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How do we refine levers (actions) 
after CDD elicitation?

Supplementary handout for 
Getting Started with Decision 
Intelligence Week 3

Levers vs. Actions vs. Choices vs. Decisions

• Lever: captures a set of choices. A well-structured question.
Example: “how much budget to spend air travel in 2022?”

• Choice: a setting of a lever. An answer to the lever question.
Example: “we will spend $100,000 on air travel in 2022”

• Decision: a set of choices that are expected to lead to a set of outcomes
Example: “We will spend $100,000 on air travel in 2022, and we will 
allocate $20,000 to the virtual tools budget, and we will task the HR 
group with maximizing the value of virtual meetings”

• Action: the actual event corresponding to making the choice
Example: the act of disbursing $100,000 to the air travel budget in the 
financial system
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Lever refinement
• Minimizing cognitive load of the decision team:

• When we elicit levers in a collaborative session, we strive to not introduce distinctions that 
make it hard for the participants – we need to keep them in “creative mode”/focused on 
their decision not “analysis mode”/focused on the method, to elicit the best outcomes.  

• During these sessions, we don’t typically insist on hard-and-fast rules, like using the words 
“lever”, “choice”, “action” precisely.

• In this handout, we’ll talk about “levers” instead of actions. Because when we 
create the CDD we are modeling the range of choices available – the levers. The 
actions come later.

• We have said “actions” up until now because we’ve found this is more intuitive to 
discuss in a CDD elicitation. But if we wish to have a decision model that is 
reusable, and can be used in more rigorous contexts, we need to refine it.

• Refinement is *not* always a good idea – sometimes we have to strike a tradeoff 
between “meeting them where they’re at” and a formal, unambiguous decision 
model.

• So use these rules judiciously, not religiously.

Other tips for lever elicitation
1. Ensure you create a brainstorming, creative atmosphere for eliciting actions.  

You need people to be creative – this often leads surprisingly good ideas

2. Do your lever elicitation after outcomes, to create a focus on the levers that 
the team believes can have an impact on those outcomes.

3. Allow overlapping and redundant outcomes when they are initially elicited

4. Work iteratively – find the levers for a small set of outcomes, then expand later

5. If you have people in your group who are likely to go on tangents, assign a fast 
typist to “live capture” actions (and other CDD elements if people go off-topic)

6. Often people in the room will want to discuss data, AI, databases, or other 
technology before agreeing to the CDD.  You’ll need to be judicious with your 
moderation if this happens: allow enough presentation that the person doesn’t 
feel “shut down”, but gently steer the meeting back on point.
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Refining a lever.  Seek to ensure that:
1. Levers are actually levers – within your scope of control – and not 

externals (outside your scope of control).

2. Levers are not intermediates.  Consider using a “how chain” to 
work backwards from non-levers to find real levers

3. Levers are not redundant or overlapping

4. Levers (sometimes) specify the range of allowable values

5. The aggregation level is consistent

6. If someone in authority makes a suggestion, you know whether it is 
a hard requirement vs. a suggestion

The following slides give examples of refined and 
unrefined outcomes along these lines.

A refined lever is not an external
unrefined refined

Reputation of 
our 

competitor

Levers Externals Levers Externals

Reputation of 
our 

competitor
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A refined lever is not an intermediate
unrefined refined

% of our 
customers 

who 
recommend 
our product

Levers Intermediates

% of our 
customers 

who 
recommend 
our product

Levers

Investment in 
customer 

service

Intermediates

A refined lever does not overlap / is redundant / is 
a part/component with another

unrefined

Amount we 
spend on 
customer 

service

Levers Levers

refined

Amount we 
spend to 

improve the 
call center

Amount we 
spend to 

improve the 
call center

Intermediates

Amount we 
spend on 
customer 

service

Note: This example assumes that spending on the call center is one part of 
spending on customer service overall. The intermediate just sums up the value of 
all of the levers into an aggregate.  This may or may not be helpful in a particular 
decision; use your judgment.  It is possible that your task is to determine an overall 
customer service budget, in which case that’s a fine lever.

7

8



Getting Started with Decision Intelligence 2/10/2022

5

A refined lever sometimes specifies 
the range of possible values
unrefined

Levers Levers

refined

Amount we 
spend to 

improve the 
call center

Amount we 
spend to improve 

the call center 
($0-$100,000)

Note: the range may be given by an external party (such 

as an executive or manager) as a constraint on your 

choices.  If so, it’s good to capture it here.

A refined set of levers shares the same 
aggregation levels as the rest of the model, 
including other levers
unrefined

Levers Levers

refined

Send a customer to a 
concierge customer 

service agent

Note: the decision as to what to do with a particular 

customer is at a different level than the decision as to 

how much to invest in all customers.  Those levers 

are fine, they should just be in a different decision.

Send a customer to IVR

How much to invest in 
customer care

How much to invest in 
customer care
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