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Managing the Unexpected: 

Sustained Performance in a Complex World

BBYY KKAARRLL EE.. WWEEIICCKK AANNDD KKAATTHHLLEEEENN MM.. SSUUTCLIFFE

“CChahangnge e isis tthehe oonlnly y coconsnstatantnt iinn lilifefe.”. HeHeraraclclititusus,, a a 

GrGreeeek k phphililososopopheher,r, uutttterereded tthihis s lilinene aalmlmosost t 25250000 yyeaearsrs

agago.o. MaManyny ooff usus hhavavee hehearard d itit aandnd lliviveded iit.t. InIn tthehe mmililitary,

wewe aarere aamimid d grgreaeat t chchanangege.. OOurur ffututurure e isis uuncncerertatainin

anand d ththee papathth ttoo geget t ththerere e isis cchahangngining g hohoururlyly.. WWe also

fafacece uuncncerertatainintyty aass phphysysiciciaiansns.. DDr.r. WWililliliamam Osler once 

sasaidid,, “MMededicicinine e isis aa sscicienencece oof f ununcecertrtaiainnty and an art of 

prprobobababililitity.y.”” IIn n ththesese e titimemess ofof cchahangnge in both the military

anand d memedidicicinene,, wewe nneeeed d phphysysiciciaianns to lead us through 

ththe e ununcecertrtaiaintnty.y. InIn tthehe bbooook k MManaging the Unexpected,Managing the Unexpected,

KaKarlrl WWeieickck aandnd KKatathlhleeeen n SSutcliffe use the framework of

hihighgh rreleliaiabibililityty tto o ofoffeferr practical techniques and strategies

onon hhowow ttoo leleadad tthrhrouough unexpected events to achieve 

susuststaiainanablblee susucccceess.

ChChanangege ccaan be planned or forced upon us by

ununexexpepectcteded events. The former has well defined models

onon hhowow to lead change. Two of the most recognized

momoddels are those of John Kotter (Professor of Leadership,

EEmeritus, Harvard Business School) and Jack Welsh 

(former Chairman and Chief Executive Officer, General

Electric). However, what do you do when something

unexpected happens?  Kotter and the GE model

provide a set number of prescriptive steps to plan the

implementation of change.  Weick and Sutcliffe surmise

that when the unexpected occurs, it is already too late to

plan for change. The underlying premise of their book

is that we need to prepare our organizations in advance 

in order to be able to handle the unexpected.  They have

chosen the principles of high reliability, depicted in table 1,

as the guiding principles for creating nimble organizations.

They encourage leaders to mindfully coordinate around

these five principles in what is termed high reliability

organizing (HRO).  HRO will prepare leaders to manage 

the unexpected.

The authors offer numerous examples of companies

that failed to manage the unexpected.  They also offer

background information on the five principles of HRO.  I

will not delve into those here but instead will focus more

on pieces of practical advice for allowing a leader to better 

manage the unexpected.

Before we start, there are two terms that are crucial to

define. Sensemaking and circumstances.  “Sensemaking 

is about sizing up a situation while you simultaneously act 

and partially determine the nature of what you discover…

[it] is seldom an occasion for passive diagnosis.  Instead, it

is an attempt to grasp a developing situation in which the

observer affects the trajectory of that development.”  They 

define circumstances simply as “flux.”

HRO, in part, is based upon sensemaking, specifically,

collective sensemaking.  The authors focus on three things

we need to do in order to be successful:

1. We must trust the reports of others and be willing

to base our beliefs and actions on them.

2. We must report honestly so that others can use our

observations to help them come to valid beliefs.

3. We must maintain self-respect, which means we 

have to respect our own perceptions and beliefs and

seek to integrate them with the reports of others

without belittling either them or ourselves.

These three principles are critical to collective 

sensemaking and thus our ability to adapt to the

continued on page 42
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unununeexexpepectcteded.. FFrorom m ththisis ccomomeses aadadaptptivive e mamananagigingng,,

ththe e fufundndamamenentatall tatasksk ooff atattetendndining g toto, , sosortrtining g ouout,t, aandnd

prprioiorirititizizingng ccirircucumsmstatancnceses.. IInn lalargrgee papartrt tthihis s isis bbasaseded

upuponon oourur aabibililityty ttoo cocommmmununicicatate e wiwithth oourur eempmploloyeyeeses. .

CoCommmmununicicatatioionn isis ssomometethihingng tthahat t wewe aallll lleaearnrn aaboboutut aandnd

hehearar aaboboutut rregegululararlyly,, anand d yeyet,t, iit t isis ssomometethihingng uupoponn whwhicich h alall l

ofof uus s cacann imimprprovove.e.

ThThe e bobookok oofffferers s twtwoo prprototococololss toto aassssisist t inin eensnsururining g ththe e 

bebestst ccomommumuninicacatitionon oof f ununexexpepectcteded eeveventntss toto mmaxaximimizizee ththe e 

ororgaganinizazatitionon’s’s aabibililityty tto o mamananagege tthrhrououghgh tthehem.m. PsPsycychoholologigistst

GaGaryry KKleleinin pproropoposesedd a a prprototococolol ccalalleledd STSTICICC:C: ssitituauatitionon,,

tatasksk iintntenent,t, ccononcecernrns,s, aandnd ccalalibibraratete. EEacachh ofof tthehesese tterermsms

bebearars s wiwithth iit t a a ququesestitionon tthahat t wewe nneeeed d toto aasksk ooururseselvlveses wwhehen n

wewe aarere rrelelayayining g crcrititicicalal iinfnforormamatitionon ttoo enensusurere tthehe iinfnforormamatitionon

isis aactctioionanablble.e. AnAn eexaxampmplele ffroromm ththe e bobookok oonn hohow w ththisis wwououldld

sosounund d fofollllowows:s:

1.1. ThThee SiSitutuatatioionn == HHerere’e’ss whwhatat II tthihinknk wwee fafacece..

2.2. ThThee TaTasksk == HHerere’e’ss whwhatat II tthihinknk wwe e shshououldldkk

dodo..

3.3. ThThee InIntetentnt == HHerere’e’s s whwhy y II ththininkk that is what

wewe sshohoululdd dodo..

4.4. ThThee CoConcncerernsns == HHereree’s what we should keep 

ouourr eyeyee onon bbececauausese if that changes, we’re in a

whwhololee nenew w baballll game.

5.5. CaCalilibrbratatee = Now talk to me. (Tell me if 

yoyou u dodon’t understand, can’t do it, or see 

sosomething I don’t.)

Another way, offered by the authors, to approach this is to 

ask yourself the following:

1. To what is my attention directed (object)?

2. With what is my attention directed

(resources)?

3. For what is my attention being directed

(goal)?

These frameworks help convey the critical aspects of a

situation, make it more meaningful, allow us to focus our 

efforts in real time, place our attention where it needs to be,

and guide the organization during times of the unexpected.

Communication about an event when it occurs aside,

ththe e fofocucuss ofof tthehe bbooookk isis ssetettitingng tthehe cconondidititiononss foforr a mindful

ororgaganinizazatitionon tthahat t cacann bebestst ssusustatainin oopeperaratitionons s tthrough 

ununexexpepectcteded ccirircucumsmstatancnceses. . TThehe bbooook k ofoffeferrs examples

ofof ccomompapaninieses tthahat t hahaveve eeititheherr susucccceeeedededd or failed (or 

bobothth)) inin mmananagagining g ththee ununexexpepectcteded.. HHowever, the gist

ofof tthehe ppririncncipipleless inin tthihis s bobookok aarere bbased on the Federal 

AvAviaiatitionon AAdmdmininisistrtratatioion,n, NNatatiional Aeronautics and Space

AdAdmimininiststraratitionon,, anand d NaNavyvy carrier operations. Thus, we need

toto aasksk ooururseselvlveses, , babasesed d on their experiences, how do we set 

ththe e cocondndititioionsns fforor mmindful organizing? The authors provide 

prpracactiticacal l ststraratetegigies organized around the five principles of

hihighgh rreleliaiabibililitty.  I doubt that these are new concepts to most

ofof yyouou, , bubut they bear refreshing from time to time.  To that

enend,d, II wwill elaborate on a few of the more salient strategies.

TThe overarching themes on mindful organizing lie in 

hhow we engage with, train, and empower our employees.  I

know for many of us, getting out and doing walk rounds

can be tough as we are frequently glued to our e-mail inbox 

and computer screens full of spreadsheets. However, I have 

personally seen, in my career, how many of the strategies in

this book can help strengthen an organization and help it 

sustain success through tough times. In order for that to

occur though, we must engage not just with subordinate

leaders, but also with front line employees on a regular basis. 

Ultimately it rests with us as leaders to set the conditions

and establish the culture of mindful organizing. We need

to stay connected to the front lines as much as possible

and cannot establish a mindful organization from an office,

conference room, or chair.

Regular engagement with our front-line employees helps

us stay relevant and keeps us on top of the pulse of the

organization.  For physician leaders, I would also recommend

staying relevant through clinical practice.  The benefits

to us of being in the clinic side-by-side with our front-line

employees is invaluable. While engaging with staff at all

levels, we need to seek out bad news.  Employees are far more

likely to voluntarily report good news and hold the bad news

to themselves. It is incumbent upon us to ask questions in 

order to elicit the bad or potentially bad news so that we can

manage it before it snowballs out of control.  The goal is to be

in front of the issue and prevent it from being an unexpected 

event. Remember as well to cultivate healthy skepticism and

ask questions publicly when appropriate prior to making 

decisions. None of us want people that blindly follow because

that is what they are told to do.  It is crucial for our employees

to know that we want them to speak up and bring us the good 

and the bad. The book encourages us as well to treat our past

conconcontintintinuedued fr from om om ppagpage 4e 400

continued on page 44



The Uniformed Family Physician • Fall 201944

exexexpeperirienencece wwitith h amambibivavalelencnce.e.  ExExpeperirienencece iiss a a gogoodod gguiuidede aandnd 

cacan n hehelplp wwitith h ththe e ininititiaial l rerespspononsese tto o ththe e ununexexpepectcteded, , hohowewevever,r, 

alalmomostst eeveveryry ssitituauatitionon hhasas uuniniququenenesess;s; aas s susuchch wwe e shshououldld nnotot 

jujustst rresest t onon oourur llauaurerelsls aandnd ttrereatat tthihingngss asas wwe e alalwawaysys hhavave.e. 

LaLaststlyly,, dodon’n’t t foforgrgetet tthahat t ththerere e isis eexpxperertitisese aallll aarorounund d usus.. WeWe 

neneeded tto o dedefefer r toto tthehe eexpxperertsts wwhehenenevever r popossssibiblele aandnd eencncououraragege 

ththe e imimagagininatatioion n anand d dedecicisisionon-m-makakining g skskilillsls oof f ththosose e ararououndnd uus s

toto ssucuccecessssfufulllly y mamananagege tthehe uunenexpxpececteted.d.

WhWhenen llooookikingng tto o sesee e ifif yyouour r teteamam iis s mimindndfufulllly y ororgaganinizezed d 

anand d rereadady y fofor r ththe e ununexexpepectcteded,, yoyou u cacan n seselflf-a-assssesess s ususining g ththe e

mimindndfufulnlnesess s ororgaganinizizingng sscacalele sshohownwn iin n TaTablble e 2.2. ThThisis ccanan hhelelp p 

didirerectct yyouour r efeffofortrts s inin ttowowarard d crcreaeatitingng aa mminindfdfulul oorgrgananizizatatioion.n. 

ThTherere e arare e ototheher r prpracactiticacal l titipsps aandnd ttoooolsls tthrhrououghghouout t ththe e bobookok 

onon wwhihichch II hhavave e nonot t elelababororatateded.. TThehey y seservrvee asas rrememinindedersrs 

onon hhowow tto o prpracactiticece HHRORO tto o seset t anan oorgrgananizizatatioion n upup fforor 

susuccccesess s inin mmananagagining g ththee ununexexpepectcteded.. IIt t isis iimpmposossisiblble e fofor r 

usus tto o rerememembmberer aandnd eexexecucutete eeveveryry oonene oof f ththesese e ststraratetegigies,

prprototococolols,s, ttipips,s, oor r totoolols.s. HoHowewevever,r, II eencncououraragege eeveveryr one to 

rerefrfresesh h onon tthehesese ttopopicicss pepeririododicicalallyly aas s wewe cconontitinunue our march

ththrorougughh ththe e cucurrrrenent t cycyclcle e ofof cchahangnge e ththrorougugh h tthe unexpected.

TaTablble e 1 1 – DeDescscririptptioionsns oof f HRHROO prprininciciplpleses

Principle Description

Preoccupation

with failure

The need for continuous attention to

anomalies that could be symptoms of

larger problems.  Concentration centers on

anomalies, cues, normalizing, wariness, and

doubt.

Reluctance to 

simplify

Simplification obscures unwanted,

unanticipated, unexplainable details and

in doing so, increases the likelihood of 

unreliable performance

Sensitivity to 

operations

Close attention to what is going on right

now, in the present.  Definitions of the

situation matter, and it is one’s sensitivity to

these definitions that also matters.

Commitment to 

resilience

A combination of keeping errors small, 

of improvising workarounds that keep

the system functioning, and of absorbing

change while persisting.  Resilience requires

elasticity and recovery.

Deference to 

expertise

A pattern of respectful yielding, domain-

specific knowledge, compressed and

generalizable experience, and relative

expertise.

TaTablble e 22 – ThThe e MiMindndfufulnlnesess s OrOrgaganinizizingng SScacalele
HoHoww wewellll ddoeoes s eaeachch oof f ththe e fofollllowowining g ststatatemements describe your work 
ununitit,, dedepapartrtmementnt,, oror oorgrgananizizatatioion?n? EnEnteter next to each item below the 
nunumbmberer tthahat t cocorrrresespopondnds s wiwithth y youour r coconclusion:
1 1 == nonot t atat aallll,, 2 2 == toto ssomome e exextetentnt,, 3 = a great deal.

We talk about mistakes and ways to learn from them.

We discuss our unique skills with each other, so we know

who has relevant specialized skills and knowledge.

We discuss alternatives as to how to go about our normal 

work activities.

When discussing emerging problems with coworkers, we

usually discuss what to look out for.

When attempting to resolve a problem, we take 

advantage of the unique skills of our colleagues.

We spend time identifying activities we do not want to go

wrong.

When errors happen, we discuss how we could have 

prevented them.

When a crisis occurs, we rapidly pool our collective 

expertise to attempt to resolve it.

Scoring: Add the numbers.  If you score higher than 22, your firm’s 
mindful organizing practices are strong.  If you score between 14 and 
21, your firm’s mindful organizing practices are moderate.  Scores 
lower than 14 suggest that you should actively be thinking of ways to
improve your firm’s mindful organizing practices.
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