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Thought Process:
Learning How to Improve Your  

Leadership Decision-Making 

THERE’S THIS SAYING: 
Good decisions come from ex-

perience and experience comes from 
bad decisions.

Maybe, if we’re lucky, we’ve simply 
learned a thing or two from other in-
structors’ “challenges.” And when we 
did, we captured an easy tutorial on 
where the bugaboos in diving hide. Or 
maybe those mistakes were our own 
and we devoted quality time towards 
absorbing the lessons learned.
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Here’s the thing about decision-
making: there’s fodder in after-action 
reviews and case studies to help us 
tune our skills to making smarter ones 
next time. To make the most of that 
study, though, we need a tool that 
helps us guide our thinking — and 
our learning.

Conveniently, this isn’t something 
that’s only interesting to the dive-
instructor world. Indeed, anywhere 
there is risk, there are people look-
ing to manage it. One such group is 
the wildland-firefighting community, 
which manages forest-fire suppres-
sion around the country. They know 
a thing or two about the cost of bad 
decisions and their take on why bad 
things happen — and how to keep 
them from happening again — is out-
lined in the “2 and 7 Tool.”

This tool suggests that mishaps share 
two common leadership errors, which 
are in turn driven by seven human fac-
tors. The thinking is, that when we un-
derstand how erroneous decisions are 
made, we’ll be better equipped to keep 
them from happening again and we’ll 
have a way to train people to avoid 
breakdowns going forward. 

To Err is Human
Sometimes smart people do not-so-

smart things. When we do, it’s often 
because we’ve made bad assessments, 
we’ve lost situational awareness or 
we’ve fallen victim to our own im-
perfect thinking. Learning how each 
occurs can keep us from making the 
same mistakes twice. But to start along 
that path, we need to understand why 
we might misstep when it comes to 
monitoring our diving situation, to see 
how we typically make decisions and 
to learn how those decisions can be led 
by incorrect information.

For sure, problems, near misses and 
incidents can happen for a variety of 
reasons — whether we’re diving, fight-
ing a fire or driving to work. This gets 
to the “2” part of the 2 and 7 Tool and 
it suggests individuals — even leaders 
— tend to make two foundational er-
rors before things go awry. 

First, we underestimate the hazard 
and therefore aren’t thinking about 
safety. Second, we don’t notice that 
conditions have changed, so we don’t 
do anything to respond.

This isn’t a slight. Really, it’s simple 
human nature. As a species, we’re all 
pretty optimistic and we assume noth-
ing bad can happen to us. Nothing 
wrong with that. But we’re also prone 
to inertia. We stick with a decision be-
cause it’s easier than changing course 
with a new one. 

However, both fly in the face of the 
most common decision-making model 
researchers say we use: gather infor-
mation, recognize problems, iden-
tify options, analyze factors, choose 
a course of action, then evaluate to 
determine how well the decision is 
working — then start over again as we 
gather more information. That simply 
doesn’t allow for an explanation about 
why these common mistakes occur.

So maybe we need to toss that out 
and find a new model that explains it. 
In fact, researchers have devised the 
“recognition-primed decision-making 
model,” which takes those tendencies 
in account. In this model, we examine 
a situation, search our memories for a 

similar situation we’ve already experi-
enced and react to the new situation 
based on our experience. 

Usually, running through our men-
tal slide show works. When we’re 
driving to work, if the traffic picture is 
something we’ve seen before, we know 
to take the exit before our preferred 
one to circumvent delays — because 
that’s what worked before. Likewise, 
when we dive, we recognize off-script 
conditions and we adapt accordingly 
to the unexpected current, visibility, 
weather and so forth.

Problems arise when we don’t pick 
the right slide — or, even worse, the 
situation changes but our slide doesn’t, 
so we motor on even though our plan 
doesn’t match the new conditions. 
Monday-morning quarterbacks will 
say we should have recognized the 
early warnings that something was 
amiss and they’ll wonder why we 
didn’t notice. Indeed, we did miss the 
changes in situational awareness that 
prevented us from seeing and think-
ing clearly. And that’s where the seven 
factors of the 2 and 7 Tool come in. 

Barriers to Decisions
When it comes to human endeavors, 

studies suggest that human error is re-
sponsible for more than three-quarters 
of mishaps and each predictably in-
cludes multiple lapses in judgment. 
That’s the accident chain we hear about 
and, in fact, we find that we can fail for 
surprisingly consistent reasons.

1. Inexperience. If we make deci-
sions based on mental slides, then we 
need a robust set to choose from — 
which, unfortunately, only comes with 
experience. Absent that, we lack a 
critical tool at exactly the time that we 
need it most — for example, the first 
time we drive on snow. Consequently, 
we don’t know what critical informa-
tion to focus on (and what to ignore), 
we might not recognize the severity of 
the challenge and we don’t have the 
“gut feeling” that tells us something’s 
about to go south. Worse yet, the ef-
fects of inexperience become more 
pronounced under stress. In these 
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situations, inexperience directly cor-
relates with overconfidence in novel 
situations. That makes for a bad mix.

2. Getting too comfortable. Para-
doxically, too much experience can also 
be a bad thing. Think of it as a source of 
risk creep. We get complacent with an 
activity because we’ve done it so many 
times (and our brains go on autopilot, 
such as while checking gear, diving fa-
miliar sites and so on) and we get used 
to things working out just fine. Even-
tually, we get comfortable with risk — 
or we may even start taking on more — 
because we’ve developed a false sense of 
security. And that attitude works right 
up until it doesn’t. 

3. Distraction from primary duty. 
Sure, our job is simple: get all of our 
divers back to dry land safely. But we 
can divide that in many small, chal-
lenging tasks, including watching 
each buddy team, keeping an eye on 
weather, tracking dive-site condi-
tions, navigating our route, managing 
gear problems, supervising assistants, 
avoiding underwater hazards and even 
blocking out our own health, fitness, 
personal and stress issues. Add it up 
and we’ve got our hands full. Except 
we’re really only good at focusing 
fully on one thing at a time and our 
brains can only juggle about five issues 
at once. Try to track too many things 
and our awareness suffers. 

4. Priorities out of order. To each 
dive, we bring a variety of motivations 
and desires. Finish the training tasks. 
See the wreck. Take one more perfect 
image. Finish the dive before the front 
passes. Make happy dive customers. 
Create a life-list experience. Yet we 
get into trouble when these priorities 
slip ahead of safety — especially when 
the pressure’s on. We filter informa-
tion through these misplaced priori-
ties, we only see what we want and ig-
nore what we don’t. Wishful thinking 
can lead to trouble.

5. Social influences. Our team 
shapes our awareness. Whether we 
like it or not, we’re always picking 
up cues about what other people are 
thinking. That can result in peer pres-
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sure. We defer to strong-willed mem-
bers’ desires, or groupthink, and we 
fail to challenge the group opinion. 
Or even trust the insight of others 
above our own — so that we pick the 
wrong slides based on their input. We 
ignore warning signs that contradict 
this group view and we fail to act for 
fear of being ridiculed. If they’re right, 
maybe it’s a win for the team. If they’re 
wrong, though, their influence gets in 
the way of our better judgment.

6. Stress reaction. When problems 
mount — especially when we’re under 
time pressure or overwhelmed by mul-
titasking on the fly — stress can cre-
ate a physiological fight-or-flight re-
sponse. Our rational, “thinking” brain 
slows down and the “reacting” brain 
takes over. We lock onto a course of 
action (right or wrong), fall back on 
trained behaviors and block out new 
information. While that’s great if a 
bear attacks us, it’s not so good if we’re 
leading divers. In fact, tunnel vision 
can cause us to make subpar decisions. 

Unchecked, stress begets more stress 
and then we’re in deep.

7. Physical impairment. If we’re not 
at our best — because of fatigue, cold, 
heat, illness, medication, margaritas 
or some other performance reducer — 
we’re limiting our ability to perceive, 
evaluate and respond to problems ac-
curately. If we’re not in top form, we 
need to know that we’re probably not 
on top of awareness and we should 
dial back our decisions accordingly.

Learning from Experience
So, just for the record, the 2 and 

7 Tool was designed to be an after-
action review model. That is, it’s most 
useful to review our own performance 
or to guide a table-top training discus-
sion using incident reports. In either 
case, we can review the episode and 
identify the decision-making barri-
ers that were present, so that we can 
build awareness of why events unfold, 
as well as identify how we might react 
differently moving forward.

Indeed, building good judgment in 
divers, assistants and even ourselves 
is difficult. By creating a mechanism 
for sharing and developing insights, 
the tool can encourage some smart 
discussions among divers of all levels 
without any cost.

Even beyond that, it can help us 
teach our team that hazard-recogni-
tion and situational updates are every-
one’s job — and even help them learn 
to raise red flags by openly questioning 
situations where safety margins might 
be an issue. Key to that is teaching and 
empowering communication —  one of 
the core elements of situational aware-
ness. That is to say, we need smart two-
way communication with our team to 
ensure good-quality information flows 
back to us about the state of the dive.

In the classroom, encourage that 
by including a solid discussion of the 
two errors and seven human factors 
that cause incidents into your course-
work, as well as the role more infor-
mation from a team could have played 
in averting them.

Then put it into practice on the 
beach or boat. Provide a thorough 
briefing that outlines dive goals, as 
well as potential hazards — includ-
ing obstacles, weather, water condi-
tions and changes that might cause 
you to change plans. Then ask div-
ers to acknowledge, or even repeat, 
your briefing so you know they un-
derstand. Frame questions with the 
seven factors to allow them to share 
their observations in case they’ve 
noticed a hazard you haven’t — and 
allow them to assess their personal 
concerns with the dive. Afterwards, 
in the debrief, use the tool to review 
decisions, communication and out-
comes, so you can wrap up the lesson 
with real-world application.

By doing so, we’re helping ourselves 
and our team make better decisions 
and focus on the key understanding of 
how bad ones are made, as well as the 
human factors that cause others to go 
astray. Sure, that learning is a process. 
But having a tool to guide you ensures 
you can keep that learning on track.


