at something, that we have some
degree of control over some important result.
Even if the eighty percent of the rest of our
lives is crazy, we can stay grounded if we’re
making progress on one critical thing amidst
the chaos. And lead measures, when done
right, give us the ability to see progress much
faster than lag measures can.
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I like relating this to raising teenagers. For
parents, it seems we can never do enough to
alleviate the storm of drama in a teenager’s
life. What we can do is help that child have
one thing in their life they’re winning at,
despite everything else. Apply that same
principle to our current situation: We can’t
make a pandemic go away, but we can
give our teams one meaningful thing they
can win at.
DISCIPLINE 3:
KEEP A COMPELLING SCOREBOARD
People play differently when they’re keeping
score. If you doubt this, watch a group of
kids playing basketball. See how the game
changes the minute scorekeeping begins —
it’s not a subtle change. Similarly, the lag and
lead measures we create in Discipline 2 won’t
have much meaning to the team unless they
can see progress in real time.
Discipline 3 is the discipline of engagement.
People perform best when they are
emotionally engaged, and the highest level
of engagement comes when people know
the score, whether they are winning or
losing the game. It’s that simple.
The best scoreboard is designed for, and
often by, the players. A player’s scoreboard is
quite different from the complex scoreboard
6

coaches love to make. If players know
the score, if they can influence the lead
measure and if the lead measure moves the
lag measures, then they know they have a
winnable game.
Discipline 3 Amidst Change and Uncertainty
Remember that it’s not a winnable game
if you stop after Discipline 2 — it’s only a
winnable hypothesis. We might have a great
idea, but there’s something about human
psychology that requires a scoreboard to go
live to attract people’s focus and energy. It’s
not a game until we keep score.
DISCIPLINE 4:
CREATE A CADENCE OF ACCOUNTABILITY
Discipline 4 is how we play that game. The
cadence of accountability is a rhythm of
regular and frequent team meetings that
focus on the Wildly Important Goal. These
meetings happen weekly, sometimes daily,
and ideally last no more than 20 minutes.
In that brief time, team members hold each
other accountable for commitments made to
move the scoreboard.
One by one, team members answer a simple
question: What are the one or two most
important things I can do this week that will
have the biggest impact on the scoreboard?
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In the meeting, each team member reports:
• If they met last week’s commitments
• If the commitments move the lead and
lag measure on the scoreboard
• Which commitments they will make for
the upcoming week
People are more likely to commit to their
own ideas than to orders from above. And
when individuals commit to their fellow
team members, not only to the boss, the
commitment goes beyond professional job
performance to become a personal promise.
When the team sees they are having a direct
impact on the Wildly Important Goal, they
know they are winning. And nothing drives
morale and engagement more than winning.
Discipline 4 Amidst Change and Uncertainty
If we take the lever analogy one step further,
now we’re creating force against the leverage.
Amidst all the uncertainty, all the distractions,
all the desire to go back and do the day
job, the WIG session forces everyone to put
energy against the lever. What’s the one or
two things we’re going to do this week to
cause the lead measure to move?
Here’s a common misconception among
leaders implementing the 4 Disciplines. They
think the weekly commitment is “diet and
exercise,” from our earlier example. Actually,
no. Every week something will occur that
can hedge your bet, which will enable you to
achieve the lead measure of diet and exercise.
Rain is in the forecast, so I’m going to get rain
gear to go running. I’m going to find a running
partner. Commitments are actions that ensure
we can maintain that lead-measure focus.
A lead measure is not just a metric we look at
and then go back to our day job. We have to
do something every week to put energy on
it. Necessity is the mother of invention, and
when we’re drawing these commitments from
our team members, they’ll start coming up
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with ideas we would never have gotten any
other way.
There’s another benefit too. One of our clients
texted me during this pandemic: I am two
minutes from doing my WIG session. Simply
having a routine meeting weekly is helpful in
this situation because there is an established
routine….So grateful we had this weekly
cadence established in advance. Having that
routine, that ritual, amidst the chaos, tends to
ground everyone.

 HEN THE TEAM
W
SEES THEY ARE
HAVING A DIRECT
IMPACT ON THE
WILDLY IMPORTANT
GOAL, THEY KNOW
THEY ARE WINNING.
Note: Although we only refer to focus in
the first discipline, the fact is that each
of the 4 Disciplines are increasingly more
intense ways of ratcheting up focus in an
organization. Everything in an organization
wants to dilute focus: decide you’re going
to focus on something, and before the day’s
out, five things will try to pull you off that
one thing you said come hell or high water
you were going to focus on. Remember:
Everyone’s day job has a gravitational pull
away from the organization’s breakthrough
strategies — leaders have to fight that
tendency. We call the first discipline “Focus
on the Wildly Important,” but zeroing in on
lead measures and getting a scoreboard in
7
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front of somebody and maintaining a weekly
cadence are all mechanisms of focus.

those questions abruptly. They just couldn’t
take any more ambiguity.

TAKING THE AMBIGUITY
OUT OF GOAL ACHIEVEMENT

The 4 Disciplines of Execution take the
ambiguity out of goal achievement. They
create focus by lowering the uncertainty
against one clear Wildly Important Goal:

When ambiguity increases in one part of our
lives, we have less tolerance for it in another.
In his book Nonsense: The Power of Not
Knowing, author Jamie Holmes shares a
clever example of what happens in uncertain
times. After the San Francisco earthquake
of 1906, both marriage and divorce rates
went up. This was not because people were
drawn together or apart but because the
more dominant human dynamic was that
they couldn’t handle any more uncertainty.
If they’d been wavering about ending
or starting a relationship, the stress and
ambiguity of the crisis drove them to resolve

1. Focus on the Wildly Important
2. Act on the Lead Measures
3. Keep a Compelling Scoreboard
4. Create a Cadence of Accountability
There’s a surprising byproduct of this process:
increased morale. When people are facing
chaos, they’ll feel a spike in engagement if
there’s even one element in their life where
they feel like they’re winning, and it matters.
There’s no better time to determine your
Wildly Important Goal and rally your teams
around it.
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