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The Cynefin Framework:  Recognizing the Signs 

Adapted from David Snowden 

Obvious 
 

Cause ! Effect 
 
•  Everyone would agree about 

what needs to be done 
•  You should be able to flick a 

switch to implement your ideas 
 
 
 

Cause --//! Effect  

•  Experts are expected to be 
able to reliably predict 
outcomes that flow from 
advice 

•  Interventions in one place  
mostly work in another setting  

 
Complicated 

Cause "Effect 

•  There are many interconnected 
agents with unpredictable 
relationships  

•  Simple rules lead to unexpected 
(although sometimes patterned) 
outcomes 

 
Complex 

Chaotic 
 

Cause ? Effect 

•  No patterns can be detected 
•  Priority is to act quickly to 

stabilize, then assess 
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Experiential Guide to the Cynefin Domains: Context 
Sensing the Context:  some clues for assessing which lens might be most useful. 

Obvious 

• You’ve seen the problem before, and the solution has worked in multiple contexts over 
time 

• Execution is the only hard part; knowing what to do is easy 
• While the problem may have multiple components, the components each behave in 

predictable and known ways 
• Examples:  starting a car with a key, payroll, baking a cake, hospital check in process 
Complicated 

• You’ve seen similar problems and you have tools and approaches that can help you 
figure out this problem with some reliability. 

• Figuring out the answer or approach may be difficult, but it’s doable, and when you do, 
there will be a good answer 

• Expertise exists that can be relied upon to produce a definitive solution 
• Root causes, though not necessarily obvious, can be identified 
• While the problem may have multiple components, the components each behave in 

predictable and knowable (if not known) ways 
• Examples:  diagnosing a problem with a car engine, planning a menu that meets 

everyone’s dietary restrictions, performing surgery, landing a person on the moon 
Complex  

• No blueprint for how to approach the problem 
• There is no right answer (though it might feel like there is one and it just eludes us;) no 

matter how hard we work or how much data we have, we can’t solve it 
• The problem has multiple components with many interconnections, and the 

components each behave in unpredictable ways 
• Just when you think you have it figured out, it changes 
• Vectors and influences are unpredictable and people act in ways that often don’t make 

sense  
• Examples: raising children, hosting a family dinner that turns out the way you hoped; 

improving health and wellness outcomes for individuals or communities, anything that 
involves changing human behavior 

Chaotic 

• Things coming at us so quickly that we just react 
• No sense of being able to predict what’s going to happen next 
• No discernable patterns 
• Examples: war, fist fight breaks out at family dinner, initial stages of disease outbreak 
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Experiential Guide to the Cynefin Domains: Identity 

 
Sensing our Identity: subjective reactions that may indicate we are already seeing a 
problem, challenge, or the world through a particular lens.  

Obvious 

• Confidence, even certainty, that we’ve seen this before, we know what to do, and it 
works 

• Knowing that successful execution is likely to follow from a decision to act 
• Alignment and congruence 
Complicated 

• Anticipation at the idea of finding the right (or one of the right) answers 
• Comfort that our arsenal of education, experience, tools and frameworks will get us to 

an answer 
• Knowing that there is an answer and if we can’t find it, there are experts we can call  
Complex  

• If trying to solve a complex situation through a predictable lens: 
o A sense of overwhelm; too much is happening and changing too rapidly for us to 

know what’s going on and what to do 
o Cognitive (or other) dissonance; what used to work or what we used to know 

isn’t as reliable as it once was.  
o Feeling of inadequate preparation and planning  
o Feeling that our identity is at risk 

• If seeing a complex situation through a complexity lens: 
o Excitement at the challenge of discovery and this unknown territory 
o Liberation  
o Attentiveness to what’s happening in the here and now 

Chaotic 

• Fight or flight reflex kicks in (although this is not the only domain in which this can 
happen) 

• Urge to restore order in any way possible without much attention to the long term.  
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Experiential Guide to the Cynefin Domains: Soma 
 

Sensing our Soma:  somatic responses that may indicate we are seeing a problem, 
challenge, or the world through a particular lens.  

Obvious 

• Solidity 
• Groundedness 
Complicated 

• Urge to act 
• Unsettledness (until problem solved) 
• Powerfulness (in the certainty that you can ensure it gets solved) 
Complex  

• If trying to solve a complex situation through a predictable lens 
o Anxiety 
o Survival feelings (“I’m about to be annihilated”) 
o Shame 
o Disconnect between mind and body (head says “I can figure this out,” but body 

is triggered)  
• If seeing a complex situation through a complexity lens 

o Spaciousness 
o Ease 
o Congruence 

Chaotic 

• Fear 
• Urge to act 
• Narrowing of focus 

 


