
Radical Uncertainty Decision Making Beyond
The Numbers
Have you ever found yourself in a situation where you were faced with making a
decision but lacked the necessary information to make an informed choice?
Welcome to the world of radical uncertainty, where decisions go beyond the
numbers and require a different approach.

Traditional decision-making techniques are often based on assumptions of
predictability and a belief that we can estimate the future with a reasonable
degree of certainty. However, in complex and volatile environments, these
assumptions can become obsolete, leaving decision-makers unsure of what to
do.

The Nature of Radical Uncertainty

Radical uncertainty refers to situations where we cannot accurately predict the
outcome of our choices due to incomplete information or unpredictable factors. It
often occurs in rapidly changing markets, technological disruptions, or during
times of crisis.
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Unlike risk, which involves quantifiable and measurable probabilities, radical
uncertainty lacks clear probability distributions. It means decision-makers cannot
rely solely on traditional risk management models or statistical data to evaluate
potential outcomes.

In these uncertain times, decision-makers must embrace a different mindset and
adopt innovative strategies to navigate through ambiguity and tackle radical
uncertainty.

The Role of Narrative Thinking

In the face of radical uncertainty, traditional decision-making tools fall short.
Rational analysis alone cannot capture the complexity and unpredictability of
such situations.

One approach that offers a way forward is narrative thinking. Instead of relying
solely on numbers and data, decision-makers can use storytelling as a tool to
explore different perspectives, examine potential scenarios, and understand the
underlying dynamics of the situation.

By creating narratives, decision-makers can identify and challenge their
assumptions, explore multiple possibilities, and gain deeper insights into the
factors influencing their choices. This shift from a data-centric approach to a
narrative-centric approach enables decision-makers to make informed decisions
despite the lack of complete information.

Acknowledging Cognitive Biases
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When dealing with radical uncertainty, it is crucial to acknowledge and address
cognitive biases that might influence decision-making. Biases such as
confirmation bias, overconfidence, or anchoring can hinder our ability to react
appropriately to uncertain situations.

Confirmation bias, for example, leads us to seek information that supports our
preconceived notions, reinforcing our existing beliefs. Overcoming this bias
requires actively seeking out contrary evidence and engaging in critical thinking.

Similarly, anchoring occurs when we rely heavily on the first piece of information
we encounter and fail to consider other relevant factors. To overcome anchoring
bias, decision-makers should explore different perspectives and consider a wider
range of possibilities.

Embracing Adaptive Decision-Making

Rather than rigid planning and the pursuit of certainty, radical uncertainty calls for
adaptive decision-making. This approach recognizes that decisions are not set in
stone and allows for flexibility and adjustments as new information emerges.

Adaptive decision-making involves iterative processes of learning,
experimentation, and feedback. It encourages decision-makers to continuously
reassess their assumptions, challenge their mental models, and incorporate new
data to refine their decisions.

In uncertain times, being willing to adapt and flexibly adjust strategies is crucial
for success. Rather than fearing uncertainty, decision-makers can embrace it as
an opportunity for growth and innovation.

The Importance of Ethical Considerations



When making decisions in situations of radical uncertainty, it is essential to
consider the ethical implications of our choices. Uncertainty can amplify the
potential risks and consequences of our actions, making ethical decision-making
even more crucial.

By considering the potential impacts on various stakeholders and evaluating
decisions in light of ethical principles, decision-makers can ensure that their
choices align with their values and contribute to the greater good.

Radical uncertainty challenges our traditional decision-making approaches and
requires us to think beyond the numbers. By embracing narrative thinking,
acknowledging cognitive biases, adopting adaptive decision-making, and
considering ethical considerations, decision-makers can navigate uncertainty and
make informed choices.

While radical uncertainty may be daunting, it also presents an opportunity for
growth and innovation. By embracing uncertainty and viewing it as a catalyst for
change, decision-makers can position themselves for success in an unpredictable
world.
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Much economic advice is bogus quantification, warn two leading experts in this
essential book, now with a preface on COVID-19. Invented numbers offer a false
sense of security; we need instead robust narratives that give us the confidence
to manage uncertainty.

“An elegant and careful guide to thinking about personal and social economics,
especially in a time of uncertainty. The timing is impeccable." — Christine
Kenneally, New York Times Book Review

Some uncertainties are resolvable. The insurance industry’s actuarial tables and
the gambler’s roulette wheel both yield to the tools of probability theory. Most
situations in life, however, involve a deeper kind of uncertainty, a radical
uncertainty for which historical data provide no useful guidance to future
outcomes. Radical uncertainty concerns events whose determinants are
insufficiently understood for probabilities to be known or forecasting possible.
Before President Barack Obama made the fateful decision to send in the Navy
Seals, his advisers offered him wildly divergent estimates of the odds that Osama
bin Laden would be in the Abbottabad compound. In 2000, no one—not least
Steve Jobs—knew what a smartphone was; how could anyone have predicted
how many would be sold in 2020? And financial advisers who confidently provide
the information required in the standard retirement planning package—what will
interest rates, the cost of living, and your state of health be in 2050?—
demonstrate only that their advice is worthless.

The limits of certainty demonstrate the power of human judgment over artificial
intelligence. In most critical decisions there can be no forecasts or probability
distributions on which we might sensibly rely. Instead of inventing numbers to fill
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the gaps in our knowledge, we should adopt business, political, and personal
strategies that will be robust to alternative futures and resilient to unpredictable
events. Within the security of such a robust and resilient reference narrative,
uncertainty can be embraced, because it is the source of creativity, excitement,
and profit.
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