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Karl Popper (1934) argued that scientific discovery begins with 
conjecture — bold hypotheses that precede data. “Science does 
not start from observation; it starts from problems.”

Thomas Kuhn (1962) (The Structure of Scientific Revolutions) 
showed that paradigm shifts (new frameworks) often arise before 
sufficient empirical support exists. Early innovators must describe 
new models conceptually before the evidence can be collected 
within that paradigm.

The Logic of Discovery
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Innovation & Diffusion Theory (Rogers, 1962)
Everett Rogers’ Diffusion of Innovations emphasizes that innovators 
operate ahead of evidence.

[Clinical] innovators make decisions based on perceived logic, relative 
advantage, and compatibility — not on established data.
“An innovation’s credibility begins with perceived logic, then grows 
through proof.”
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Third Generation—ICF. Reproduced from ICF—International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health Functioning, Disability and Health. Geneva, 
Switzerland: World Health Organization; 2001. License: CC BY-NC-SA 3.0 IGO.

Contextual Factors Can No Longer Be Considered 
Secondary Issues.



Why this is important to 
me!
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Volatility demands 
consistency, discipline, and 
intentional steadiness.

Uncertainty blurs what is 
known, which can lead to 
hesitation or overreaction.

Complexity overwhelms 
when people try to control 
every moving part.

Ambiguity provokes 
anxiety and fear of 
making mistakes.

Volatility shakes; 
Excellence steadies.

Uncertainty blinds/blurs; 
Perception clarifies.

Complexity entangles; 
Inspiration integrates 
and brings cohesion.

Ambiguity confuses; 
Compassion connects.
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Volatility
Clinical Volatility: Frequent, rapid, meaningful swings in an athlete’s (patient’s) status—pain, swelling, 
concussion symptoms, readiness, or availability—driven by an infinite # of external and internal drivers: 
practice loads, travel, stress, sleep, illness, or policy changes.

Example: A sprinter’s hamstring feels “great” in the morning, spasms during block starts, then 
settles after treatment—three+ different “readiness” pictures in about four hours.

To remedy volatility?
Anchor in Objective Data
Implement consistent, evidence-based monitoring (e.g., pain scales, HRV, GPS 
load tracking, sleep data) to detect volatility early.

Replace subjective “how are you feeling?” with standardized, repeatable metrics 
to reduce reactionary decisions.
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Uncertainty
Clinical Uncertainty: Key facts are unknown or variable—diagnosis still differential, imaging pending, 
recovery timeline (prognosis) unclear, or athlete response unpredictable.

Example: Lateral ankle sprain with normal X-ray but persistent pain on change of 
direction—grade and timeline are uncertain in week 1.

To remedy uncertainty?
Acknowledge and Name the Uncertainty
Don’t mask it. Saying “we’re still in the discovery phase” builds trust and sets 
accurate expectations.

Transparency helps athletes, coaches, and families stay grounded rather than 
anxious.
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Known | Knowns
I know it

Patient knows it
Colleagues know it

Unknown | Unknowns
No one anywhere knows or anticipates it 

Unknown | Knowns
Patients or Colleagues know it.

I don’t know it

Known | 
Unknowns

I know it.
Patients and colleagues do not 

know it



www.matthewkutz.com

Complexity
Clinical Complexity: Many interacting factors—injury pathology, workload spikes, biomechanics, nutrition, 
mental health, roles on the team, travel, academics, and insurance—create tangled cause-and-effect.

Example: Patellofemoral pain that correlates with quad weakness, valgus mechanics, exam 
stress week, and a recent jump in practice volume.

To remedy complexity?
Zoom Out to See the Whole System
Step back from isolated symptoms and view the entire ecosystem influencing the athlete.
Map interdependencies (physical, psychological, social, logistical) to identify leverage 
points where small interventions yield big impact.

Integrate Multidisciplinary Expertise
Complexity demands collaboration, not solo heroics. Engage strength staff, nutritionists, 
mental health professionals, coaches, and case managers to co-create care plans.
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Ambiguity
Clinical Ambiguity: The picture itself is unclear—conflicting tests, nonspecific symptoms, unclear 
mechanism, or multiple plausible explanations/interventions.

Example: Diffuse shoulder pain with negative special tests, normal imaging, and symptoms that 
change with stress more than with load.

The remedy to ambiguity?
Lead with Curiosity, Not Certainty
Curiosity restores momentum. Shift from “What’s wrong?” to “What might be 
happening here?”

Curiosity keeps both clinician and patient engaged in discovery rather than 
despair.
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Unpacking this
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Excellence: Multiple Quality Outcomes
Definition: Intentional commitment to the highest clinical standards. It can't be subconscious (or 
assumed), or an act simply to avoid mistakes (or litigation) 🡪 MOTIVES MATTER

Excellence must be intentional and always on the forefront of our thinking… 
It is about lifelong learning BEYOND CEU’s and CME’s
• Improves diagnostic accuracy and intervention effectiveness. 
• Establishes consistent professional standards and enhances patient trust. 
• Optimizes rehab protocols → safer and faster return.

Excellent clinical thinking involves interdisciplinary dialogue. 
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Perception: Interact in 3D
Definition: Situational and contextual awareness -through the lens of 3D Thinking.
• Hindsight
• Insight
• Foresight

• Anticipates complications and modifies rehab plans proactively. 
• Enables culturally and contextually tailored interventions. Strengthens 

clinician-athlete communication.
• Reduces reinjury risk and improves adherence.
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Inspiration: Imaginative Innovation
Definition: Innovating and motivating athletes based on perceived factors (sometimes those factors 
are best perceived by others).

• Boosts patient engagement. 

• Promotes innovative solutions to rehabilitation challenges.

• Builds a positive team culture and fosters continual improvement.

• Enhances recovery through motivation and sustained effort.
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Compassion: Curated Empathy
Definition: Understanding and genuine care for patients’ physical and emotional well-being.

• Improves patient communication and adherence. Supports holistic care addressing mental 
and emotional recovery.

• Increases trust, satisfaction, and clinician-athlete relationship quality.

• Promotes confidence and mental readiness, enhancing return-to-play success.
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Excellence is a stabilizing force that counters volatility.
1. Excellence demands consistency under pressure — focusing on process, not 

panic.
2. Excellence creates anchors in chaos through systems thinking, data-driven 

protocols, and disciplined practice.
3. Excellence restores structure, reliability, and composure despite disorientation. 

Clinically, excellence manifests as objective monitoring, proactive recovery systems, 
and calm leadership — converting turbulence into teachable, measurable adaptation.

In short: Excellence transforms volatility into stability through discipline, precision, 
and professionalism.

Volatility → Excellence
Volatility is characterized by rapid, unpredictable fluctuations — in an 
athlete’s condition, environment, or workload — that create instability.
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Perception is the ability to discern, interpret, and clarify when 
facts are incomplete or unknown.
1. Perception expands awareness beyond immediate data, allowing clinicians to see 

patterns and possibilities.
2. Perception replaces reaction with reflection, helping clinicians and patients remain 

grounded when clarity is not yet available.
3. Perception drives contextual intelligence — the skill to make informed judgments 

amid incomplete information (3D Thinking).
Clinically, success depends on curiosity and asking the right questions, not having all 
the answers.

In short: Perception turns uncertainty into clarity through awareness, curiosity, and 
contextual intelligence.

Uncertainty → Perception
Uncertainty arises when critical information is missing or evolving — 
diagnosis unclear, imaging pending, recovery unpredictable.
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Inspiration provides the energy that connects people and 
systems in complexity.
1. Complexity can overwhelm teams — inspiration unifies them around a shared goal.
2. Complexity fosters creativity, collaboration, and innovation, essential for navigating 

tangled systems.
3. Inspiration motivates clinicians to see complexity not as a threat but as a canvas for 

collaborative learning.

Clinically, it transforms technical management into relational leaders — engaging 
multidisciplinary teams and sparking collective problem-solving.

In short: Inspiration turns complexity into coherence through collaboration, 
creativity, and purpose-driven alignment.

Complexity → Inspiration
Complexity involves multiple interdependent variables — biomechanical, 
psychological, social, and logistical — where no single cause explains the 
outcome.
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Compassion is the humanizing force that sustains connection 
when understanding is elusive.
1. Ambiguity breeds frustration, fear, and mistrust — compassion restores patience, 

presence, and partnership.
2. Ambiguity shifts the clinician’s posture from “expert fixer” to “companion and guide.”
3. Compassion acknowledges that unclear answers are not clinical failures but 

opportunities for curated empathy.

Clinically, it replaces the illusion of certainty with trust, hope, and relational confidence.

In short: Compassion transforms ambiguity into connection through empathy, patience, 
and shared humanity.

Ambiguity → Compassion
Ambiguity emerges when the meaning itself is unclear — conflicting data, 
uncertain mechanisms, or multiple plausible explanations.
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VUCA Element EPIC Maxim Core Counteraction Transformative Shift
🟥 Volatility Excellence Brings stability From reaction → to precision

🟨 Uncertainty Perception Brings clarity
From confusion → to 
contextual awareness 
(via 3D Thinking)

🟩 Complexity Inspiration Brings coherence From fragmented isolation → 
to connected dots

🟦 Ambiguity Compassion Brings connection From fear of being wrong → 
to trust and empathy
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Big Picture
The EPIC–VUCA Model™ demonstrates that each EPIC maxim 
is not just a behavioral virtue — it’s a strategic countermeasure:
1. Excellence stabilizes chaos and volatility.
2. Perception clarifies the unknown and uncertain.
3. Inspiration integrates the complex through cohesion.
4. Compassion humanizes the volatility through connection.

Together, they form an antifragile framework — enabling 
clinicians and leaders to not merely survive VUCA environments, 
but to grow stronger through them.



Adopt the EPIC maxims in 
your daily clinical practice.
“I am an EPIC 
clinician!”

Call to 
Action



Thank You!


