Episode Two
FOR-DEC: A Psychological Lens on Structured Decision-Making Under Pressure

The FOR-DEC decision model—Facts, Options, Risks & Benefits, Decision,
Execution, Check—was developed not as a checklist for correctness, but as a
cognitive support tool for those operating under time pressure, uncertainty, and
stress. From a psychological perspective, its value lies less in the sequence itself
and more in what the sequence protects: attention, reflection, and agency when
natural human tendencies begin to narrow thinking.

Stress, Cognition, and Why Structure Matters

The research underlying FOR-DEC begins with a central acknowledgment: human
decision-making degrades predictably under stress. As workload increases and
time compresses, attention narrows, working memory becomes overloaded, and
people rely more heavily on recognition and habit. This aligns directly with what
we’ve explored in Slides 8—20: avoidance, tunnel vision, overconfidence,
automation bias, and premature commitment are not moral failures—they are
adaptive stress responses with tradeoffs.

FOR-DEC does not attempt to eliminate these responses. Instead, it provides a
light cognitive scaffold that slows the decision process just enough to re-engage
reflective capacity. Psychologically, this is crucial: the model acknowledges that
effort alone cannot override stress, but structure can redistribute cognitive load.

Facts: Reclaiming Situational Awareness

The first step—Facts—addresses the most common precursor to poor decisions:
misperception. Research consistently shows that decision failures are more often
rooted in incomplete or incorrect situation assessment than in poor choice
selection. Under stress, people tend to move quickly toward action or solution,
skipping the perceptual groundwork.

From a therapeutic perspective, this step supports non-judgmental noticing. It
invites people to pause and ask, “What do | actually know right now?” rather than
“What should | do?” Error is a misalignment with reality, not incompetence.
Importantly, FOR-DEC emphasizes current facts—not assumptions carried forward
from experience—helping counter recognition-driven drift.



Options: Counteracting Tunnel Vision

Stress reliably shrinks our perceived option set. The research cited regarding FOR-
DEC shows that under time pressure, people consider fewer alternatives and
commit earlier to a single path. The Options step explicitly counteracts this by
forcing a brief widening of perspective.

Psychologically, this step restores choice, which is deeply regulating. It helps us
move out of “there’s only one thing | can do” thinking—a hallmark of stress—and
back into flexible cognition. Stress doesn’t eliminate options; but it does hide
them.

Risks & Benefits: Making Tradeoffs Explicit

One of the most psychologically important elements of FOR-DEC is the explicit
articulation of risks and benefits. Under stress, people tend to overweight threat-
related cues and emotionally salient information while neglecting longer-term or
less vivid consequences. Naming risks and benefits externalizes this weighting
process.

From a psychological lens, this step helps us distinguish emotional salience from
objective importance. It also reduces rumination by moving risk out of the body
and into shared language. Bodily signals and emotional reactions are treated as
data, not commands.

Decision: Protecting Agency Without Overconfidence

The Decision step is intentionally brief. The research emphasizes that the value of
FOR-DEC lies not in prolonged analysis but in intentional commitment after
reflection. Psychologically, this protects our agency: the individual is choosing, not
reacting.

Importantly, FOR-DEC does not frame the decision as “correct,” only as
considered. This subtle distinction matters for identity protection, especially for
those among us who are experienced professionals. Experience increases speed
and confidence but does not make us invulnerable. FOR-DEC allows experts to
remain experts without demanding perfection.



Execution: Action With Awareness

Execution acknowledges that decisions ultimately must be acted upon—but with
awareness of context and limitations. The research notes that separating decision
from execution helps reduce commission errors, where people act automatically
or overconfidently on a plan without continued monitoring.

Psychologically, this step keeps action grounded rather than impulsive, supporting
action and wisdom.

Check: Reintroducing Feedback Loops

The final step—Check—is where FOR-DEC most clearly departs from traditional
linear models. Rather than treating decisions as endpoints, it explicitly
reintroduces monitoring and reassessment. This is critical under dynamic
conditions where situations evolve faster than plans.

From a psychological perspective, the Check step normalizes uncertainty and
revision. It gives permission to say, “This made sense earlier, but it may not now!
This directly supports psychological safety and counters shame associated with
changing one’s mind.

)

Why FOR-DEC Fits the our On Second Thought mission

FOR-DEC works not because it teaches people to think harder, but because it
meets human cognition where it is. It assumes stress, limited attention,
emotional weighting, and identity concerns are always present. Rather than
fighting those realities, it gently structures around them.

In the context of On Second Thought, FOR-DEC becomes less a decision tool and
more a permission structure: permission to pause, to widen perspective, to listen
to discomfort without being ruled by it, and to revise without self-criticism. That is
why it fits so naturally after a deep exploration of human factors—and why it
resonates across pilots, controllers, mechanics, and companions alike.
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