
CHIEF OF STAFF PLAYBOOK

Adapting to 
Uncertainty



2 © 2020 McChrystal Group, LLC. All rights reserved.

Change and uncertainty are a natural part of high-performing organizations in competitive 
industries. When those situations arise, the best prepared organizations know their current 
approach does not fully meet the demands of the current reality. They also know that during such 
times, Chiefs of Staff must play an instrumental role in ensuring an organization rises to meet the 
challenges brought with change and uncertainty.

McChrystal Group’s “Leading Through Crisis Framework” grows out of our leaders’ lived 
experiences fighting and overcoming challenges of uncertainty in both war rooms and boardrooms 
over the last forty years. What their scars and experience taught them is this: During challenging 
times, leaders should leverage a cyclical, iterative process to focus their efforts by rapidly moving 
from Assess to Align to Act.

Chiefs of Staff play an important role in every step of this process. To prepare you for that role, 
this Playbook provides you with practical guidance on how to effectively support your Principal 
through uncertainty. Not everything will apply to your specific situation, but our hope is that you 
will find useful insights and suggestions that will equip you to lead your organization through the 
challenges ahead.
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As the Chief of Staff (Cos), you must assist your Principal in defining the current reality, both the internal reality of 
your team and organization and the external reality of the environment in which you are now operating. This will be an 
ongoing process because, while your organizational values may be steadfast, it’s likely your objectives and priorities may 
have to continue to change. 

STEP 1: DEFINE CURRENT REALITY

Assess Your Operating Environment

1. EXTERNAL ENVIRONMENT

a.   Identify reliable sources: Obtaining factual data such that you can make decisions and act accordingly is 
essential in times of change. This is particularly challenging in the current climate where fake news and 
misinformation is rapidly transmitted through social media and other outlets. To counteract these forces, 
you need to seek out a variety of sources:

i. Foreign, federal, state and local government policies and/or directives

ii. Recognized medical authorities and transportation authorities

iii. Industry groups

iv. Competitors

v. Subject matter experts within your own organization

vi. Customers

vii. Suppliers and vendors

It’s not enough to simply gather data, you must then synthesize and relate that data to your Principal and the 
organization. Ask yourself the following questions:

• Where are we now? What has changed since our last assessment? What do we believe will happen in the 
near, mid and long term (i.e., our assumptions)?

• What guidance have we given to our stakeholders – customers, suppliers, employees, communities – 
such as work from home, work in small groups, etc.?

• Is that guidance still valid – has a change in the external environment caused us to adjust our guidance?

• Which members of the team are responsible for updating leadership on changes?

• How often are you convening leadership to Assess, Align and Act?

• What parts of the organization – by function or geography – have reduced or diminished capacity due 
to this guidance? What are its second-order effects on other parts of the organization and stakeholders?

• Does your current technology have sufficient capacity to support the response and remote work 
environment (e.g., devices, internet bandwidth, applications, etc.)?

• What conditions need to exist for you to ramp up/down parts of the organization that are currently 
diminished or at full capacity? What will be the second order effects be on other parts of the 
organization?

• What changes in the external environment represent threats or opportunities?

• Does the team have a contingency plan if the situation gets worse or better? 

[Continued on next page]



4 © 2020 McChrystal Group, LLC. All rights reserved.

b.   Challenge your assumptions: In crisis, emotions are heightened and timelines are compressed, making us 
more susceptible to biased decision making, which can lead to catastrophic results. You must make an 
intentional effort to help your Principal proactively identify and challenge his/her assumptions and ensure a 
clear view of the external reality. Here are some tips.

i. Listen to differing views. Do not automatically dismiss differing perspectives, even if they are at odds to 
your own. Make sure you can logically articulate WHY you disagree.

ii. Expand your circle. Communicate with leaders outside of your own organization or field, have 
conversations with people who do not hold the same beliefs as you, and read news from respected 
sources that are at odds with your normal media diet.

iii. Try perspective taking. Perspective taking is the process of changing your frame by envisioning an issue 
from another’s viewpoint. Try to argue from the other side – can you think of any valid reasons why 
someone might disagree with your belief?

c.   Leverage collective wisdom: It is tempting for leaders to adopt a more directive role in crisis, often making 
decisions alone or with a few trusted colleagues. This can create a very myopic and distorted view of reality 
as leaders create an echo chamber that artificially reinforces their conclusions. It is essential that leaders 
allow more people into those conversations so they can hear different perspectives. However, simply 
inviting others to participate is often not enough. Leaders need to create the conditions to encourage 
others to speak their mind.

i. Model truth telling. Explicitly articulate the limitations of your understanding and encourage them to do 
the same.

ii. Encourage voicing up. Ask people for input before sharing your own and do so by name, starting with 
the most junior people on the team. Otherwise junior staff will unintentionally adjust their messages to 
coincide with the senior staff.

iii. Challenge opinions. Question definitive statements not backed up by data explicitly, in order to avoid 
bias and subjectivity.

iv. Don’t shoot the messenger. Respond to bad or good news with appreciation all the same. Otherwise 
messengers will withhold information from you out of a fear they will professionally suffer.

2. INTERNAL ENVIRONMENT

a.   Leverage network influencers: Every team and organization have a subset of individuals that have a 
disproportionate amount of influence and connectivity. They are often informal leaders that shape the 
culture and the information that is transmitted. These network influencers are the key to getting a pulse on 
people and the state of the organization.

i. Think 360 degrees. Can you identify a good source of information above you? Across different 
functions? Among your peers? Among the people below you?

ii. Survey your team. Ask a variety of people the simple question, “Who do you go to for help?” Inevitably 
a few names will begin to standout of the crowd. Those are likely your network influencers that can be 
leveraged in crisis.

STEP 1: DEFINE CURRENT REALITY

Assess Your Operating Environment

[Continued on next page]
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b.   Identify the needs: During crisis, people naturally shift into a “fight or flight” mode of operation, focusing on 
risks and preserving themselves. If these risks are not addressed, people will fixate on them and will have a 
difficult time being productive. Often all they need is someone to listen for them to process their feelings, 
identify a path forward and move beyond the stress response to being part of the solution. Here are some 
tips for your Principal.

i. Listen. Are you actively listening? Do you monitor how often you speak compared to everyone else?

ii. Create a safe space. Do your people feel safe enough to directly and publicly disagree with you?

iii. Step back from emotion. What tactics do you use to step back from your own and others’ feelings to 
analyze them in a more objective manner?

See Appendix 1 for more information on human factors in crisis response.

c.   Assemble your task force: You need to help your Principal create a small cross-functional team to conduct 
planning and make recommendations in response to changes brought on by the crisis. It is critical that s/he 
identifies the right people and gives them the proper authority and guidelines to act quickly and decisively. 

i. Who’s on the team? Consider assembling a cast of multidisciplinary individuals with varying skills who 
possess the knowledge and expertise necessary to accomplish the task.

ii. What will they accomplish? Articulate the common purpose and specific objectives that need to be met.

iii. Who will do what? Identify clear roles and responsibilities to reduce/eliminate redundancy, increase 
efficiency, and ensure accountability.

iv. How will they do it? Define the task force’s strategy in relation to activities for execution, meaning the 
tasks serve your overall strategy.

v. When will they meet? If it’s not scheduled, then it’s not a priority.

d.   Take a hard look at your current capability: Crisis creates accelerated timelines, increased risk, resource 
limitations and coordination challenges. Your Principal cannot simply conduct business as usual. Instead, 
s/he needs to take a hard look at the feasibility of her/his current processes and systems as s/he makes 
decisions to respond to the changing situation. Help her/him review the following questions:

i. Reality check. Where are we now? What has changed since our last assessment? What do we believe will 
happen in the near, mid and long term (assumptions)?

ii. Organizational impact. What parts of the organization – by function or geography – have reduced 
or diminished capacity due to this guidance? What are its second order effects on other parts of the 
organization and stakeholders?

iii. Technology audit. Does your current technology have sufficient capacity to support the crisis response 
and remote work environment (e.g., devices, internet bandwidth, applications, etc.)?

iv. Forecasting assumptions. What conditions need to exist for you to ramp up/down parts of the 
organization that are currently diminished or at full capacity? What will be the second order effect on 
other parts of the organization?

v. External factors. What changes in the external environment represent threats or opportunities?

vi. Contingency plan. Does the team have a contingency plan if the situation gets worse, or better? 

STEP 1: DEFINE CURRENT REALITY

Assess Your Operating Environment
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STEP 2: DEVELOP A PRIORITIZED PLAN

Identify Priorities

In the previous section, you supported your Principal work on defining the current reality—where you are now. In this 
section, you will help her/him focus on where you are going and how to build a realistic roadmap to get there.

The following steps provide a simple and pragmatic approach to identify the critical actions that are needed to effectively 
respond to the crisis. Note, specificity is the key: the more specific the definition, the clearer the next steps and the more 
actionable the game plan.

STOP: What specific actions needs to stop?
START: What specific actions makes most sense to execute on?
CONTINUE: What specific actions continue to show positive results?

STOP START CONTINUE
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STEP 2: DEVELOP A PRIORITIZED PLAN

Assumptions Check

The Stop/Start/Continue activity will generate a list of priorities. The Assumption Check exercise will provide a guide 
for your Principal to identify and evaluate potential assumptions underlying those identified priorities. For step-by-step 
instructions, please see pages 8 and 9.

ASSUMPTIONS
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WHAT IS AN ASSUMPTIONS CHECK?

During times of change and uncertainty, it’s even more crucial to pressure-test your plans, priorities, and operations 
before springing into action. An overnight change in strategy stresses dispersed, remote workforces—which may lead to 
both chaos and misinformation.

A bias towards action is often the jerk reaction to uncertainty. An assumptions check is an exercise designed to mitigate 
the risk of jumping into action without first understanding your current reality. It serves as a forcing function for 
organizations and teams to identify assumptions, weigh their criticality, decide if there is information that can make them 
valid, and, most importantly, determine if the evaluated plan or operation should be retained, reworked, or rejected.

An assumptions check will allow stakeholders to identify and evaluate the critical assumptions supporting their plans and 
drive a productive discussion on action items for a path ahead.

WHY ARE CRITICAL ASSUMPTIONS IMPORTANT?

An assumption is a plausible statement accepted as accurate or as certain to happen without question or proof, to 
continue planning or operations. Given resource and time constraints, assumptions—such as rules of thumb and 
educated guesses—are necessary for organizations to operate as effectively as possible. Nevertheless, they are not 
necessarily valid.

The most carefully and thoughtfully developed plans can fail when they rely upon too many unstated or unexamined 
assumptions.

EXERCISE OBJECTIVES:

• Teams identify the unexamined and unstated assumptions as well as prioritizing which ones pose the greatest risk 
to the strategy or plan.

• Participants emerge able to conduct their own Assumptions Check exercise in the future.

EXERCISE PRE-WORK:

• Provide your people with the plan or operational process that you wish to assumptions check. Be sure to provide 
this at least one day in advance (at the very latest). The concept should be no more than one page and shared with 
all participants. The exercise’s efficacy requires participants come with a shared understanding of the issue and will 
have questions prepared as needed.

• Schedule a virtual meeting with key stakeholders. The recommended time is 1-hour.

EXERCISE DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:

• Is there is information that could clarify this assumption’s validity? If so, how hard would it be to acquire?

• Repeatedly ask this, especially for the most critical assumptions.

• Do people agree with the criticality score?

• What circumstances or changes in the operating environment might undermine this assumption?

• Could the assumption have been true in the past but now is not, or less so?

• What other plans or processes do we need to pressure-test? How are they related to this process? How could they 
affect it?

STEP 2: DEVELOP A PRIORITIZED PLAN

Assumptions Check
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STEP 2: DEVELOP A PRIORITIZED PLAN

Assumptions Check

ASSUMPTIONS CHECK – STEP BY STEP

STEP 1

• Begin a team video chat.

• Summarize the strategy, plan, or operational process being pressure tested. Use visual aides if possible.

• Ask if anyone has questions or needs clarification before moving to step 2.

STEP 2

• Ask participants to take out the assumptions check worksheet above and type up as many assumptions as they 
can in 3 minutes.

• Remind participants that all assumptions should be associated with what you covered in step 1 (the more 
specific the better).

STEP 3

• After participants finish their list, ask them to provide a criticality score next to each assumption they’ve typed 
up in the small box to the right (see Assumptions Worksheet on page 7).

• Note the score is on a scale of 1-5 (1=unimportant to 5=extremely important).

STEP 4

• Ask participants to share their name, function, and the assumptions they scored as a 4 or 5 (one at a time). 
If the group is large, ask participants to post it in the chat. Depending on the size of the group, think through 
what reporting approach best respects time.

• Example: “This is Caroline from supply chain. One assumption is that we can continue to sell cruises to 
consumers. Criticality 5.”

STEP 5

• Once everyone speaks or posts in the channel, ask the group to take 5 minutes to read what everyone has 
written or reflect on what was said.

STEP 6

• Open the floor for a discussion (see recommended discussion questions on page 8).

• Identify themes that emerge.

• Prioritize mitigating the most significant risks first (assumptions that score 4 or higher).

• Capture all results and send a brief summary to all who participated along with next steps, if any, for what you 
plan to do to address the assumptions.
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STEP 2: DEVELOP A PRIORITIZED PLAN

Rank Priorities

100 Pennies ranks priorities that emerge from the Stop/Start/Continue exercise from the most important to the least 
important so that your Principal can effectively assign the resources those priorities require to succeed.

1. Write down the list of priorities in the left-hand column

2. Imagine that you have 100 pennies and that each penny represents an equally-sized reflection of your preference. 
Allocate those pennies as you see fit across the set of priorities. The more pennies allocated towards a priority 
signals the importance of the priority. If a certain priority is unimportant to you, do not hesitate to give it few or no 
pennies. Please mark your allocations in the “Penny Allocation” column on the right—e.g., “Seven Pennies”

3. Priorities can quickly become outdated and out-of-sync with the changing face of the Current Reality (Step One). 
Return to this exercise frequently and assess if your priority allocation matches the reality you face or if it needs 
recalibration

PRIORITY PENNY ALLOCATION

WHAT IS THE RIGHT CADENCE TO RE-EVALUATE YOUR PRIORITIES?
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In crisis, people need specific rules that enable them to make timely decisions, take appropriate actions, and communicate 
effectively in a rapidly changing situation. Below is a description of the benefits and the common characteristics found 
across nearly all simple rules. To illustrate these concepts, an effective simple rule used by mountain climbers on Mount 
Everest is used below. This simple rule states, if a mountain climber has not reached the summit by 2:00 PM on any given 
day, they must turn back. This simple rule has saved countless lives while many climbers who chose to ignore the rule 
have paid the ultimate price.

STEP 3: CREATE SIMPLE RULES 

Simple Rules: Benefits and Characteristics

BENEFITS OF SIMPLE RULES
• Simplify choices when time runs short and risks run high

• To overcome external noise and “paralysis by analysis,” simple rules will hone focus in on making quick, reasonably 
accurate decisions

• The two-o-clock cutoff can separate life and death. The simple rule thus makes the choice into a stark binary and simplifies 
the decision for the climbers

• Guard against emotionally-charged decision making

• Under crisis, emotions cloud judgment. Simple rules strip emotions from the process. Simple rules should be: 
Understandable, Memorable, and Actionable

• Climbing Everest involves enthusiasm, effort and passion– all of which can influence climbers’ commitment to ascent. Two 
o’clock rule is meant to limit one’s ego and increase one’s objectivity

• Enable coordination between disconnected teams

• Crisis increases the importance of coordinated action between people to achieve shared goal. If everyone operates from the 
same simple rules, then even if they’re dispersed, they will still be coordinated toward their collective goal

• Everest climbers frequently lose communication with one another. Regardless of connectivity, simple rules ensure they all 
turnaround if they have yet to reach the marked point

• Allow leaders to direct action indirectly

• Crises don’t occur when it’s convenient. As such, leaders should provide simple rules that their teams can lean on in the 
leader’s absence. In the event the crisis occurs and the leader is not present, the team can still function

• Climbers can act on the two o’clock rule whether a leader or guide is present

CHARACTERISTICS OF EFFECTIVE SIMPLE RULES
• Limited application

• Applying a specific rule too broadly decreases its insight and frustrates those who attempt to interpret its intent

• The two o’clock rule is applied to a single, specific activity, i.e., climbing Everest

• Context dependent

• Simple rules are not one-size-fit-all guidelines, but rather customized to the people using them and the contexts in which 
they’re employed

• The two o’clock rule applies specifically to Everest mountaineers and would make little sense in other contexts

• Guidance not a prescription

• Simple rules provide concrete guidance while conferring the latitude to exercise creativity

• The two o’clock rule provides guidelines on when to abandon the ascent, but afford climbers the freedom to 
determine their own route and when to start

• Limited number

• Organizations should only have a handful of simple rules. Too many simple rules defeat themselves by overprescribing 
guidance, which limits instead of empowering teams

• “If you are not on top by two o’clock, it’s time to turn around.” Full stop. Further prefaces and specifications of this 
Mount Everest simple rule run the risk of erasing its simplicity and confusing the climbers

Simple Rules, Donald Sull and Kathleen Eisenhardt, 2015
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STEP 3: CREATE SIMPLE RULES 

Simple Rules: Types

Despite their variety, simple rules fall into two broad categories:

1. Decision Rules: improve decision making by “structuring choices and centering on what to do and what not to do.”

2. Action Rules: focus on “how to improve and get the job done.”

DIFFERENT TYPES OF SIMPLE RULES

• Decision Rules

• Boundary rules

• What to do: These rules frame decisions as mutually exclusive alternatives, like a judge determining 
whether the accused is guilty or not. They limit the number of choices and enable people to pursue the 
most promising course of action, especially with scarce resources (time, money, staffing, etc.)

• Prioritization rules

• What is most important to do: These rules rank alternatives. For instance, medical triage simple rules tell 
emergency workers, when faced with a resource-scarce situation, who goes to the hospital and who is 
left behind. These rules ensure resources are deployed where they have the highest impact

• Stopping rules

• What to stop doing: These rules establish stopping points to prevent people from the pit of the “sunken 
cost fallacy,” which is the general tendency for people to continue a course of action they’ve invested 
their resources in out of a desire to see it to completion.– Mount Everest two o’clock rule is a case in 
point

• Action Rules

• How-to rules

• What are the basics: These rules guide the basics of executing tasks without being overly prescriptive, 
particularly when there is extreme pressure and severe time constraints. For example, fire departments 
use step-by-step rules for how to deal with out-of-control fires

• Coordination rules

• How to do it collectively: These rules provide guidelines on how players should interact in a complex 
system to enable collective behavior. The success of the mining rescue in Chile in 2010 showcases a 
successful coordinated action that overcame an almost impossible challenge

• Timing rules

• When to do: These rules guide when to take actions. Pixar’s rules regarding releasing one new movie 
every year following its first full-length movie Toy Story in order to secure a mass audience as well as 
slotting the prime Thanksgiving release date for its future films were crucial in setting the rhythm of key 
strategies and ultimately establishing a viable business

Simple Rules, Donald Sull and Kathleen Eisenhardt, 2015
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STEP 3: CREATE SIMPLE RULES

Craft Simple Rules

Crafting simple rules can be difficult because they need to be general enough to apply to a wide range of contexts, but 
specific enough to provide tactical instructions and insights. The following questions will help you to systematically craft 
better simple rules for your team or organization. 

STEP 1

• What is the critical thing that MUST happen? (or MUST NOT happen)

• Example: COVID-19 is incredibly infectious and we must flatten the curve to reduce the burden on healthcare facilities so 
that they can provide the needed level of care with the appropriate equipment.

• Write your response here:

STEP 2

• What is the specific barrier that might hold us back?

• Example: People can spread the virus long before they know they are even sick.

• Write your response here:

STEP 3

• What specific action should we do to address that barrier?

• Example: We need to get the public to engage in social distancing even if they feel fine.

• Write your response here:

STEP 4

• How can I craft the rule so that it is understandable, actionable, and memorable for everyone?

• Example: Reinforce the simple rule, “Stay home or stay six feet away.”

• Write your response here:



14 © 2020 McChrystal Group, LLC. All rights reserved.

STEP 4: CULTIVATE 360° COMMUNICATION   

Essential Ingredients

Crisis will happen in life of most organizations. It’s not so much a matter of it, but when. Use this checklist as a starting 
point for how to support your Principal to remain focused on business results and lesson the hurdle of remote transitions 
by building the right type of infrastructure, establishing a disciplined operating rhythm, and demonstrating behaviors 
that, together, create a competitive advantage for the team and organization.

INFRASTRUCTURE

• Analyze IT tools and home kits

• Bandwidth, reliability, and security are foundational to the success of your communication

• Apply the right technology for your team

• Keep things simple

• Pick the platform that works best for your team and stick with it

• Ensure compatibility across different devices

• Don’t artificially inhibit your team’s productivity by picking a platform that can’t be used across a variety of 
devices

• Have a backup plan for communication

• Have a backup communication system in case the primary system is unavailable or doesn’t work as planned

• It’s also important to include a mix of traditional communications, as mobile networks and cell towers can be 
unavailable during a disaster

OPERATING RHYTHM

• Operations update

• Purpose: exchange information on changes in the operating environment, create feedback loops on efficacy 
of plan execution, articulate decisions made by leadership (and the “why” behind them), build the situational 
awareness that powers execution in context

• Occurrence: high frequency

• Inputs: organizational priorities; progress, challenges, and risks in execution; market and environmental data; 
leadership messages; “hot topics”; functional updates

• Outputs: progress on operational execution (key tracking metrics), decisions that need to be made

• Attendance: all stakeholders executing on goals and priorities

• Decision Forum

• Purpose: bring together stakeholders in a given decision to analyze and provide inputs to the decision maker 
as he/she conducts analysis of the available options available (Phase 1), and then to provide their support to 
execution (Phase 2) once the decision is made

• Inputs: stakeholder expertise and information

• Outputs: decisions and cross-functional commitment to execute on them

• Occurrence: driven by the number of decisions to be made

• Attendance: decisionmaker, stakeholders in the decision to be made (this will vary by decision)

[Continued on next page]
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• Leadership Review

• Purpose: adjust strategy and execution

• Inputs: operations update can identify strategies that are not working, or if gaps emerge between strategy and 
execution

• Outputs: changes to strategy and execution to be vetted and aligned in the Quarterly Summit

• Occurrence: low frequency, as needed

• Attendance: senior leadership team and relevant functional experts

• Quarterly Summit

• Purpose: evaluate the alignment of resources against strategic goals, and the progress of operational execution 
against those goals

• Inputs: decisions and concerns

• Outputs: adjustments to goals highlighted in the operations update, metrics tracked, and agenda items discussed

• Occurrence: quarterly

• Attendance: senior leadership team and relevant functional experts

• Daily Stand Up

• Purpose: align team on priorities and current issues

• Inputs: leader states her/his current issues. Team members state their current priorities and issues/
impediments

• Outputs: alignment of team on work to be done, priorities, and guidance for issue resolution

• Occurrence: daily 15-30 minutes

• Attendance: all team members

BEHAVIORS

• Establish comms hygiene in writing

• Set clear expectations and enforce those expectations

• Bad habits can severely decrease productivity in a remote environment

• Be on video whenever possible if you are talking

• This helps to connect to the team, increasing trust and empathy. It also gives you a chance to read the 
nonverbal cues of your team. Additionally, video conferencing helps with reducing the sense of isolation

• Establish rules of engagement

• Define what communications go in what channel to avoid sloppiness. For example, using 
videoconferencing for regular check-ins and IM when something is urgent

• Be disciplined with the mute button (and turn off arrival/departure sounds)

• It helps with keeping the team focused by minimizing the number of distractions that take place in a 
virtual environment

STEP 4: CULTIVATE 360° COMMUNICATION   

Essential Ingredients

[Continued on next page]
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• Make time to be human

• Call people by name and take a moment to offer gratitude/congratulations, or publicly address some 
celebratory event (like a birthday or anniversary)

• This helps to make those small, human connections that people crave, but are often lost in a remote 
environment

• Establish structured 1:1s with each member of your team at least every other week

• In times of crisis, increase that cadence for building and promoting morale and engagement

• Do not “discipline” someone in a group meeting for poor performance– easy to do when you’re not  
face-to-face

• This will destroy all psychological safety and taint future information

• Be authentic and transparent

• Your willingness to be open and honest about your state of mind or mistakes you’ve made will lead your 
team to do the same, enabling teams to operate with an effective level of trust

• Provide opportunities for social interaction

• Leverage virtual happy hours to reduce sense of isolation and encourage a sense of belonging

• Offer encouragement and emotional support

• Acknowledge the crisis-related stress, listen to your team’s concerns, and empathize with their challenges

• Continually monitor stress and engagement levels. Make their well-being a priority and communicate it to the 
team. Ask these two questions frequently enough:

• What’s your stress level on a scale on 0-10?

• What’s your overall engagement level on the same scale?

• Model what’s right

• Remote teams is still something relatively new and each team has its own unique culture

• This culture will be largely influenced by what you do. The team will watch to see if you have good 
comms hygiene and if you are making the effort to connect on a human level and they will follow your 
lead—for better or for worse

• Be physically and mentally present—this is not a choice, it’s a necessity

• It allows to connect meaningfully with people while helping them to stay motivated and encouraged. 
Additionally, not being fully present signals to your team that it’s ok to be preoccupied with other 
activities or allow your mind to drift to other things

• Model optimism and show hopefulness and confidence in the future

• This would help your team find purpose and meaning in work

STEP 4: CULTIVATE 360° COMMUNICATION   

Essential Ingredients
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McChrystal Group’s Empowerment Diagnostic is a simple tool for you as the CoS and your Principal that aids in 
thinking through whom you should empower with what task. It also clarifies what actions are necessary to increase the 
likelihood of accomplishing objectives.

Think about a significant task that needs to be accomplished in the next month. Write down potential candidates(s) you 
can empower to do this and then answer the questions in each quadrant below.

DESCRIPTION OF TASK: ________________________________________________________________

POTENTIAL CANDIDATE: _______________________________________________________________

STEP 5: ENABLE EMPOWERED EXECUTION 

Enable Empowered Execution

Does he/she understand the details? 
Does he/she understand the big 

picture?

Should you consider someone else or 
what can you do to mitigate the risk?

Does he/she have the skill? 
Does he/she have the knowledge?

Should you consider someone else or 
what can you do to mitigate the risk?

Does he/she have the desire? 
Does he/she have the bandwidth?

Should you consider someone else or what can 
you do to mitigate the risk?

Does he/she have needed agency? 
Does he/she have needed support?

Should you consider someone else or what can 
you do to mitigate the risk?
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STEP 5: ENABLE EMPOWERED EXECUTION 

Leading Like a Gardner

Leading like a gardener is a style of leadership that is more effective in complex environments that require adaptability.

VS

The Chess Master makes strategic decisions 
based on past experiences and attempts to 

accomplish objectives by controlling situations 
and managing members of his or her team.

The Gardener achieves organizational goals 
by providing conditions that empower teams 
to make decisions, creatively problem solve, 

and seize opportunities as they arise.

Below are six tactics of a gardener. For each of the tactics, write one concrete step you could take to incorporate it into 
your business.

BREAK UP HARD SOIL

Proactively change the systems, processes, and entrenched behaviors that are inhibiting team success

PLANT SEEDS IN THE RIGHT PLACE

Plug your people into roles where they can contribute immediately based on their unique value

ACTIVITY
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STEP 5: ENABLE EMPOWERED EXECUTION

Leading Like a Gardner

ENSURE ESSENTIAL NUTRIENTS ARE AVAILABLE

Ensure your team has the needed information, resources, skills, and connections to build trust and execute 

REMOVE BARRIERS THAT BLOCK SUNLIGHT

Reinforce the team’s common purpose by providing them with insight into the group’s plan and the necessary context as it evolves

SET UP A REGULAR CADENCE TO WATER/WEED

Create systems and processes that push critical information, informing shared consciousness

GIVE THE PLANT TIME AND SPACE TO GROW

Define clear boundaries and expectations, and then give the team autonomy for empowered execution – “Eyes On, Hands Off”
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APPENDIX 1:

Responding to Uncertainty

Under stress, most people tend toward a fight, flight, or freeze response. With benefits and drawbacks to each response, 
recognizing your Principal’s typical response to stress will help you leverage the benefits and minimize the downsides.

FIG H T FLIGHT FR EEZ E

BENEFITS BENEFITS BENEFITS

Decisive 
Fast

Action-Oriented

Inclusive 
Builds coalitions

Empathetic

Calm
Data-driven decisions 

Thoughtful

DRAWBACKS DRAWBACKS DRAWBACKS

Moves too quickly 
Rash

Overly directive

Overly consensus-driven 
Slow and inefficient 

Abdicates responsibility

Indecisive 
Analysis paralysis 

Gives little direction

How to Counterbalance?

• Close the information gap

• Level set on priorities 
repeatedly everyday – 
overcommunicate the 
priorities

• Translate your Principal’s 
intent and vision

• Keep expectations in check

• Resource the priorities and 
de-resource everything else

• Keep your Principal healthy: 
get ahead of CIR

• Create a decision forum 
(driven by a designated 
response team – productive 
conflict, diversity of thought)

• Help the Principal to identify 
the people- pleasing triggers 
to develop strategies and 
disrupt the pattern – CoS 
plays bad cop

• Implement daily comms 
plan from Principal to entire 
organizational priorities, 
decisions, actions

• Keep your Principal healthy: 
keep the Principal emotionally 
connected

• Create a decision forum 
(involve SME, provide 
relevant data, COAs, highlight 
risks and mitigation plans)

• Carve out time to think 
strategically – get out of fire 
fighting and think long term

• Identify SME that the 
Principal trusts and be sure 
they are on the response team

• Keep your Principal healthy: 
Synthesize datadown to CIRs
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The Chief of Staff (CoS) model is broken into four quadrants along the lines of what a CoS is expected to accomplish as 
he or she develops in the role to support the success of a task- saturated senior executive. You can leverage the model in 
the following ways:

1. Both the executive and the CoS review the model and map each quadrant and subsequent line of effort to your own 
institutional leadership:

• What is currently going well?

• What is not working?

• Where are the proverbial “blind spots”?

2. Use this mapping as a starting point for a discussion and identify a plan for moving forward.

3. Use the mapping as a baseline for periodic check-ins (monthly at least) to track your progress and identify where 
you should focus next.

APPENDIX 2: 

Chief of Staff Model



McChrystal is your people performance partner. We help organizations leverage 
human potential to achieve business outcomes by applying our Team of Teams 

framework to three critical areas of performance: developing your leaders, 
implementing strategy, and measuring your organization’s performance.

For more information on our services, please visit mcchrystalgroup.com or email chiefs@mcchrystalgroup.com
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