Leadership through Crisis: Decision-Making When the Stakes Are High
Thinking in the Burning Building — Activities

1. The Rapid-Fire Scenario Gauntlet (15-20 minutes)
Each table receives a series of 5 emergency scenarios (medical crisis, building evacuation, product recall, etc.). Round 1: Teams have 3 minutes per scenario to analyze and decide. Round 2: Same complexity scenarios, but only 30 seconds each. Teams record their decisions and confidence levels. Afterward, compare how decision quality and process changed under time pressure. Debrief: Which decisions felt more 'right' despite less analysis time? When did pattern recognition kick in?
Materials: Printed scenario cards for each table, decision recording sheets, timer (projected)
Learning Goal: Students viscerally experience the shift from analytical to intuitive decision modes and understand when satisficing emerges under time constraints
Scaling Notes: With 60 students at ~10 tables: Each table works independently on same scenarios. Rotate one 'observer' from each table to another table for Round 2 to bring fresh perspective to debrief.

2. Expert Pattern Recognition Challenge (12-15 minutes)
Show 10 images for 3 seconds each (chess positions, medical scans, fire scenes, etc.). Novice round: Students at each table try to identify what they see and what to do. Expert round: Provide them with 2 minutes of 'expert training' (pattern primers like 'look for X configuration'). Show same images again. Tables discuss: How did the primer change their recognition speed? This simulates Klein's finding that experts 'see' patterns novices miss. Debrief focuses on how experience builds recognition-primed intuition.
Materials: Slideshow with domain-specific images, pattern primer handouts
Learning Goal: Demonstrates how the RPD model relies on pattern matching from experience and why experts can make fast, accurate decisions that seem like 'gut feeling'
Scaling Notes: All tables participate simultaneously viewing projected images. Can assign different tables to focus on different image domains, then share findings.

3. Cognitive Load Collapse (10-12 minutes)
Three-stage challenge at each table. Stage 1 (baseline): Simple decision task (ranking 5 options). Stage 2 (moderate load): Same task while one person reads random numbers they must remember. Stage 3 (high load): Same task while doing mental math, remembering numbers, AND someone asking unrelated questions. Track decision time and quality. Students physically experience decision degradation. Debrief: At what point did you start satisficing? When did you just want it over?
Materials: Decision task worksheets, distraction prompts (printed cards)
Learning Goal: Tangible experience of how cognitive load degrades decision quality and forces shift from optimal to satisficing strategies
Scaling Notes: Tables self-manage with rotating roles (decider, distractors). With 60 students, can have 2-3 tables demonstrate for class between each stage.

4. The Satisficing Defense Trial (15-18 minutes)
Assign half the tables 'Prosecution' (satisficing is dangerous corner-cutting) and half 'Defense' (satisficing is adaptive expertise). Present a real case (e.g., firefighter who made quick call that saved lives but violated protocol). Teams prepare 3-minute arguments, then tables pair up prosecution-vs-defense for mini-debates. Rotate partners twice. Debrief: When is satisficing wise? When is it reckless? How do you tell the difference in the moment?
Materials: Case study handouts, debate structure guide, timer
Learning Goal: Students critically examine satisficing as a legitimate strategy rather than failure, understanding context determines appropriateness
Scaling Notes: With ~10 tables, 5 prosecution vs 5 defense works perfectly. Can have 2-3 pairs demonstrate debate for whole class after practice rounds.

5. Decision Autopsy Gallery (12-15 minutes)
Post 6 real-world decision cases around the room (Sully's Hudson landing, ER triage call, startup pivot, etc.). Each table visits 2-3 cases (4 minutes each). Using RPD model framework, they annotate poster paper: What cues did the decider recognize? What patterns matched? What was the mental simulation? Tables leave sticky notes with insights. Final 3 minutes: Quick gallery walk to see all annotations. Discuss which decisions were truly RPD vs. forced analytical.
Materials: 6 poster boards with case summaries, markers, sticky notes, RPD model framework handout
Learning Goal: Apply RPD model to dissect real decisions, recognize when intuitive expertise is at work versus post-hoc rationalization
Scaling Notes: With 60 students, stagger starts so 2-3 tables visit each station at a time. Assign starting stations to avoid crowding.

6. System 1 vs System 2 Showdown (15-18 minutes)
Present a complex scenario (hospital resource allocation during crisis). Half of each table uses ONLY gut instinct/first response (2 minutes max, System 1). Other half uses structured analytical method (pros/cons grid, 8 minutes, System 2). Teams compare their answers, quality, and confidence. Switch methods and try a second scenario. Debrief: When did each system produce better results? When did they converge? When did speed matter more than perfection?
Materials: Two scenario handouts, decision frameworks (one for analytical approach), timer
Learning Goal: Experience firsthand the tradeoffs between intuitive and analytical decision modes, recognize neither is universally superior
Scaling Notes: Within each table of 6, split into two sub-teams of 3. Creates natural comparison. Can have representative tables share contrasting results.

