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How To Support Your People In 
Times Of Extreme Uncertainty – 
Webinar Notes 
 
In times of crisis, like the current coronavirus pandemic, 
clear communication is essential if you don’t want 
speculation and rumours to lead to even more worry. 
Here’s the most effective way to reduce speculation and 
combat anxiety. 

It is challenging enough to support organizations in times of rapid 
development and turbulence, but today leaders face a far bigger 
challenge. 

The crisis out there is outside of organizational boundaries; the 
turbulence is global. But since people are still human, the same 
logic and principles continue to apply whatever the situation. 
 
Here is an important principle: we human beings have an 
instinctive need to make sense of what is going on around us. 

As historian and bestselling author Yuval Noah Harari says, we 
make sense of the world through the stories we construct. Finding 
the truth is not as important to us as having a coherent story in our 
heads that we can tell ourselves to make sense of things. 

In  today’s rapidly-changing situation, there are at least three levels 
of understanding that we strive to make sense of: 

• The global situation – what exactly is happening, how serious is 
it, are we overreacting, how long will this last, etc. 

• From the organizational viewpoint – what happens next? Do we 
still have orders? How are our customers doing? Are salaries are 
being paid as usual? Do we still have a job when the crisis is 
over? 
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• From the family viewpoint – will we stay well? Can I maintain a 
good atmosphere at home?  Are the kids OK? 

When we can’t make sense of things immediately, when we don’t 
know what is going on, we get anxious. The more rapid the pace of 
change, the more anxiety we tend to feel. 

In our anxiety to regain the feeling that we understand, and 
bearing in mind that having a coherent story that gives us that 
feeling is more important to us than whether it is true, two errors 
can easily happen: 

• The stories we create to understand what is happening are 
inaccurate (thus leading to incorrect decisions and actions), 
and/or 

• Our speculations are worse than the reality (increasing the level 
of anxiety even more) 

 

What leaders can do to reduce anxiety-
related problems: 
Here’s what managers can do to reduce the damaging speculation 
and rumours resulting from people trying to make sense of the 
world and people around us: 

1. It’s totally ok if you don’t know the answers. 

This is especially true in the present situation, where events have 
developed at an extremely rapid pace. Not only do you not know, 
but none of your employees expect you to be clairvoyant – your 
workers are not idiots. However, they do need to understand what 
your experience is in this situation. By experience, we mean how 
you perceive the situation as it unfolds. 
 
As a leader, you play an important role in the process of making 
sense of the world for your employees. So sharing your experience 
is first and the easiest thing you can do to decrease the anxiety of 
people around you. 
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If you don’t open your experience to them, they will come up with 
their own story, which shapes their experience. Because 
assumptions tend to be inaccurate and worse than reality in 
changing circumstances, you do NOT want them to guess what you 
might be thinking, feeling, or what you are going to do! Guessing 
tends to be inaccurate and worse than reality. And anxiety (not 
assumptions) is the mother of all failures. 
 
You may not know what the future will be, so forget about being a 
visionary hero. But you know your experience and you can share it 
with your people, be it positive (you are excited about 
opportunities) or negative (you are sad that salaries will be reduced 
or jobs are at risk).  Sharing your experience (covering all four 
quadrants of the ‘Experience Cube’ below) will have a positive 
effect on them. 
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2. Help your people to make sense of their experience 
with the ‘Experience Cube’ 

Help them make sense of their experience through these four 
quadrants: 

• What they see 
• What they think is happening 
• What they feel about it 
• What they want (or what can be done) 

If you are not fully aware of your experience, it tends to victimize 
you, and you lose control of the situation. It will seem like “things 
happen to us, and we are not in control”. 
 
For example: in an engineering organization, any discussion 
tended to get out of hand – into serious fights and accusing each 
other. After being trained to use the Experience Cube, the CEO 
became aware that most of his engineers (mostly men in the age 
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range 40 – 65) were not aware of the ‘Emotions’ part of their 
experience. 
 
The solution we worked out: if discussion became heated (voices 
were raised, the first accusations occurred), the CEO stopped the 
meeting and asked every participant to say out loud what the 
emotion was that they were currently experiencing. Some were 
angry, some were bored, some were excited that discussion has 
finally started. The second everyone revealed their emotions, the 
situation deescalated. 

All the  quadrants of the Experience Cube are of equal 
importance. If we miss even one in our process of 
sensemaking, it will result in wrong decisions and the 
potential victimization of ourselves by ourselves. 

Let’s explore this a little deeper. 

We humans are anxiety avoiding beings. 

The problem with anxiety is that when it goes up, we want to get it 
down to normal levels as quickly as possible. In that state, most of 
the decisions we subconsciously make at that point are ineffective. 

They usually bring short-term relief (anxiety goes down), but they 
are harmful to us in the long run. They don’t get us to where we 
really want to be. 

How to observe and, if necessary, change the 
language used in daily communication 
I’ve noticed that in areas where anxiety levels are heightened, 
people  tend to say “we” or use impersonal language instead of 
saying “I” (“the situation is so scary, we don’t know what to do”, 
etc.). 
 
This is the fastest way to put yourself in the role of victim – “things 
happen to me”, “this is inevitable, I can’t do anything to change 
it”. We speak as if we do not have a choice (we are ‘victims of 
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change’), but actually we always have a choice (we can take 
responsibility). 
 
It’s always 100% my decision what I decide to notice, how to 
interpret what I notice, what emotion I decide to connect to that, 
and finally – what do I want to achieve and do  in regard to the 
situation.  But much of that decision-making process is automatic, 
below the level of conscious awareness, at least until we 
deliberately start to examine it through the lens of the Experience 
Cube. 
 
So, while we all create our own experience, the way we talk about it 
often disconnects us from out experience. And again, that 
victimizes us (“Experiences happen to me, I have no control over 
them”). 
 
To illustrate this point, notice the difference between these two 
sentences: 
 
a) This room is hot. 
 
b) For me, this room feels hot. 
 
If you notice a switch from “I” statements to statements like ‘a)’ 
above that talk as if they are describing objective reality when they 
are actually describing subjective experiences (especially in your 
own speech or thoughts), you can instantly make the verbal 
description more accurate and empowering by ‘correcting’ it, 
asking people to say what they personally observe, how they 
interpret it, what they feel about it, and what is their plan of action. 
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Examples of impersonal 
“victim” language 

Rewording to language that takes 
responsibility 

This is a terrible thing 
happening in the world 

I am scared 

Everything is screwed up I don’t know what’s going to happen 

What about my job? I’m worried about how my family would 
cope if I lose my job 

Why won’t management tell us 
what’s going to happen? 

I will ask my manager what is going to 
happen, and make plans accordingly 

 
Questions to ask to reveal what’s going on in each 
quadrant of the Experience Cube: 

1. What do you see happening (what have you chosen from this 
vast body of information)? 

2. How do you interpret it? What is your analysis and what are 
your assumptions? What do you believe is going on? 

3. What are you feeling? 

4. What do you want to happen? What you can do?  Moving on 
towards something (for example, “I would like this nonsense to 
end” is inappropriate because it is a desire to move away from 
something that is never a good basis for action) 

 

These two interventions – being aware of the language 
used, and helping people to understand their experience 
with the Experience Cube – are probably the most 
effective ways to reduce anxiety and give your people 
back emotional control over themselves. 
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The problem is still there. But the person is emotionally ready to 
move on and act, and that is crucial. Because that is what people 
who take responsibility do – they act purposefully. 

Consequently, they will help everyone involved to get more of what 
they want in any situation, and so regain control and readiness to 
act. 

 

 

Elar Killumets   
Organizational Development Mentor 

elar@killumets.ee 
Tulemusjuhtimine OÜ 
killumets.ee 

 

Andy Smith  
Appreciative Inquiry Facilitator 

andy@coachingleaders.co.uk 
Coaching Leaders Ltd 
coachingleaders.co.uk 

 
 
The ‘Experience Cube’ is a concept from the book Clear 
Leadership: Sustaining Real Collaboration and Partnership at 
Work by Gervase Bushe – highly recommended (and easy to read)! 
Buy it at https://amzn.to/2ykQTon 
 

To gain a deeper, hands-on understanding of the Experience 
Cube, join our live interactive workshop on April 21 at 10:00 
UK time.  
 
The full price is €49, but for you as a webinar attendee it’s 
only €29.  Only 16 places max - book your place now at: 
https://payhip.com/b/KObr 
 


