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OODA-R: A Spiral Model for Decision-
Making in the Fog of Crisis

by Linnéa Palme

Resumé

OODA-R-spiralen dr en vidareutveckling av OODA-loopens ursprungliga koncept, anpas-
sad for att hantera beslut i en snabbt fordnderlig varld av hybridkrig, sabotage, cyberattacker
och terror men ocksd i samband med krigsspel. Modellen ar sdrskilt anvandbar for att fatta
beslut i komplexa och osikra situationer, dir foranderliga omstandigheter kraver snabb an-
passning och omvirdering. OODA-R ir ocksa tillamplig i olika beslutsstrukturer som com-
mand-and-control (C2), samt inom omrdden som férhandling och kultur. Kultur kan paverka
hur risker uppfattas och hur beslut tas, eftersom kulturella normer och virderingar formar
beslutsfattandet i komplexa och osikra situationer. Genom att koppla modellen till risktrap-
pan ger den ett konkret ramverk for att systematiskt bedoma risker pa olika nivder, vilket ar
avgorande i ”fog of crisis”. P4 niva 4 i risktrappan, dir risken och osdkerheten ar storst, ar
”fog of crisis” sdrskilt pataglig och fungerar som ett osynligt hinder for att forstad och analy-
sera omvirlden. Ju titare denna dimma ar, desto svarare blir det att observera, orientera sig
och ta vilgrundade beslut. Den spiralstruktur som OODA-R foljer gor det mojligt att kon-
tinuerligt uppdatera och justera beslut baserat pa ny information och forandrade forhallan-
den. Modellen kan anvindas bade i militira och civila sammanhang, samt i férhandlingar
och kulturella kontexter, dir effektiva beslut 4r nodviandiga for att mota hot och osakerhet

och for att skingra dimman.

DECISION MAKING IN crises and conflicts is
characterized by uncertainty, limited infor-
mation, and the need for rapid adaptation.
John Boyd’s OODA loop (Observe, Orient,
Decide, Act) has long been a cornerstone of
military strategy. However, it does not ex-
plicitly integrate risk as a dynamic factor in
each phase of the decision-making process.

I propose an evolved version of this mod-
el—OODA-R, where risk is defined as the
“fog of crisis”—a term I developed to describe
the uncertainty and complexity in modern
threats. The “fog of crisis” is an uncertainty
cloud that influences every stage of the deci-
sion-making process or a constantly shifting

148

layer of uncertainty that affects observation,
orientation, decision-making, and action.
Unlike traditional linear or iterative models,
OODA-R follows a spiral structure, recog-
nizing that risk is not static but continuously
evolves with each cycle.

Origins of the OODA-R
Spiral

I developed the idea for the spiral structure
in 2022 when I sought to transform the
traditional OODA loop into a command
system, to improve decision-making un-
der conditions of complexity. I wanted the



traditional OODA loop to work in opera-
tional settings and tried to integrate it with
Cynefin, but it was not really working as
I wanted to be more aware of RISK. This
gave me the idea of the spiral structure and
later the OODA-R.

Already at the beginning of the develop-
ment in 2022, I thought of the image of a
slinky (spiral toy) moving down stairs, cap-
turing both the adaptability and the grounded
stability of the concept. Unlike the tradition-
al OODA loop, which can be fast but rigid,
the spiral structure moves with both weight
and fluidity at the same time. It is smooth
and flexible yet carries force, capable of di-
recting energy toward the adversary while
remaining fully aware of its surroundings.

In my early vision, the spiral was made
of metal—strong yet flexible. However, I re-
alized that exposure to the elements would
cause it to rust, requiring oil to remain ef-
ficient. This reflected the need for contin-
uous adaptation and maintenance in deci-
sion-making systems. The metal spiral was
not just a symbol of flexibility; it also carried
inherent risks. If left unattended, it could
corrode, weaken, and lose its effectiveness—
just like any command system that fails to
account for environmental, operational, or
strategic risks.

At the same time, I started thinking about
how electrical impulses fire in the brain and
how myelin around the dendrites must remain
intact to ensure efficient signal transmission.
Signals in the brain rely on both the integ-
rity of the myelin sheath and the release of
neurotransmitters to propagate effectively
between neurons. If either is compromised,
the signals slow down or become faulty just
like a decision-making system that loses
efficiency if its information flow becomes
disrupted. The spiral structure needed to
ensure that the system could transmit de-

ANALYS, PERSPEKTIV & DEBATT

cisions quickly and effectively, just as neu-
rotransmitters enable clear communication
within the nervous system.

It was in recognizing these risks—corro-
sion, environmental exposure, loss of effi-
ciency, and the necessity of continuous ad-
aptation—that I realized risk was not just a
factor but a fundamental part of the system.
This was where “Risk” became the defining

“R” in OODA-R.

To further refine the model, I introduced
a four-level risk ladder (1—4) with arrows
pointing to each step. These arrows enable
quick orientation of which risk level the
system is in, making it easier to assess the
evolving threat landscape (fog of crisis). This
structure helps ensure that decision-making
remains informed by the shifting dynamics
of risk, enhancing situational awareness and
allowing the system to remain adaptive un-
der complexity.

Theoretical Background:
OODA and the Role of Risk

Boyd’s OODA loop describes a dynamic and
iterative process in which an actor (individ-
ual, organization, or nation) continuously
observes the environment, orients based
on available information, decides, and acts.
However, while risk is inherently part of the
orientation phase, it is not explicitly struc-
tured as a distinct factor in decision-making.
In my OODA-R, risk is not merely an ex-
ternal consideration—it is an intrinsic and
evolving force within the decision-making
cycle. This fog of crisis influences how in-
formation is perceived, processed, and acted
upon. The denser the fog, the more difficult
it becomes to observe accurately, orient ef-
fectively, and make sound decisions.
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OODA-R: The Spiral of Risk in Decision-Making
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The Spiral Structure of Risk

Unlike the traditional OODA loop, often de-
picted as a sequential decision cycle where
speed grants an advantage, my OODA-R
follows a spiral structure. Each rotation
represents a new level of risk awareness and
adaptation. As decisions unfold, risk either
dissipates or intensifies, shaping the clarity
of future observations and the effectiveness
of subsequent actions.

Command and Control in
OODA-R: Managing the Fog
of Crisis and the Risk Ladder

An essential aspect of navigating the fog of
crisis within OODA-R is the role of com-
mand and control (Cz2) systems. The ev-
er-shifting uncertainty in crises demands a
structured yet adaptable framework where
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information flows seamlessly, enabling rap-
id adjustments as risk evolves.

Unlike static decision models, an adaptive
C2 system supports OODA-R by:

— Enhancing Observation. Advanced intel-
ligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance
(ISR) tools help penetrate the fog of cri-
sis, reducing information blind spots;

— Refining Orientation. Al-driven analyt-
ics and decision-support systems mitigate
cognitive biases and provide real-time
risk assessments;

— Embedding Risk in Decision-Making.
Instead of treating risk as an external
factor, C2 systems continuously integrate
risk assessment, adapting as the fog of
crisis fluctuates;

- Improving Decision Execution. Clear and
decentralized communication structures
prevent bottlenecks, ensuring that actions
effectively counteract the uncertainty in
subsequent OODA-R cycles.



A key function of an effective C2
system is to prevent decision-
makers from climbing too
high on the risk ladder, where
uncertainty overwhelms
strategic choices.

The Risk Ladder in Command
and Control

A key function of an effective C2 system is to
prevent decision-makers from climbing too
high on the risk ladder, where uncertainty
overwhelms strategic choices. By dynamically
integrating OODA-R into Cz structures, or-
ganizations can adjust their responses based
on real-time risk assessments:

1. Low Risk (Green)—Clear situational
awareness, stable information flow. Cz
systems operate in standard mode, with
risk management functioning proactively.

2. Moderate Risk (Yellow)—Some un-
certainty arises, requiring enhanced
monitoring and flexibility in command
structures.

3. High Risk (Orange)—Rapidly increas-
ing uncertainty. Command needs to shift
toward more decentralized execution to
maintain agility.

4. Critical Risk (Red)—Maximum uncer-
tainty, where rigid hierarchies may col-
lapse. Decision-making must prioritize
risk containment, often relying on pre-
defined crisis protocols.

Failure to adapt C2 structures as the fog of
crisis intensifies may push decision-makers
into reactive rather than proactive strategies.
By continuously monitoring risk levels with-
in an OODA-R framework, organizations
can prevent escalation on the risk ladder and
maintain control even in extreme uncertainty.
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Risk Embedded in Every
Phase

Each stage of the OODA-R spiral is shaped by
the fog of crisis, which fluctuates dynamically:

e Observe—Information gathering under
uncertainty. High risk reduces visibility,
distorting situational awareness.

¢ Orient—Interpretation of data is filtered
through existing biases. Cognitive distor-
tions and misinterpretation can reinforce
risk.

e Risk—A critical factor between Orient
and Decide. Risk directly affects decision
clarity, increasing the chance of delays,
miscalculations, or overconfidence.

¢ Decide—Decisions must be made despite
uncertainty. Poor information process-
ing escalates risk, potentially leading to
reactionary rather than strategic choices.

e Act—Actions reshape the environment
and can either mitigate or amplify risk
in the next rotation of the spiral.

Each new spiral rotation requires deci-
sion-makers to adjust their strategies dy-
namically, rather than repeating static de-
cision cycles.

The Risk Ladder

To further clarify risk progression, OODA-R
incorporates a risk ladder with four levels:

e Level 1 (Green)—Low risk: Full situa-
tional awareness, risk management is
effective.

e Level 2 (Yellow)—Moderate risk: Some
uncertainty, partial information gaps.

® Level 3 (Orange)—High risk: Significant
uncertainty, poor decisions may lead to
serious consequences.

e Level 4 (Red)—Ciritical risk: A chaotic
situation or a chaotic environment where
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decisions are made under extreme uncer-
tainty.

Failure to control the fog of crisis may push
decision-makers further up the risk ladder,
forcing reactive responses instead of proac-
tive strategies.

Practical Applications of
OODA-R

Military Operations

In military strategy, OODA-R enables lead-
ers to assess risk evolution during operations.
Recognizing risk levels in real-time allows
faster and more precise adjustments, coun-
teracting the fog of crisis before it spirals
out of control.

Crisis Management and Civil
Defense

During pandemics, natural disasters, sabo-
tage, cyberattacks, terrorism, or wargam-
ing scenarios, risk levels fluctuate rapidly.
OODA-R provides a framework for contin-
uous adaptation, preventing decision-mak-
ers from being trapped in isolated decision
cycles and enabling proactive responses to
emerging threats.

Business Strategy and Leadership

Organizations facing market instability, ge-
opolitical risks, or cybersecurity threats can
apply OODA-R to iteratively refine their
strategies, improving resilience and long-
term stability.

Negotiation and BATNA

One important concept within OODA-R is
BATNA (Best Alternative to a Negotiated
Agreement). BATNA represents the best
possible outcome a party can achieve if
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negotiations fail, serving as a critical refer-
ence point for decision-making. When ap-
plied to OODA-R, particularly in complex,
high-risk scenarios, BATNA becomes an es-
sential tool for evaluating when to pursue
alternatives instead of continuing with a po-
tentially risky or unsuccessful negotiation.

In the context of OODA-R and crisis
management, a risk ladder can be used to
understand the appropriate time to imple-
ment BATNA:

1. Low Risk: Continue standard negotia-
tions and solutions.

2. Medium Risk: Consider BATNA as a
backup if negotiations start faltering.

3. High Risk: If negotiations hit an im-
passe, BATNA might become the best
option to mitigate losses or secure an
acceptable result.

4. Extreme Risk: In critical situations, fo-
cusing on BATNA may be necessary for
strategic repositioning or survival.

By combining BATNA with the OODA-R
model, leaders can make better decisions
in high-stakes negotiations and crisis man-
agement, helping them navigate uncertain-
ty, manage risk, and respond effectively to
complex threats.

Conclusion and Future
Research

OODA-R integrates risk as a dynamic force
within the decision-making process, offer-
ing a realistic and adaptive framework for
navigating uncertainty. Future research
could apply this model in practical scenarios
across military, civil, and corporate domains.
By conceptualizing risk as the fog of crisis,
OODA-R helps leaders to: understand how
risk shapes perception and action; develop
flexible strategies that adapt with each ro-
tation of the spiral, and prevent escalation



on the Risk Ladder by managing uncertain-
ty proactively.

Future research could explore how
OODA-R functions in high-risk environ-
ments, such as military engagements, dis-
aster response, and corporate risk man-
agement. How does risk perception differ
across cultures and command structures?
Can OODA-R be further enhanced with
Al-assisted decision-making? How do cog-
nitive biases interact with the fog of crisis?

Additionally, the interplay between hi-
erarchical structures and OODA-R war-
rants further study. Rigid command chains
may slow down adaptability, while decen-
tralized decision-making could enhance
responsiveness. A comparative analysis of
different command structures, from mission
command approaches to highly centralized
frameworks, could provide deeper insights
into optimizing OODA-R for various or-
ganizational settings.

By continuing to refine this model, we can
improve decision-making effectiveness across
multiple domains—from defense and security
to business strategy and crisis management.

The applicability of OODA-R
across cultures is deeply
influenced by how decision-
making, risk perception, and
hierarchical structures differ
across societies.

Cultural Dimensions of
OODA-R

The applicability of OODA-R across cultures
is deeply influenced by how decision-making,
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risk perception, and hierarchical structures
differ across societies. Cultures vary in their
approaches to uncertainty, authority, and
the speed of decision-making, which in turn
affects how the fog of crisis impacts the de-
cision-making process. In high-context cul-
tures, where communication is often indirect,
leaders may need to adjust the OODA-R loop
to account for non-verbal cues and implic-
it understandings. In contrast, low-context
cultures, with more explicit communication,
may prioritize rapid decision-making and
clear instructions.

Hierarchical structures, particularly in
military contexts, can also shape how the
OODA-R process unfolds, with some cultures
adhering to strict top-down decision-mak-
ing, while others may embrace a more de-
centralized approach. The Risk Ladder fur-
ther interacts with these structures by in-
fluencing the thresholds at which decisions
escalate, potentially altering the speed and
nature of response. Organizations that ef-
fectively balance structured authority with
adaptive decision-making can mitigate the
impact of escalating risks while maintain-
ing operational control. By understanding
these cultural variations, leaders can tailor
the model to enhance decision-making in di-
verse operational environments, ensuring its
effectiveness in military, crisis management
and negotiation contexts.
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Leadership and Command for Defence, Crisis
Management, and Security from the Swedish
Defence University and is currently a master’s
student at the Swedish Defence University.
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