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Understand the impact of threat
The main job of our brain is to keep us alive. My brain is 
constantly scanning the environment for a potential threat. 
When rewarded it’s much easier to interact with others, 
think creatively and generate new ideas. However, when 
we experience threat states, our capacity to stay focused 
and remain rational diminishes significantly.

Why does this happen? When the brain perceives a threat 
it responds quickly with an intense alertness. The limbic 
system “fight or flight” response kicks in and overrides the
slower thinking process of the prefrontal cortex. This 
significantly impacts the optimal critical thinking from this 
part of the brain that is otherwise responsible for proactive
deliberate rational thought and action.

Three levels of threat
It is clear from the research that there are at least three 
levels of threat, depending on how far away in space and 
time the perceived threat is from us. (Mobbes et al. 2007)

LEVELS OF THREAT GUIDELINES
By Dr. Craig Overmyer

Level 1: Minor
This level of threat is acknowledging that there is a possible 
but not immediate threat. Knowing such a threat is out 
there in the world, will put our brain on alert but will not
typically set off an alarmed state. For example, we live in 
Indiana and when there is a tornado watch, even when the 
brain is alerted, the critical thinking pre-frontal cortex in
the brain can still think well.

Level 2: Major
At this level, the threat is much more tangible for us but 
does not place us in immediate danger. Our brains are in 
an alert state and can become a bit alarmed. For example,
when the news says there is a tornado warning for our 
County, it becomes much harder to use the prefrontal 
cortex to focus on thinking about complex issues.

Level 3: Severe
A threat at this level impacts our safety directly both 
physically and emotionally. We are very alert and very 
alarmed because the probability of the threat impacting 
us is high. For example, when the sirens start blaring, the 
tornado is right here, right now our brain puts us into a full 
alert status.
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Levels of Threat Exercise
This exercise is intended for workplace work groups and teams facing the threat of COVID-19 and the business  
being disrupted.

1.	The leader or facilitator will set up a Zoom, Microsoft Teams, or similar platform for a virtual meeting.

2.	Beginning with the leader or facilitator, create a psychologically safe atmosphere for each person to answer 
these questions candidly. Begin with a warm greeting, and a brief review of the information from this guideline.

3.	Ask each person to rate the experience using the following this system.

		  Level 1: Minor
		  (little impact on you, your family or business)

		  Level 2: Major
		  (your family, team and business are disrupted, but still functioning)

		  Level 3: Severe
		  (People, Strategy, Execution, Cash decisions are severely impacted.)

4.	 The leader begins by offering a candid vulnerable rating of themselves.
		  •	 First, they rate their personal experience when this health and business crisis began.
		  •	 Then, they rate themselves currently.
		  •	 And finally, they share the impact either on themselves, their health, their family, their team, their 		

		  business function, their energy level in their own way of describing the impact.

5. Then the leader, asks each person to take a minute or two to share their rating and the impact on them.  
When each person shares, the leader will summarize what each person says. Thank them for their input.

6. If someone share a level 3 and personally shares a severe impact, the leader should just listen, make an 
appropriate expression of empathic concern, and then follow up later as needed.

7.	I recommend a powerful resource from Amy Edmonson, who wrote the book The Fearless Organization.

8. Also, read page 127 in our book, Accelerate Thru Conflict for additional understanding about creating a 
psychologically safe atmosphere for candid, In-The-Moment Conversations at work. These are often the 
missing conversations!

Please contact me for guidance and help at  
317-506-5788 or online at www.culturesthatwork.com 
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This critical thinking appraisal is one of the main evaluating 
tools for cognitive abilities in professionals, since it 
measures critical thinking. It is seen as a successful tool 
to predict job success, as well as being used to select good 
managers and finding possible future leaders. Critical 
thinking tests assess your ability to logically analyze 
assumptions, arguments, deductions, inferences, and 
interpreting information. 

According to Wikipedia, critical thinking is the analysis 
of facts to form a judgment. The subject is complex, and 
several different definitions exist, which generally include 
the rational, skeptical, unbiased analysis, or evaluation of 
factual evidence. 

Why is critical thinking important?  Critical thinking enables 
leaders at every level to understand the impact of their 
decisions on the business as a whole and ensures both 
alignment with organizational goals and accountability for 
results. The mind-set that made leaders successful in the 
past probably won’t ensure success in the future.

After coaching hundreds of leaders, as various levels 
of authority and accountability, our team discovered a 
pattern. When leaders scored high in critical thinking, they 
had the capacity to linger with ambiguity. Lingering with 
ambiguities is very important, especially for companies 
that are scaling up. Why is this important? Because, you 
can focus on solutions rather than just problem solving 
using old ways of thinking. Also, lingering with ambiguity 
can be as short as 60 second time out for a sports team, 
or a 60 minute planning meeting with a workplace team.

CRITICAL THINKING CANVAS GUIDELINES
By Dr. Craig Overmyer

When working with a team to name and measure attributes of leadership excellence, 
I discovered one of the most powerful attributes for decision making: Critical 
Thinking. The assessment used in the Hallmarks of Excellence® in Leadership 
report was the Watson-Glaser Thinking Appraisal (W-GCTA). 

“
”
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In my book, Accelerate Thru Conflict: The Missing Conversations… Before 
It’s Too Late, I share the story of an owner of a commercial real-estate firm. 
Scaling Up became exhausting! The complexity of growth of her company 
became overwhelming for her. One of the reasons was low critical thinking 
skills. She was a problem solver, and whenever a threatening situation came 
up that required a decision, she was quick to put into practice this skill: Hear 
to fix; tell to solve. Often lots of money was on the line, and when in a threat 
state, she was quick to move into problem solving mode.

It seemed foreign to her when I suggested that she needed to improve practice 
Critical Thinking and learn implement the ability to linger with ambiguity, by 
practicing this skill: Listen to learn; ask to empower. Through the coaching, she 
discovered the need to shift from being the main problem solver, to a crucial 
thinker who could draw out new solutions with and through her leadership team  
and managers. 

You and your teams are facing the challenges of the global health crisis that has become a global economic crisis that 
will impact your organization. These guidelines with help you and your team at work and your family at home. The Critical 
Thinking Canvas will help your brain think better. You will be practicing critical thinking skills to address the what Jim 
Collins describes in his book Good to Great, the “brutal facts” that you must address in this current crisis.

How does a leader put Critical Thinking into practice? One way to remember how to practice Critical Thinking is the 
following acronym: CRAP

This process will teach you how to nonjudgmentally 
observe the brutal facts, the realities that will need new 
working assumptions and a plan of action to address 
particularly challenging harsh realities of the brutal facts 
you must face.

A leader with critical thinking skills can understand the 
logical connections between ideas, identify the relevance 
and importance of arguments, detect inconsistencies 
or mistakes in reasoning, and improve decisions  
making skills. 

Challenge assumptions

Root our biases

Ask questions that draw out new alternatives

Press for evidence to support new solutions

ASK?
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1.	 Set up a 60-minute meeting with your team, teammate or at home, with your spouse. Make sure each person 
has read these guidelines before attending.

2.	 The chosen facilitator starts the meeting with these questions found in STEP 1 of In-The-Moment Conversations 
found in the book Accelerate Thru Conflict: Seize the Moment and Regain Focus. Before you ask these 
questions, ask everyone to take moment for slow, deep breath for 30 seconds to a minute.

		 		  a.	 What’s on your mind, that needs to be addressed, or put aside, to be fully present and focused? 
		 		  b.	 What is the conflict, and what is the real challenge for you? 

3.	 Using your Critical Thinking Canvas as a model, use flip chart paper of a whiteboard, virtual or on the wall to 
brainstorm ideas and prioritize decisions.

4.	 Make sure there are sticky notes available. For each the first 4 sections of the canvas, read the questions and 
ask each person to silently write their ideas and place them on the flip chart or white board. The facilitator 
says something like this: “When considering the questions, write down insights that come to mind without 
pre-judging those ideas. We are not generating ideas to prove ourselves; we are being open to insights that will 
improve our crucial thinking together.”

5.	 After each for the first 3 sections is completed, the facilitator invites the team to organize and prioritize the 
ideas by moving the sticky notes into groups of similar ideas, and patterns. Ideas that are outside these clusters 
of thoughts can be very valuable for break through ideas. 

6.	 When you get to the section titled, Root Our Biases, ask each person to reference the 20 Biases worksheet. 
Review each bias, one at a time, by reading it out loud. The facilitator encourages dialogue, and everyone must 
give their input. Then prioritize 1 to 3 biases that could be affecting your decision.

7.	 Now it is time to be decisive. Leveraging the bottom portion of the canvas, the facilitator will guide the team 
to consider 3 scenarios from outside circumstances beyond your control that may be probable. I like the 3 
categories of good, bad or ugly. You choose what fits best in your situation. For example: Good-sales drop by 
15%; Bad-sales drop by 30%; Ugly-sales drop 50%.

8.	 The previous sections of the canvas will help the team gain insights about new alternatives to handle each 
scenario. For the example just named, your may come up with new systems or processes for leads; new 
products to sell; new market segment. You get the idea.

9.	 Finally, use the “if, then” section to decide on a plan for each scenario. For example, “If customers are reluctant 
to buy, then we offer a new form of payments extended over time.” I recommend reading pages 153-162 in the 
Accelerate Thru Conflict book.

Please contact me for guidance and help at  
317-506-5788 or online at www.culturesthatwork.com 

Guidelines for completing the 
Critical Thinking Canvas


