Immersed in turbulence
Provisional decision-making in transition
Rob Warwick

How the world has seen me since 23rd March – via my laptop camera
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It is 29th May, 2020, a lot is to happen, a lot has happened. This article is about being in the midst of
uncertainty, there is no post hoc rationalisation yet, the dust has yet to settle. So, embodying this experience,
it’s ‘rough and ready’, and reflects my world since March 2020. On the plus side, it has been creative, forcing
me to see things - and be - in a very different way. The negative side of the balance sheet is all too clear.
The experience of time feels odd, the usual rhythms have stopped, and different tunes are playing.
This account has three interconnecting themes:
▪

Working with students at the start of lockdown, what is shaping up?

▪

How I am making sense of it all?

▪

What to explore in future research and practice?
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Working with students at the start of lockdown, what was shaping up?
Lockdown in the UK began Monday 23rd March. On the 27 th March I ran a session for our MBA students
ironically titled some months previous as Large Scale Change. There am I sitting in my study at home with a
camera and microphone rigged up on my laptop running a virtual workshop with a group of eight students –
dispersed yet similarly at home with ad hoc arrangements: children, pets and - of course - bookcases all
make an appearance. Running a workshop when all participants are in the same room normally means
flipcharts, pens and lively conversation. Why should this virtual gathering be any different? With my webcam
on a make-shift tripod up over my shoulder, we began to explore the question: How the world is different?
The questions we explored included:
▪

How does your world look right now?

▪

What sense are you making of the future?

▪

What are you leaving behind?

▪

How do we capture the very raw (and fleeting) experience we are going through right now?

▪

How is our decision-making changing?

Figure 1: flipchart showing group answers to what had changed (see Appendix 1 for a transcription).
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In a blog I wrote a few days later I reflected on questions around trust and on the impact it has had for
leadership, click here. One feature of the MBA cohort is that all of their work and study relates directly to their
job. So the leadership and change projects they chose matter to them personally, and to their organisations,
there are no abstract case studies or scenarios. Ordinarily they lay out where they hope to take their project
early on – a linear process between now and future dot (1), as can be seen on Figure 2. But of course,
events take over, and they go on a path that they had not quite envisaged. And that is where the learning is
to be had through a rich exploration of the twists and turns (see point 2 on Figure 2). But from March,
disorientated by lockdown, the participants’ worlds had spun in all sorts of directions. One student was now in
charge of personal protective equipment (PPE) for a local authority; another was making ventilator parts for a
consortium; there was furloughing of staff, reorganising property and so on. Within days, this turn-around
took participants on completely different journeys. Between point 3 and point 1 in figure 2, there was now
very little connection.

Figure 2: From a wiggly path to a 180° turnaround

But there was still enormous learning happening, as became evident in our sessions. And what was also
becoming clear is that during their action learning sessions (Revans, 2011) they were looking to each other
for support and knowledge. Traditional sources of knowledge in terms of books and journals, that once
provided insight and confidence, were becoming less relevant.
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This programmed knowledge, in action learning terms, spoke to a different world of stability of knowledge, and
to where the rules of the game were known and accepted. What was becoming useful now was a process of
joint sense-making, reassurance and insight that people got from using the group to understand their new
world slightly better.
All of that said, they still had an MBA programme to complete, and my task was to ensure that they focused in
their emerging practice, on how they were making sense of their world and making decisions. I was worried
that they would miss the fine detail of their rapidly changing world, particularly its visceral, emotional and
confusing nature - all of the fine texture that is sanded out of history. So two days after lockdown (at 5.20pm), I
prepared the following video for the MBA participants (it turned out to be very popular more widely at the
University and beyond) [see Figure 3].

Figure 3. The

world is different now (embedded YouTube URL)

What is my invitation, what am I encouraging them to notice? In summary, there were five questions that I
think are useful:
▪

How does your world look now?

▪

How might you capture the experience

▪

What are you glimpsing of a future that might be?

▪

What have you left behind?

▪

How are you making decisions?
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These are guiding questions that I have been following too, as I will come to explain. For the moment, I want
to notice an emerging, organising theme.
The ‘provisionality’ of decision making
If I were to pick on one general theme from the conversations I have had, it would be on the ‘provisionality’ of
decision making. The time horizon for what counted for a good decision was less about years and decades,
but more about days and months. The steps and processes required to make that decision had also shifted;
less to do with hierarchy, and more about the frontline. This will be an interesting area for research – and
practice - in the future. What does this say for distributed and servant leadership when put into the mix of
command and control and to be seen to lead? One only has to look at how our national leaders are currently
behaving to see the relevance of this question.
Governance
The second connected theme is that of governance during these turbulent times.

What problems and

possibilities have we put in train for ourselves in ways that we find hard to imagine? All of this might be
usefully placed under the general heading of culture.
As I come to the end of this first section, I’d now like to consider briefly two other areas: How have I come to
understand what has been going on? and What are the implications for future research and practice?

How I am making sense of it all?
Since lockdown, I’ve been in my car once, and been in one shop. I have diabetes and asthma, so things were
not looking great, and in the pit of my stomach I felt frightened. I should say that both conditions are very well
controlled, and I take my health seriously. There is nothing like having some agency to make one feel better
(even if it makes little difference), so I took some decisions with my family. We agreed that I would stay clear
of people and reduce my infection risk. Note that I have not used the word ‘isolate’. At times like this we need
people around us, but the nature of that interaction is different, and I have experienced anything but isolation.
About five days a week I do a couple of hours exercise, mostly this would be walking the country footpaths
where I live in mid Sussex, UK, a place known as the Weald (See Figure 4 below). Very often the same paths.
My project has been a form of mental and physical workout. How might I come to notice my experience of the
pandemic by walking and reflection? The seasons changed from late winter, spring, to early summer. The
bare branches become covered in leaves. Underfoot deep mud gave way to scratchiness of flat impacted soil.
The returning birds came to sing their different songs. The air improved, so has my asthma. I have seen more
wildlife, orchids, bluebells and wild garlic than ever before. I worked hard to notice the small detail and would
sometime post pictures and birdsong on Twitter and Instagram.

PAGE 87
E-ORGANISATIONS

WWW.AMED.ORG.UK

& PEOPLE, SPRING/SUMMER 2020, VOL. 27, Nos. 1/2

Figure 4: Pictures from my Twitter (@smilerob) and Instagram (@smilewarwick)

Time changes
My experience of time has changed. I am reminded of what Goethe calls ‘exact sensorial imagination’
(Hoffmann, 1998, p134), a form of mental workout of unfolding detail in careful and inductive ways so one can
pay attention to the unfolding nature of experience rather than discrete series of photographic stills. It is form
of flow that connects past, present and how we sense future. My own sense of mortality seems important in
this, not just from a negative sense, but also how it has enabled me to pay attention to life and how it vividly
connects together. Could my changing mood, improving asthma, sense of where I am, my work with the MBA
students and my developing research interest be connected? The answer is yes, but the nature of that yes is
intuitive and inductive rather than a clear line of cause and effect. Clock time is still important when it comes to
meeting up with students and the various appointments I have on my digital window on the world – Zoom,
Teams and Skype for Business 1. But for the here and now, my physical world underfoot, in smell, sight and
sound, it is different. I am reminded of two clashing realties described by the anthropologist James C Scott
(1998) when he said of settlers coming into contract with Native Americans seeking their advice on when to
sow crops: ‘They were told by Squanto, according to one legend, to plant corn when oak leaves were the size
of a squirrel’s ear (p 311)’. For the Native Americans it was the orderly events of nature, the multiple subtle
clues that required careful deep attention that influenced decisions. To the new arrivals, it was the
consolidation of a few insights and a cross on the calendar that set the date.

1

My Tweet, 3rd April 2020 from @smilerob: ‘Was it Immanuel Kant who said that we cannot experience reality directly
instead we understand our world through Zoom/Skype? Yes, that was it! #pandemicrealities, #newnormal’
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The last few weeks have changed the questions I am interested in. Instead of questions about ‘what?’ and
‘how?’, I am focusing on the bigger questions of ‘why?’. People around me are also interested in those
questions, as well as in the practical questions of the day.

What to explore in future research and practice?
In the last two weeks I have been approached twice to sketch out proposals for how we might carry out
research into Covid-19 and in how organisations are coping, making sense of it all, and on the impact this
might have for the future. One proposal is for the NHS, and the other in relation to learned societies.
In drafting these proposals, my work with MBA participants and my own experience have been important
influences.
Some fresh questions
One person asked me ‘of course, you will include a literature review’. My instinct was to say ‘yes’, but then I
thought – review of what? Returning to what I was saying earlier with respect to the MBA participants, what
would be of use? The well-worn paths of management and organisational literature did not seem to speak to
the problems being faced (apart from, say, issues of supply chain resilience when it came to PPE). More
fundamental questions that I hinted at above were becoming important in the conversations. Instead of
literature, with a focus on contextless ideas and theories, the two sets of proposals and discussions focused
on how we might enable people to tell their stories, collectively make some understanding of them, and come
to agree what routines and ways of working will be useful in the future. In conversation, an HR director made
the point that, like in a war, there were multiple views and experiences, such as:
▪

‘Why did I get through when my friend did not …?’

▪

‘Where were you when all of this was going on …?’

▪

‘You could break rules, get things done …’

▪

‘Despite it all, it was exciting, and now …’

She focused on what type of organisation they want to become, appreciating that there is no fully going back
to how things were. It is a form of that big question I was asking of myself, but with a more pragmatic twist,
linked to culture and organisation development. There was also an appreciation that even the process of
jointly asking the question together is an important step forward, for some of whom it may well be part of the
mending process. We are now moving towards a series of subsidiary questions, which help to focus the mind.
These are:
▪

What were the risks and anxieties that people face and how do they cope?

▪

What information, people and other insights do they call upon in deciding what to do?

▪

How do/did the governance structures and frameworks (both official and unofficial) that enable
decision making change, and how did people respond?

▪

What does it mean to be resilient now?
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When put together, this approach addresses fundamental questions about what the organisation has been
through and what will it become under ‘culture’. (And they are clearly relevant to AMED as it goes through its
co-inquiry).

Drawing the themes together
In two days’ time as I write, on 1st June 2020, the lockdown is set to be eased slightly, a span of exactly 10
weeks. It is a period of time that has affected us all. Each of us has a story to tell. How those stories are to be
told and woven together will come to effect how we come to understand what has happened and will shape
our future.
The work for me has been paying close attention to the interconnected themes of: 1) how people have been
reacting to and making sense of the pandemic; 2) paying attention to my visceral, emotional and intellectual
experience; and, 3) the choices of how these come to understand and shape our futures. It has been a
process that has called for a form of knowledge and knowing that has taken notice of the wider self and how I
see the world. Epidemiology and virology 2 are important, but so are the bigger collective – philosophical questions of what we want to be, and why, in organisations and in life more generally.
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My first degree was in microbiology and virology.
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Appendix 1 – How the world is different (Flipchart)
1. The world looks like now
▪

2. Capture experience

Personable – breakdown of home/workplace
– the real person

▪

18-hour days, this is the first time to reflect

▪

Been really really tough

▪

Reframe hierarchy

▪

Taking away freedom

▪

More accommodating, yet no hiding

▪

Leadership – from afar

▪

What would be leave behind

▪

Capturing experience by videos

▪

Learning new ways to decompress

▪

Emotionally tiring

▪

Working around children’s timetable

3. Sense of the future

4. Left behind

▪

Sense of appreciation, of connecting

▪

Direct human interaction

▪

What will it be like when the smoke returns

▪

Driving to meetings

▪

The planet – responding

▪

Work life balance (positive and negative)

▪

Blended learning

▪

How much time in the day – focus on what is

▪

Virtual hypnotherapy

▪

New decision making

really important

5. How decisions are made
▪

Dispersed decision making

▪

Some hierarchy is all at sea

▪

At a lower level – good

▪

Rapid – if not go elsewhere

▪

Evolving rapidly

▪

Focus on the expert
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A note about AMED
AMED stands for the Association for Management Education
and Development, www.amed.org.uk. We are a longestablished membership organisation and educational charity
devoted to developing people and organisations.
Our purpose is to serve as a forum for people who want to share, learn and experiment, and find support,
encouragement, and innovative ways of communicating. Our conversations are open, constructive, and
facilitated.
Through AMED, we strive to benefit our members and the wider society. Exclusive Member benefits include
excellent professional indemnity cover at a significant discount, free copies of the quarterly journal e-O&P,
and discounted fees for participation in a range of face-to-face events, special interest groups, and our
interactive website. We aim to build on our three cornerstones of knowledge, innovation and networking in
the digital age. Wherever we can, AMED Members, Networkers and Guests seek to work with likeminded
individuals and organisations to generate synergy and critical mass for change.

www.amed.org.uk, or

contact Linda Williams, our Membership Administrator, E: amedoffice@amed.org.uk, T: 0300 365 1247
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