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Picture in your mind the following scene at a meeting of the executive board at fictional Northern Manufacturing.  The topic is what to do about the Lincoln Facility.  That installation is relatively new, having opened only a couple of years ago.  Part of the problem is that quality is abysmal at Lincoln and costs are high, too.  To make matters even worse, demand for the components produced at Lincoln is declining.  It is no secret that, if they were to make the decision today instead of four years ago, the executive board would not approve the opening of Lincoln.  June Ward, the executive vice president, had been the chair of the committee responsible for studying and recommending the building of what is now the Lincoln Facility.  As one might expect, Ms. Ward feels distinctly uncomfortable in this meeting.  


The “Lincoln scenario” provides a good illustration of several ideas and facts about business life.  Most prominent is the central role that decisions play in the everyday functioning and welfare of any company and any manager within that company.  A high percentage of the Northern executive board’s time—including that of June Ward—is spent making decisions.  And it is assumed (and appears) that the resulting decisions can have great impact on whether Northern and its leaders’ careers flourish or instead founder.  In an organization, it is uncommon for anyone’s decisions to be immune to influence by others.  Instead, by design or otherwise, and for better or worse, most people’s decisions are affected by the actions of numerous other people in that organization.  Consider how June Ward’s colleagues and superiors on the Northern executive board discuss and respond to the perceived success or failure of the Lincoln decision that had been advocated by Ms. Ward’s committee.  Those reactions will likely affect not only how Ms. Ward makes decisions in the future but also the decision behavior of everyone who is aware of her experience.  Thus, if Ms. Ward’s peers and bosses treat her harshly, we should expect more conservative, risk averse decisions in the future (cf. Swalm, 1966).  Implicit is the concept of “decision management”: the actions a person takes that affect how and how well the people on the scene—subordinates, peers, superiors, and the person him- or herself—make decisions (Yates, 2003).  Some decision management effects are inadvertent and even surprising to the manager in question.  (“Really?  They did that because of something I said?”)  But this fact simply reinforces the theme of this chapter, that nurturing sound decision management practices is essential to managerial success more generally.  This is especially so for those with high standing in an organization.  After all, because high-status people control more resources, other people pay more attention to them, are more responsive to their wishes, and are more likely to mimic their behavior.  


The portfolio of decision management activities of primary interest fall into four categories (Yates, 2003):

( Personal involvement: This category includes: (a) making decisions personally, as when June Ward exercises her discretion to select her own office staff or to approve purchases below a specified cost level; (b) deciding collaboratively, as when Ms. Ward, as a member of the Northern executive board, voted to approve the construction of the Lincoln Facility; (c) leading or facilitating decision making deliberations, as Ms. Ward did for the Lincoln Facility committee; and (d) affecting decisions from a distance, as when Ms. Ward lobbied the commissioners for tax breaks in the county where the Lincoln Facility was eventually located.

( Supervising decision routines: Every organization has routines for making particular recurring decisions.  Routines for vetting job applicants and supply vendors are examples.  Even when the routines are well established, they do not run themselves.  Someone must assure that the people responsible for executing those routines actually fulfill their obligations.  Someone must also figure out what to do when odd cases that do not fit the parameters of the routines come along.  These “someones” are the designated supervisors of the company’s decision routines.  

( Shaping decision practices: There is seldom a unique, ideal way of making any kind of decision.  That is why every organization occasionally tinkers with its decision making practices, often described as making policy changes.  Such is the case in universities where the rules for making decisions about promotions from assistant to associate professor are occasionally revised.  Someone has to lead the process of making such policy changes.  And when an organization is begun anew, someone must take on the task of establishing the organization’s decision practices from scratch.  That is what happened when Charles Jones, the general manager of the new Lincoln Facility, was given broad discretion to craft hiring procedures at that unit.  


( Providing decision resources: Decision making is not free.  It requires resources that, depending on the circumstances, can be substantial.  And the character and extent of those resources can significantly constrain the quality of the decisions that are made.  Thus, a final major decision management responsibility is providing the resources used in making the decisions at hand.  For instance, when June Ward led the committee for the prospective Lincoln Facility, she oversaw a sizable committee budget for a host of services, such as site analysis consultations.  She expected that those services were essential for informing wise decisions.


When they ponder stories like that of June Ward and the Lincoln Facility, practicing managers readily acknowledge that it is important for them to decide well and to somehow induce those around them to do the same.  But then comes the hard part: “How, exactly, can I do that?  Do I just need to try harder doing things the way I do them already?  Or should I function qualitatively differently?  And what, if anything, does this have to do with the kind of ‘evidence’ touted by advocates of evidence-based management?”  The remainder of this chapter suggests paths to answers for questions like these.  At the core of the discussion is a particular perspective on the nature of real-life decision processes.  These are the mechanisms that produce the decisions in question, by managers themselves and by the people managers seek to influence.  Thus, we start with a recapitulation of decision making basics, notions such as “decision” and “decision quality,” on which there is a surprising amount of ambiguity.  We then describe one particular high-level characterization of “decision processes”—the legitimate targets of decision management efforts.  This perspective often proves to be functional in several ways.  It helps impose order to one’s thinking.  It also focuses that thinking on well-circumscribed aspects of decision problems that can be influenced for the better, and in a cost-effective way.  In the course of the discussion, the roles of relevant evidence will emerge naturally.

Decision Making Essentials

Decisions

We adopt the following definition of a “decision,” which is a synthesis of ways the term has been used in the myriad literatures that address decision making: a commitment to a course of action that is intended to serve the interests and values of particular people (Yates, 2003; Yates & Tschirhart, 2006).  We make a distinction between interests and values because they do not always coincide.  Consider, for instance, the situation of a cocaine addict.  At a particular moment, the addict desperately craves (“values”) partaking of the drug although pursuing that action would be contrary to his long-term interests, implicating a (sometimes philosophical) conundrum that must be worked through in the course of arriving at a decision.

It is useful to acknowledge several varieties of decisions:

( Choices: These are instances in which the decision maker selects a subset from a larger collection of alternatives, e.g., Northern Manufacturing’s selection of Bartonville over Lexington and New Stanton as a potential site for the Lincoln Facility.

( Acceptances/rejections: These are particular kinds of choices in which the decision maker is presented with a single option and chooses to either pursue it or not, e.g., the Northern board’s decision to either accept or reject a proposal to acquire its major competitor, Peerless.

( Evaluations: These decisions are special statements of the worth of some object, such as Northern Manufacturing’s bid on a contract with Jackson Instruments or June Ward’s performance appraisal for her subordinate, Len Mason.  These statements are special in the sense that the decision maker is willing to back up the statements with actions commensurate with the magnitude expressed, e.g., to execute a contract for the amount bid.

( Constructions: These are the products of decision makers’ efforts to create the alternatives they think would be ideal for them, given available resources and constraints, e.g., the custom design of Northern Manufacturing’s Lincoln Facility.

The distinctions described here are useful to recognize since the different decision varieties rest on quite disparate operations and skills.  The definitions are important also because they allow for the precision that is demanded of serious scholarship.  Consider, for instance, the difference between “decision making” and “problem solving.”  People are often stumped when asked to distinguish the two.  Here, decision making is recognized as a special—and difficult—case of problem solving, one that emphasizes the aim of satisfying the personal interests and values of particular individuals, not people in general.  For instance, a new Ford Mustang might be the ideal solution to Tom’s car purchase decision problem but totally inadequate for Jim’s, who has different transportation needs and esthetic tastes.  The implied personal, non-unique standard of sufficiency is perhaps the most distinctive and challenging characteristic of decision making, what makes decision problems especially hard.  Or take the case of “judgments.”  Confusingly, some researchers use the word “judgment” to describe what is called here an “evaluation.”  The present convention is preferred because the word “judgment” has a long prior history of being applied to a quite different concept, which we discuss later.  And that concept is different from yet another meaning in legal tradition, where court decisions are described as “judgments.”

Parties


Implicit in the definition of a decision are hints of the fact that, typically, decision episodes in organizations entail more roles than simply “decision maker” and “decision manager.”  The various other “parties” to a decision include these (cf. Yates, 2003):

( Beneficiaries: These are the people whose interests and values the decision maker aims to serve by the decision.  In organizational settings, it is useful to acknowledge two classes of intended beneficiaries.  First are the immediate beneficiaries.  These beneficiaries are “immediate” in that the desired outcomes of the decision would affect them directly.  In the Lincoln case, the immediate beneficiaries included the customers, whose needs for high-quality components were intended to be served more quickly and reliably.  Workers in the new state-of-the-art facility were among the immediate beneficiaries, too, in that the decision makers hoped that the workers’ jobs and working conditions would be improved.  Decision makers themselves, such as the Northern Manufacturing executive board members, are almost invariably immediate beneficiaries also.  It is hard to imagine circumstances in which decision makers try to make decisions that harm their personal interests.  Then there are the distant beneficiaries.  These are people whose improved welfare is sought through the decision, but only indirectly, via the impact of the decision on immediate beneficiaries.  In a typical private business, this group includes the owners, such as shareholders.  If, for instance, in the Lincoln decision, the new facility in fact provides better products and service to Northern’s customers, all else being the same, this would result in higher share prices for the owners.

( Stakeholders: Stakeholders are people who have power and are inclined to exercise that power to harm the interests of the intended beneficiaries of a decision they dislike.  The decision maker seeks a decision that pleases stakeholders, but only because doing so protects the intended beneficiaries from the stakeholders’ wrath.  In the Lincoln scenario, government construction inspectors would represent one class of important stakeholders.  If they are unhappy about the design or the construction work at the Lincoln Facility, they have the power to halt the project until compliance with their regulations is achieved, an action that would frustrate the aims of serving customers and shareholders.

( Bystanders: These individuals are similar to stakeholders except that they do not necessarily have significant power.  The decision makers do not aim to promote bystanders’ interests per se.  However, they want to assure that their decisions do no harm to those people collaterally.  Residents who live close to the Lincoln Facility qualify as bystanders.  The decision makers on Northern Manufacturing’s executive board would hate to see the new unit make the neighbors’ lives worse by, for instance, polluting their environment.  And thus the committee members explicitly take that desire into account as they deliberate the facility’s design.


It is useful to think of the various roles distinguished here as just that—roles.  Accordingly, a given person can assume more than one of them.  Thus, June Ward is both a decision manager and a decision maker in executive board meetings.  She is an intended beneficiary of her decisions, too.  It is also useful to note that failures to acknowledge all the “players” in a decision episode can have significant adverse consequences.  For instance, if a powerful stakeholder, say, a local politician, goes unrecognized, then this might be interpreted as a deliberate slight.  The result could be the failure to obtain required government permits in a timely fashion.  

Quality


Questions about quality in connection with real-life decision making have three main foci: decisions, decision makers, and decision processes.  Consider them in turn, along with illustrations of how the associated questions often present themselves.


Decisions: “Did we make a good decision, or do we need to try again?”  In everyday discourse, people often speak of a specific decision as being “good” or “bad.”  More than anything else, they mean that a “good” decision is one that has outcomes they like and a “bad” decision is one with outcomes that displease them (Yates, Veinott, & Patalano, 2003).  Yet, many decision scholars advise resistance to the urge to label individual decisions as good or bad on the basis of their outcomes (e.g., Edwards, Kiss, Majone, & Toda, 1984; Hammond, Keeney, & Raiffa, 1998).  They instead recommend thinking of a “good decision” as one that is made by a good process, regardless of the outcomes in the given instance, which are subject to fleeting chance factors.  These scholars often go further and submit that a “good decision process” is one that is internally consistent.  That is, such a process is free of self-contradictions.  For example, when asked, most people endorse all the various principles that underlie the maximization of expected utility, such as transitivity of preferences (if A is preferred to B and B is preferred to C, then A must be preferred to C too).  Therefore, these people’s decision making processes would be good to the extent that their decisions maximize expected utility since doing so assures that those principles are not violated (cf. Yates, 1990, pp. 254-266).  Most decision makers we have known and queried over the years think that maintaining internal consistency—sometimes called “coherence”—is a good thing.  But when they fully understand what internal consistency means, they also feel that it is insufficient.  That is because it does not provide strong assurances that the decision maker’s outcomes will be satisfying, and that is their main concern.  


In view of considerations like these, we advise decision makers to adopt the decision quality concept implicit in the previously proffered definition of a decision (a commitment to a course of action that is intended to serve the interests and values of particular people).  And to avoid the excess baggage that has become associated with terms such as “good” and “bad decisions,” we use the expression “effective decision” to refer to decisions that result in courses of action that in fact serve the interests and values of the intended beneficiaries.  

Decision makers: “Is she a good enough decision maker, or should we look for someone stronger?”  Conceptually, the notion of decision maker quality is straightforward: A decision maker is good to the extent that the decisions that he or she renders tend to be effective.  Note that this characterization is statistical—“tends.”  It assumes adequate and representative sampling from the universe of the kinds of decisions being considered.  Formally, this conception of decision maker quality is the same as that implicit in current notions of evidence-based medicine or evidence-based management more generally.  In this view, declarations of decision maker expertise (or the lack thereof) require valid data about the decision maker’s track record.


Decision processes: “How good is our process for making these decisions?  Do we need to develop a better one?”  Conceptually, quality considerations for decision processes are the same as those for decision makers.  Accordingly, a decision process is a good one to the degree that it has a good track record of yielding effective decisions, ones that serve the interests and values of the intended beneficiaries.  Actually, for several purposes, such as achieving improvements, it is useful to think of individual decision makers as embodiments of the processes they employ when reaching their decisions.  Things are a bit different when the decision maker is a collective, such as Northern Manufacturing’s executive board.  That is because a collective’s decision processes are syntheses of those of the group’s individual members.  


The executive board example reminds us of a common and significant constraint on the ability to characterize the quality of decision processes (and decision makers) according to their performance records.  The decision problems that confront such high-level decision making groups are almost unique.  For instance, over the years, Northern Manufacturing has opened several new facilities.  But there have been far too few new-facility decisions at Northern to think of them as providing a meaningful statistical sample of essentially equivalent exemplars of a single class.  Moreover, the particulars of each case tend to be quite different from those of the others.  (This leaves aside the additional complication of definitively determining the adequacy of every individual decision.)  So, how can decision process quality be assessed in such circumstances?


An approach that has considerable appeal is analogous to what is often done to assess the risks associated with projects that harbor the potential for catastrophic failures.  One example is the development of new aircraft, such as Boeing’s 787 “Dreamliner”: How is it determined when a plane is “safe enough,” even before it has had a single flight?  Another example is the construction of a nuclear power plant.  How can regulators determine that the chances of a catastrophe are low enough to warrant allowing a reactor to begin operating, even though in the U.S. there has never been a single catastrophic incident, and thus track records seem meaningless?  


The logic of the “probabilistic risk analyses” (PRA) performed in such situations is essentially the following (cf. U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission, 2009): First, analysts construct a formal model of how an event of interest might occur (e.g., life-threatening reactor core damage), identifying all the significant contributors to the event and how those events relate to one another.  Second, they evaluate the risk associated with each of those contributors.  And, finally, they “insert” those assessments into the model and derive an assessment of the risk of the focal event (e.g., core damage).  

/ Insert Figure 1 about here. /


Consider an entirely fictional elementary illustration of PRA reasoning.  Imagine that Part A (perhaps a tiny component in a reactor) is new; it has never been used before.  The aim of the exercise is to evaluate the probability that Part A will fail within a year.  As suggested by the simple model in Figure 1, Part A is composed of two major elements, Part A1 and Part A2, whose potential failures are essentially mutually exclusive.  That is, it is virtually impossible for both parts to fail simultaneously.  Also, Part A2 has two components of its own, Parts A2.1 and A2.2, which function independently of each other.  Let us denote the failure of each of the various parts by their names in bold italics.  Then, symbolically, the model implies that the desired failure probability assessment for Part A is:

P(A) = P(A1) + P(A2)

(per mutual exclusivity)

P(A) = P(A1) + P(A2.1) × P(A2.2) 
(per independence)

Now, although Part A has never been used before, its constituent elements have.  In fact, they have extensive, documented performance records such that these are the “evidence-based” relative frequencies of one-year failures for the parts:

Prop(A1) = .00001

Prop(A2.1) = .002

Prop(A2.2) = .003

Using these proportions or relative frequencies for the required probability assessments for the parts, we have our probability assessment for the failure of Part A within the next year: P(A) = .00001 + (.002) × (.003) = .000016.

For present purposes, the primary take-home message is this: Although there might not exist a reliable track record for an overall process, we can gain a defensible, evidence-based sense for what to expect that record would be.  And the key tools required for doing that are a reasonable model for the process in question along with sound assessments for the elements within that model.  Thus, if we need to evaluate the quality of an overall decision process, one approach would be to (a) construct a reasonable model of the process; (b) assess the adequacy of each element of the process, ideally on the basis of evidence; and (c) aggregate these assessments into an assessment of the goodness of the process as a whole.  As in the case of real-life PRAs, the final, overall assessment might not be as important as constituent assessments.  That is, the analysis can be even more valuable via its ability to bring attention to specific elements of the process that exhibit clear indications that they are deficient or otherwise deserve attention.


Quality dimensions: Outcomes per se vs. decision process costs and benefits.  Underneath the varieties of quality discussed so far is a distinction that matters greatly in practice.  Recall that an effective decision is one that serves the interests and values of the intended beneficiaries.  Also recall that those intended beneficiaries almost invariably include the decision makers themselves.  These observations point toward two dimensions of quality that are often distinguished, even if only implicitly.  First are those resting on a decision’s outcomes per se, ones resulting from the action that is pursued as a result of the decision.  In the case of the decision to build the Lincoln Facility, such outcomes per se would include, for instance, the costs of building the facility, improved customer satisfaction with components built there, or increased production costs.  These can be contrasted to the costs and benefits of the process of making the decision in question.  For the Lincoln decision, illustrative costs would include the fees charged by various consultants hired to advise June Ward’s committee as well as the ill feeling generated when several committee members bitterly disagree with one another on particular issues.  An example of a process benefit would be the learning gained by the junior members of the committee.  Implicit in these illustrations is another important distinction, between material and non-material process costs and benefits.   The former include costs and benefits that more or less directly can be translated into money, as in the case of consulting fees and committee members’ time spent in meetings.  The latter usually emphasize psychological effects, such as the stress generated by disagreements.  Figure 2 provides a compact overview of the quality dimensions that are distinguished.

/ Insert Figure 2 about here. /
A High-Level Decision Process Model—the Cardinal Issue Perspective

Most of the remainder of this chapter surveys a high-level model of the processes by which people decide (Yates, 2003; Yates & Tschirhart, 2006).  This “cardinal issue perspective” (CIP) contends that, in some form or another, every decision problem presents the decision maker with several challenges or “issues.”  In this view, the decision maker’s means for addressing those issues constitute the decision maker’s “decision processes.”  It is worth noting that sometimes the decision maker may fail to acknowledge particular issues.  In those instances, the issues are resolved by default, according to the circumstances that happen to present themselves.  

A core assertion of the CIP is that most, if not all, decision successes and failures can be traced to particulars of how the decision maker resolved one or more of the cardinal decision issues.  In some respects, the CIP is most useful as a means of organizing one’s thinking about decision making and decision scholarship.  The latter include the myriad specific and detailed theories and findings—“evidence”—about how people decide, which have grown substantially over the years.  The CIP can also serve as a checklist for decision makers and decision managers who are seeking to improve the odds of effective decisions on a given occasion or to explain the adequacy (or lack thereof) of decisions that have been made already.  (“What do we need to do well in order to gain some assurance of an adequate decision?”  “What exactly went wrong here, and why?  How can we do better the next time?”)  In practice, such explanatory analyses also point to the kinds of problems that are valuable targets for decision making research.  

/ Insert Figure 3 about here. /


Figure 3 provides a heuristic that often helps in discussions of the CIP and decision making more generally.  We will refer to it as the occasion requires.  A quick overview is usually useful.  The top level of the figure highlights the “point” of decision making, as implicit in the definition of a “decision”: the welfare (“interests”) of the intended beneficiaries of a decision and the satisfaction (“values”) of those people.  Recall that in the case of the Lincoln Facility decision problem, the intended beneficiaries included Northern Manufacturing’s customers and shareholders as well as the decision makers, including executive vice president June Ward.  The next level in the schematic highlights the fact that the beneficiaries’ welfare and satisfaction are products of not only the decision but also “Other Contributors” sometimes considered unrelated to the decision in question, e.g., economic conditions for the Lincoln decision.  In practice, we normally de-emphasize “Other Contributors.”  The reason is that typically, one might contend that other conditions ought to be taken into account in a truly sound decision process.   For instance, the Northern Manufacturing executive board arguably could (and should) have factored potentially changing economic conditions into their analysis of the Lincoln decision problem.


The middle of Figure 3, the “Decision Processes” section, is where the work of arriving at a decision takes place.  Observe that the 10 cardinal decision issues are partitioned into three categories.  Those categories correspond to phases that occur in every decision episode, in some fashion or another, whether acknowledged by the decision maker or not.  Issues in the “Preliminaries” phase concern preparation for what many consider to be the primary tasks of working through a decision problem.  The issues in the “Core” directly concern how those primary tasks are accomplished.  And the “Aftermath” issues are about events that normally occur after the decision has been made.  The phases are depicted in an orderly sequence: Preliminaries ( Core ( Aftermath.  In actual practice, however, the activities entailed in those phases can recycle and recur for some time.  For instance, implementation difficulties in the Aftermath phase might easily induce the decision maker to begin the entire decision process anew, from scratch.  


The bottom part of Figure 3 highlights the fact that decision processes do not acquire their character arbitrarily.  With one exception, “Natural Resolution Contributors” encompass all the current and prior forces that shape the decision processes applied to the problem at hand, e.g., the tools available to the decision maker, the decision maker’s biological constitution, and the decision maker’s culture.  The exception singled out in this discussion consists of the actions taken by the decision managers on the scene.  Observe that some of those actions are directed toward what the decision maker does in the current moment, how the decision maker copes with the cardinal issues as they present themselves “right now.”  Other decision manager actions are more indirect.  That is, they are applied to “Natural Resolution Contributors” which, in turn, help shape how the decision makers deal with various cardinal issues for any number of decision problems that might come along in the future.  The provision of tools, resources, and learning experiences are good examples.

In the brief survey that follows, we sketch and discuss each cardinal issue.  First, the focus of that issue is identified.  Then the issue is articulated in the voice of a “generic” decision maker.  We next indicate how that issue translates into specific missions the decision maker and decision manager might seek to carry out.  We also offer a brief example of the kinds of insights and evidence the literature offers as guidance for principles for how one might proceed with those missions.  To make things concrete, in every instance we make reference to how things would appear in our fictional example of Northern Manufacturing’s decision to build its Lincoln Facility.  

Issues in the Preliminaries

Cardinal Issue 1—“Need”: Determining Whether a Decision Effort Gets Started—Or Not 

In the Decision Maker’s Voice: “Should we be making a decision now, or should we not?  If so, a decision about what?”  For example, a member of Northern Manufacturing’s executive board at some point might have observed: “For some time now, incoming orders have been growing so large that we’ve had to run overtime to just halfway keep up.  Is that OK, or should we be considering other measures?”  
The Decision Maker’s Mission: Determine whether current or impending circumstances warrant launching an effort to decide how to deal with those circumstances.  Thus, members of the Northern executive board, like the one above, sometimes notice situations that seem potentially important to the company’s interests—either threats or opportunities.  If they are deemed to be real and significant enough, they spur efforts by the committee to make decisions that address them.  That is how Northern in due course formed the committee chaired by June Ward and eventually launched full-scale deliberations about whether to build a new facility.  Suppose that no one on the committee had ever noticed anything suggesting a threat or opportunity that might be addressed by a new-facility decision.  Then there would have been no discussion of such a decision and, of course, never a decision to build a new facility.
The Decision Manager’s Mission: Somehow assure that the decision makers recognize true threats to the interests and values of the people for whom they are responsible—their “charges.”  Then initiate efforts to make decisions that meet those threats.  The same should be done for opportunities, all the while assuring that the decision makers do not pursue decisions addressing what prove to be false threats and opportunities.  When an organization faces actual threats, it has a “need” to deal with them, and when real opportunities arise, there is a “need” to exploit them, too.  In turn, under those conditions, it makes sense to say that the organization has a “need” to make decisions that address those threats or opportunities.  On the other hand, when decision makers mistakenly make decisions focusing on “phantom” threats and opportunities, there are several reasons that this is a bad thing, including the fact that it wastes decision making resources.  So, at Northern Manufacturing, presumably, some or all the executive board members assume responsibility for discriminating true from false threats and opportunities for the company and inspiring decision making efforts only for the former.
Illustrative Insight and Evidence. Research on “regulatory focus” has shown that there are consistent differences among people in their relative concern with the presence or absence of positive vs. negative occurrences (Higgins, 1997).  “Promotion-focused” individuals have the former emphasis while “prevention-focused” ones are preoccupied with the latter.  It is therefore reasonable to expect that promotion-focused people would be particularly sensitive to opportunities that might warrant decision efforts to exploit them.  Conversely, prevention-focused people’s attention should be especially sensitive to threats that might merit decision making consideration.  Studies have also shown that individuals who differ according to regulatory focus also differ in the level of detail at which they examine their surroundings (e.g., Főrster & Higgins, 2005).  Specifically, there is evidence that people with strong prevention foci are highly sensitive to small details while those who emphasize promotion are more attuned to broad features of their situations—the “big picture,” as it were.  Findings like these suggest that a decision manager would do well to take regulatory focus into account when seeking to assure that the organization’s decision makers adequately address the need issue.  Thus, the chair of Northern Manufacturing’s executive board would be wise to explicitly solicit board members’ observations as to impending threats and opportunities to the company.  In addition, though, the chair could also profit from a strategy that seeks to assemble a board that includes a mix of individuals who are promotion focused and others who are prevention focused.  In addition, the chair should be prepared to develop the facilitation skills that are required to manage meetings among people who have such marked differences in perspectives and emphases.
Cardinal Issue 2—“Mode”: Settling on Who (or What) is Involved in Making Decisions, What Their Roles Are, and How They Approach Their Work 

In the Decision Maker’s Voice: “What ‘decision modes’ (qualitatively distinct ways of deciding) should we apply in this situation?  Specifically, which people (or devices) should we have working on this decision problem?  What roles should they play?  And what approaches should they employ?”  At Northern Manufacturing, at some point someone on the executive board asked: “How many board members (and which ones) should be asked to develop recommendations concerning what, if anything, the executive board should do about our difficulties keeping up with the demand for certain components?”  And the eventual committee chair, executive vice president June Ward, had to consider questions such as the kinds of consultants and analytical tools the committee should employ.  

The Decision Maker’s Mission: Assign various aspects of the decision problem to suitable people or devices that rely on effective means for accomplishing their tasks.  Thus, the Northern Manufacturing executive board had to think through the mode “metadecision” of picking a committee to develop proposals for solving the company’s component demand problem and then to designate June Ward as that group’s leader.  

The Decision Manager’s Mission: Determine whether the authorized decision makers are capable of rendering sufficiently high-quality decisions solely by themselves.  If they are not, then reassign the decision tasks that are in jeopardy such that they are, in fact, carried out effectively and efficiently.  At Northern Manufacturing, someone on the executive board took on the responsibility of determining what capabilities—human and otherwise—were required to achieve reasonable assurance that the component-demand decision problem would be solved well and then somehow recruiting those capabilities.  The appointment of June Ward and the rest of her committee was part of the outcome of that exercise—for better or worse.
Illustrative Insight and Evidence.  Alternative decision modes can be distinguished at several levels (Yates, 2003).  First is the distinction between “individual” and “collective” modes, i.e., whether one person or more than one person, such as a committee, has the authority to make a decision.  Then there are “primary” vs. “secondary” modes, that is, whether, respectively, the authorized decision makers themselves do all the work entailed in thinking through the decision problem or instead delegate at least some of that work to others.  Primary decision modes, particularly at the individual level, are a major subject of contemporary decision scholarship, and thus deserve special attention.

Three broad classes of primary modes can be recognized.  First is “analytic” decision making, in which the decision maker deliberately attempts to think through what makes sense to do in the given situation, what most people think of first when they hear the expression “decision making.”  A high-stakes, largely unique decision such as whether Northern Manufacturing should build the Lincoln Facility would certainly be made analytically.  The second primary mode consists of “rule-based” decision making.  This mode entails rules of the form “If Conditions C1, C2, … hold, then take Action A.”  Every organization must solve at least some of its recurring decision problems via such rules; otherwise, it simply could not function.  Consider, for instance, the criteria that are used by most organizations to winnow down large initial pools of job candidates into smaller pools that are examined more carefully and analytically.  Finally, there is “experience-based” decision making.  One such variety consists of “automatic” decision making, such as that involved in maneuvering a vehicle into traffic on the highway.  Such automaticity evolves gradually as a result of repetitions to the point where the decision maker makes the decisions virtually effortlessly, uncontrollably, and outside awareness.  So-called “intuitive” decision making is another variety of experience-based decision making.  In contemporary scholarship, experience-based decision making is sometimes characterized as an instance of “System 1” thinking while analytic and rule-based decision making are described as cases of “System 2” thinking (Evans, 2008), with the former being considered more primitive in evolutionary terms.

Primary decision mode distinctions have considerable decision management significance.  Suppose, as is common, that assembly line supervisors at Northern Manufacturing assume that, if line employees are making excessive operational decision errors, it is because they are not trying hard enough to decide properly.  Implicit is the additional assumption that the employees’ decisions are being made analytically.  But many such decisions are likely to be experience-based, even automatic.  If that is indeed the case, then exhortations or incentives to work harder at deciding well would be useless.  Instead, the first sensible (actually, necessary) task for the supervisors as decision managers would be to disrupt the employees’ faulty, uncontrolled decision routines and only then attempt to replace them with new, better ones. 

Three varieties of secondary decision making are commonly recognized, too.  In “agency,” the authorized decision maker delegates complete responsibility for the decision problem to someone else, the “agent.”  Such would have been the case had the Northern Manufacturing executive board completely relinquished to June Ward’s committee its authority to decide what to do about the company’s component demand problem.  In contrast, in “consultation,” the authorized decision maker retains responsibility for making the ultimate decision.  Nevertheless, one or more “consultants” perform some of the work involved in making that decision.  This could include arriving at certain essential judgments, such as what future product demand levels will be.  Or it could entail making specific recommendations for what the overall decision ought to be, as was the case with June Ward’s actual committee.  Finally, there is “modeling,” whereby the decision maker pursues the same or analogous course of action that some other decision maker made in a similar situation, without examining the details at all.  This is common in some cases of benchmarking, whereby companies adopt the practices of industry leaders uncritically because they are, after all, the leaders.  


There is great deal of current interest in secondary decision modes, such as advice giving and advice taking.  A common finding in such research is that advisors often recommend actions for others that are systematically and reliably different from actions they would take themselves.  Stone and Allgaier (2008) showed that an important driver of such differences is the nature of social norms in the situation.  For instance, if there is a local norm for risk seeking, then advisors will recommend decisions that are riskier than options the advisors themselves would pursue.  So suppose that there is such a norm on the Northern Manufacturing executive board.  Then we could expect June Ward’s committee to recommend component demand proposals that entail more risk than the committee would consider acceptable if they made the final decision on their own.  As a good decision manager, therefore, the chair of the executive board would be wise to acknowledge this bias in the recommendations the board receives and make sure that the board compensates appropriately in making its decisions.

Cardinal Issue 3—“Investment”: Determining, Gathering, and Allocating the  Kinds and Amounts of Resources Devoted to the Process of Making the Decision 
In the Decision Maker’s Voice: “In order to make this decision well, what do we have to spend on the process, and on what, exactly?”  Thus, after June Ward was selected to lead the component demand committee of the Northern Manufacturing executive board, her colleagues on the board asked her: “So, what do you need?”   

The Decision Maker’s Mission: Figure out what specific tasks must be carried out in order to assure a reasonable chance that the decision ultimately made has adequate outcomes.  Then make certain that those tasks are supported by the required resources—material and otherwise—but no more than that.  So, at Northern Manufacturing, June Ward had to determine what she and her colleagues on the component demand committee needed in order to craft their recommendations to the executive board.  At the same time, she also had to assure that their efforts were not overly costly, for instance, undercutting committee members’ other responsibilities to the company.

The Decision Manager’s Mission: Anticipate the various tasks that must be accomplished by all decision makers en route to a sound decision.  Then identify the available resources required to support those tasks.  Next, garner and apply the minimum resources necessary, paying special attention to easily-overlooked non-material resources, such as the energy required to withstand the emotional turmoil that often accompanies high-stakes decision making, particularly in social contexts.  Clearly, this mission speaks most directly to the “Providing Resources” component of the decision management portfolio and the “Process Costs” dimension of decision quality.  At Northern Manufacturing, June Ward ideally should (explicitly or implicitly) develop a plan for assuring that her committee adequately covers every cardinal decision issue when crafting its component demand decision recommendations.  She should then determine what is essential for doing that, e.g., the minimum number of committee members possessing particular skills and qualities.  This is what guides her response to the executive board’s question, “What do you need?” 

Illustrative Insight and Evidence.  People often differ significantly in their indecisiveness, their tendencies to make decisions slowly and unstably, i.e., to change their minds easily and repeatedly (cf. Potworowski, 2010).  This has decision process cost implications in several ways.  First, by definition, indecisive people take a long time to decide, and this translates directly into financial costs (which are often unrecognized).  After all, the more time people spend making decisions, then the less time they have to devote to their other duties.  This effect snowballs in meetings, where several people, not just one person, are prevented from getting on with their responsibilities elsewhere.  There are non-material costs, too.  There are indications that indecisive individuals experience anxiety when making decisions and that decision making is especially unpleasant for them (Potworowski, 2010).  Observations such as these imply that a decision manager, such as June Ward at Northern Manufacturing, would do well to take people’s apparent indecisiveness into account in assembling decision making groups and in coordinating the activities of those groups.  

Issues in the Core

Cardinal Issue 4—“Options”: Assembling the Pool of Alternatives that Are Considered
In the Decision Maker’s Voice: “What are reasonable alternative actions we should consider as potential solutions to this decision problem we have?”  From one perspective, addressing this issue was the Northern Manufacturing executive board’s charge to June Ward’s committee: “Provide us with recommendations for what we might do to deal with our component demand problem.”  (The committee was expected to provide rationales for their recommendations, too.)

The Decision Maker’s Mission:  Assemble a collection of alternative actions—a “consideration set”—that includes at least one that would be a suitable solution to the decision problem at hand.  At the same time, though, constrain the size and character of that collection in order to minimize deliberation costs and risks.  Thus, internally, June Ward’s committee set out to employ any means at its disposal to bring to mind reasonable approaches to Northern Manufacturing’s difficulties keeping up with demand for particular components the company makes.  Yet, they also sought to avoid being overwhelmed with the task of appraising options that had little chance of being “the one.”  In the committee’s role as consultants, the aim was to resolve the options issue for the executive board as the decision maker.  That is, their goal was to provide the board with a set of alternatives that: (a) was small so as to not overburden the board with the chore of appraising them; (b) consisted of alternatives such that each was likely to yield at least reasonably favorable outcomes; and (c) would not tempt the board to select options that were superficially attractive but were actually “bad news” for the company.  
The Decision Manager’s Mission:  Encourage the decision makers to adapt and use methods for identifying or creating small collections of options such that each has good odds of adequately solving the current decision problem.  Ideally, those options should also facilitate the process of appraising other options and should certainly avoid compromising the decision makers’ ability to conduct such appraisals.  So an important part of June Ward’s job as committee chair was to provide committee members with techniques that are known to be effective at producing small but rich option pools for problems similar to Northern Manufacturing’s component demand challenge.

Illustrative Insight and Evidence.  Many methods for addressing the options issue are discussed these days; they are a popular subject, especially for companies hungry for profitable innovations.  Consider, for instance, approaches such as “co-creation” (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2000), whereby, in effect, companies and customers collaborate to design products that serve the personal desires of individual consumers.  But almost undoubtedly, brainstorming remains the most widely used social technique for generating decision alternatives.  The approach retains its popularity despite decades of research contesting its efficacy relative to that of the “nominal group technique” (NGT).  In conventional brainstorming, several people meet face-to-face and work collaboratively to identify or create what are hopefully creative and viable options for the problem in question.  They do so following a small set of simple rules, including a prohibition of criticism of one another’s efforts and encouragement to try to “piggyback” or build on others’ ideas.  If they were applying the NGT, the same individuals would each work alone (and might not even know of one another’s existence, constituting a “group” in name only).  Each of those individuals would work be implored to work hard to try to come up with good ideas.  It seems that most people expect that, if brainstorming and the NGT were compared head to head, brainstorming would win.  However, decades of research (perhaps best illustrated by the classic studies of Diehl & Stroebe, 1987) have demonstrated convincingly the opposite, that the NGT tends to result in more and better alternatives.  Thus, it appears that a decision manager seeking lots of creative options, would be well advised to suggest that decision makers pursue the NGT approach.  It is worth noting, though, that a common result of applying both brainstorming and the NGT is that they tend to yield many low-quality options, too.  Thus, if such approaches are adopted, they need to be accompanied by highly efficient screening procedure also.
Cardinal Issue 5—“Possibilities”: Identifying Non-Obvious Potential Occurrences—Ones that Matter
In the Decision Maker’s Voice: “Suppose we were to pursue this course of action.  What non-obvious events could occur which, in combination with this action, would result in consequences that are significant for key parties?”  June Ward’s component demand committee of the Northern Manufacturing executive board considered a host of alternative actions.  It was obvious to the group that future demand for the components in question would matter to just about everyone involved, regardless of the action pursued.  But other, not-so-obvious events could matter, too.  And if they were overlooked yet actually happened, then the company would be caught painfully unawares, “blind-sided” by them.  Hence the committee’s question to itself: “What specific non-obvious things could happen (or be true) that would affect the wisdom of pursuing each of these courses of action we are pondering?”  
The Decision Maker’s Mission:  Bring to the surface non-obvious potential occurrences which, if they actually came about, would matter greatly to particular parties, perhaps depending on the course of action we pursue.  For the Northern Manufacturing component demand committee, the task was to somehow force themselves to see beyond what was immediately apparent to them, to recognize obscure possibilities whose actual occurrences would greatly affect the sensibleness of options such as building the Lincoln Facility.  Although that did not actually happen, a competitor’s technological breakthrough that render’s Northern’s components immediately obsolete would be an example of such a possibility.  
The Decision Manager’s Mission:  Provide the decision makers with tools, opportunities, and incentives to improve their odds of bringing to the surface non-obvious, decision-significant possible occurrences.  Thus, it was incumbent upon chair June Ward to make certain that her committee members at minimum actually tried to bring to mind non-obvious potential future occurrences that would affect the wisdom of the alternative actions they considered.  In addition, though, it was in her (and, more importantly, the company’s) interests to steer them through procedures that reduced the odds of blindsiding.  One apparent contributor to “possibility neglect” is inexperience in the pertinent domain.  Recognition of this fact would have led June Ward to make certain that her committee discreetly consulted with a wide spectrum of local people in each of the communities deemed to be serious contenders for a new Northern Manufacturing facility.

Illustrative Insight and Evidence.  As suggested above, there are myriad reasons that decision makers sometimes mishandle the possibilities issue.  One is “stress,” an unpleasant emotional state instigated by perceived threats to one’s welfare (cf. Yates, 1990, p. 376).  A long-established, reliable effect of stress on cognition is that it restricts the scope of attention (see Yates, Klatzky, & Young, 1995, for a review, and Booth & Sharma, 2009, for a recent illustration).  There have been numerous demonstrations of such effects on people’s decision making.  One is possibility neglect.  That is, stress can be expected to reduce a decision maker’s chances of bringing to mind particular non-obvious decision-relevant occurrences, thereby increasing the chances of blindsiding.  It is easy to imagine circumstances in which this can happen, as during, say, a catastrophic industrial accident.  Any given employee under such conditions is likely to have a significantly more narrow scope of attention.  Thus, a good decision manager on the scene would find it beneficial to attempt to counteract such effects by relying more heavily than usual on collaborative deliberation of alternative actions, e.g., structured discussion.  That is because, although any single member of the collective has a high probability of overlooking any particular consideration, there should still be a much smaller chance that every member will. 
Cardinal Issue 6—“Judgment”: Arriving at Opinions as to Whether Particular Relevant Events Actually Would Occur 
In the Decision Maker’s Voice: “If this event actually happens, then the action we have chosen would be really good for our company.  But would it happen?  What are the chances?”  In the Northern Manufacturing case, building the Lincoln Facility would be highly beneficial for the company if demand for Northern’s components turned out being high enough, more than 100,000 units per month for at least three years.  Thus, at the time the decision was being deliberated, the key question was whether demand would be maintained above that critical level.

The Decision Maker’s Mission:  Formulate or otherwise acquire accurate and inexpensive judgments for the various occurrences that matter to the decision problem at hand,  In the current illustration, the task of the decision makers on June Ward’s committee was to predict demand for the components that would be produced at the prospective Lincoln Facility.  

The Decision Manager’s Mission:  Appraise the accuracy and cost of the requisite judgments already available to the decision makers.  If those judgments are too inaccurate or expensive, help the decision makers identify better judgment sources or techniques.  Then encourage and assist the decision makers in applying them effectively.  There are actually many different ways of obtaining judgments to inform decisions, approaches that are sometimes called “judgment modes,” in parallel to the broader decision modes discussed in connection with the mode issue, Cardinal Issue 2 (Yates & Angott, 2009).  In their routine operations, companies frequently rely heavily on well-established statistical (e.g., time series) techniques for making demand forecasts from, say, one month to the next (Makridakis, Wheelwright, & Hyndman, 1998).  These methods essentially amount to using past occurrences of similar events as predictors of future ones, e.g., through extrapolation.  Rightly and sometimes wrongly, decision makers often believe that the future will be subject to forces significantly different from previous ones.  They therefore feel justified in adjusting the statistically-derived predictions in the direction of their personal, psychologically-driven judgments of what the future holds.  

Illustrative Insight and Evidence.  More often than many people realize, the judgments people use in arriving at their decisions come from other people—or even devices, such as computer programs—rather than solely themselves.  Thus, when June Ward’s committee on the Northern Manufacturing executive board seeks accurate forecasts to inform their decision about whether to build a new facility, we could expect them to go beyond the committee members themselves.  Ideally, they should pay attention to the judgments of potential consultants who have good accuracy track records and ignore the assessments of those who do not.  But therein lies a significant problem.  Studies have shown that people’s subjective notions of judgment expertise deviate systematically from what is required by established formal accuracy indicators (Yates, Price, Lee, & Ramirez, 1996).  For example, at the expense of other, more defensible considerations, decision makers are often inclined to rely on how confident their potential informants appear (Price & Stone, 2004).  This suggests that a decision manager such as June Ward in her role as chair of the component demand committee at Northern Manufacturing could provide a valuable service by putting in place routines whereby potential judgment consultants’ track records are vetted for accuracy per objective methods rather than easily faked mere images of competence.

Cardinal Issue 7—“Value”: Anticipating How Much Key Parties Would Like or Dislike Various Outcomes and Other Aspects of the Decision Situation
In the Decision Maker’s Voice: “Would they (and even I) like this if it actually happened?  How much?”  At Northern Manufacturing, there were three major alternative locations for a new facility, including Bartonville, the eventual location of the Lincoln Facility.  In each location, June Ward’s committee crafted a request for tax abatements from the local authorities as incentives for Northern to build in that community, with specific job-creation guarantees.  In every instance, before proceeding, Ms. Ward and her colleagues asked: “How would they feel about this proposal?  Would they welcome it wholeheartedly, or would they be insulted and therefore resist further overtures from Northern?”  
The Decision Maker’s Mission:  Make accurate judgments of how key parties to the decision problem—perhaps including the decision makers themselves— would feel about potential outcomes and other facts surrounding the eventual decision.  Framed this way, it is apparent that the value issue is a special case of the judgment issue.  It is worth distinguishing from the general case because the focus is on what makes decision problems themselves special—the fact that what Person X likes, say, a particular color for a house, might easily be abhorred by Person Y.  Valuation judgments are also special because they are often really hard to make accurately, and deceptively so.  That is, people frequently think that it is easy to anticipate people’s feelings (especially their own) when it is anything but.  On June Ward’s Northern Manufacturing component demand committee, when they are planning their strategy for negotiating tax abatements, one of the group’s chores was anticipating local officials’ reactions to alternative proposals the company might offer.  Among other reasons, this was a hard problem because none of the committee members knew any of the local officials personally.
The Decision Manager’s Mission:  As in the case of judgment more generally, evaluate the accuracy and cost of currently used valuation judgment sources and techniques.  Then, to the extent that they are deficient, induce and assist the decision makers in applying better alternatives.  So, in meetings when the Northern Manufacturing component demand committee was trying to anticipate local authorities’ reactions to tax abatement overtures, June Ward ideally would have first sought to gain a fix on how good the committee was at making such assessments, relative to other potential sources.  Then, to the extent that there are more accurate and cost-effective alternatives, she would have done well to steer the members in their direction.  
Illustrative Insight and Evidence.  Consumer-focused marketing research provides excellent illustrations of often well-reasoned approaches to resolving the value issue as it arises in marketing decision problems.  Among the most popular methods are various survey techniques and more laboratory-like conjoint analysis methods.  It is noteworthy that such methods typically rely heavily on people’s assessments of their own values (e.g., “I would really like that product and therefore buy it”).  A popular recent topic in valuation judgment research focuses on “affective forecasting,” which addresses people’s predictions of their own feelings (Wilson & Gilbert, 2005).  A key finding in such work is the “impact bias,” the tendency for people to overestimate the intensity and longevity of their emotional reactions to events that occur to them, e.g., being promoted or being denied a promotion.  To compensate for this bias, it would make sense for a decision manager to moderate actions predicated on people’s self-reported expectations of how much they will like or dislike certain experiences, particularly ones for which they have little direct prior familiarity.
Cardinal Issue 8—“Tradeoffs”: Arriving at a Final Decision, Recognizing That Every Alternative Has Both Strengths and Weaknesses, Therefore Seeming to Require Tradeoffs
In the Decision Maker’s Voice: “Every one of our options has drawbacks as well as advantages relative to its competitors.  So which of those courses of action should receive our commitment, which should we pursue?”  When June Ward was deciding on the last person to invite to be a member of her component demand committee at Northern Manufacturing, she winnowed the options down to two: Joe Wilson and Floyd Chambers.  Then, in her mind, the decision problem got really tough.  Wilson was more experienced and broadly knowledgeable than Chambers, but Chambers had the edge in terms of technical expertise.  She wondered: “Which should I pick?”

The Decision Maker’s Mission:  Determine which alternative course of action should (or at least will) receive the decision maker’s commitment despite its relative weaknesses.  For her committee, June Ward’s task was to figure out whether it made sense to select Joe Wilson and his experience and broad knowledge while sacrificing Floyd Chambers’s technical expertise, or the opposite.  Three major classes of tradeoff dilemmas occur.  First are outcome × outcome dilemmas, as in the case of Wilson vs. Chambers.   In such instances, in the decision maker’s mind, at least, the outcomes in question are known for sure.  For instance, there was no doubt that Wilson had more experience than Chambers.  Then there are outcome × uncertainty dilemmas.  Eventually, Northern Manufacturing was faced with, in effect, a gamble implicated in our earlier discussion of the judgment issue.  If demand for particular Northern components was sustained above a specified threshold (an uncertain event), then building a new facility would be advantageous for the company (a very favorable outcome).  But if that failed to happen (also an uncertain occurrence), then the company’s interests would be seriously compromised (an unfavorable outcome).  Finally, there are outcome × time dilemmas.  In a conceptually simple illustration, Joe Wilson is confronted with a choice between two assignments in the company.  On the one hand, he could accept a moderately attractive assignment that makes good use of his current strengths in experience and broad knowledge, right now.  On the other, he could take what is essentially a grueling technical training assignment that would shore up his technical capabilities but would pay off only after a couple of years.  
The Decision Manager’s Mission:  Provide and train the decision makers in the use of proven methods for resolving tradeoff dilemmas.  This includes making available existing software designed to facilitating those methods.  More importantly, it also includes explaining clearly the rationales underneath the methods and what benefits they can and cannot assure.  Tradeoff dilemmas almost certainly have been studied longer and more intensively than any other topic in the history of decision research.  And that scholarship has led to numerous tools that are standard fare in business schools and actual business practice.  For instance, outcome × outcome tradeoffs are the province of multiple criterion methods such as multiattribute utility theory (MAUT) procedures and also the analytic hierarchy process (AHP).  Standard expected utility (EU) theory-based forms of decision analysis focus on outcome × uncertainly tradeoffs, as do (implicitly) various portfolio management procedures.  And net present value (NPV) techniques are standard tools for evaluating alternative investment opportunities whose cash flow streams differ—classic outcome × time tradeoff challenges.  Unfortunately, all too often, all these methods are used insufficiently critically.  This is perhaps because they appear to provide unambiguous and authoritative answers to tough questions although often they do not.  A good decision manager contributes to the company’s welfare by encouraging and guiding the requisite critical thinking.

Illustrative Insight and Evidence.  Extensive scholarship on tradeoffs continues.  However, it has changed in focus somewhat.  One of the most interesting and practically significant areas of work concerns “coherence shifting.”  MAUT analyses are used in some form or another in many arenas, from product design routines to product recommender systems, such as those at Consumer Reports, to employee performance appraisals.  The decision maker does the following: (a) identifies several options, none of which dominates any of the others (e.g., Bartonville, Lexington, and New Stanton as potential sites for the prospective Lincoln Facility); (b) specifies the important dimensions that distinguish the alternatives (e.g., distance from major markets, tax rates, employee quality of life); (c) indicates the relative importance of the dimensions in terms of weights; and (d) assesses the standing of each alternative along each dimension.  Every alternative is assigned a score that is the sum of each dimensional assessment for that alternative multiplied by that dimension’s importance weight: S = w1×a1 + w2×a2 + … + wK×aK.  The choice rule for MAUT, which implicitly makes the required outcome × outcome tradeoffs, specifies that the alternative that has the best score is the one that should be selected.  

It has always been assumed that importance weights and assessments are fixed “truths” that are to be discovered during the analysis, thereby pointing toward wise choices.  This assumption prohibits the decision maker from any sort of disingenuous fiddling around (“cheating?”) with the weights and assessments.  But for the past several years, there have been consistent indications that, left to their own devices, as their deliberations proceed, decision makers reliably shift the importance they attach to various dimensions and also their perceptions of the standing of the alternatives along those dimensions (e.g., Simon, Krawczyk, & Holyoak, 2004).  And those shifts are “coherent” in a particular way.  Suppose that, early in the deliberations, one alternative, say, Alternative A, becomes slightly favored over its competitors, even if for arbitrary or chance reasons.  Then, as the deliberations progress, the decision maker comes to feel that the dimensions on which Alternative A is strong become more important and those on which it is weak are seen as less important.  Similar shifts occur with the assessments.  Thus, as the deliberations move to the choice point, all considerations become more and more consistent—“coherent—with the selection of Alternative A.

Exactly why coherence shifting occurs is the subject of current fundamental research.  But the practical, including decision management, implications seem apparent.  Unless somehow prevented from doing so, decision makers will allow their perceptions of alternatives and their senses of dimensional importance to be co-opted by their initial, ill-founded intuitions.  Tools such as formal MAUT procedures, perhaps advocated by a decision manager, seem capable of counteracting such effects.  

Issues in the Aftermath

Cardinal Issue 9—“Acceptability”: Achieving Key Parties’ Acceptance of the Decision That Was Made As Well As the Procedure by Which That Decision Was Made
In the Decision Maker’s Voice: “How can we cope with or, ideally, preclude negative reactions to our decision—and how we made it—by key parties, particularly powerful ones?  Eventually, June Ward and her component demand committee settled on several alternative actions it was prepared to recommend to the entire Northern Manufacturing executive board.  One of the committee’s greatest fears was that the key executive board members would denigrate one or more of the recommendations out of hand and perhaps even ridicule the committee’s work.  (Such occurrences were not unknown in the company.)  The committee therefore wondered how it could prevent that from happening.  

The Decision Maker’s Mission:  Make decisions “bullet-proof,” unlikely to be resisted or sabotaged by key parties because they object to the decisions themselves or to how the decision makers arrived at them.  Thus, June Ward and her colleagues on the component demand committee set out to take actions that would reduce the odds that Northern Manufacturing executive board members would experience and act on dissatisfaction with the proposals the committee developed.   
The Decision Manager’s Mission:  Lead efforts to shape decision procedures such that the resulting decisions would be unlikely to be resisted by any powerful parties.  This can be contrasted to making the decisions first and then, after the fact, trying to “sell” them to particular objectors who might emerge.  That is, from the start, deliberations of each alternative are shaped at least partly according to acceptability considerations.  So, in the Northern Manufacturing case, June Ward would ideally have her committee members search for all significant parties who might object to prospective decisions, not just executive board objectors.  Then, before the committee’s proposed actions are finalized, they would be tested and refined according to an acceptability review.

Illustrative Insight and Evidence.  An emerging body of research explores connections between decision making and culture.  A central theme that has emerged in culture research generally cites the distinction between collectivism (or interdependence) and individualism (or independence).  Implicit is a recognition that the acceptability issue often arises and is played out differently in collectivistic and individualistic cultures.  A study by Briley, Morris, and Simonson (2000) provides a good example.  Suppose that Product A is highly durable but has an unattractive appearance, whereas Product B is the opposite, highly fragile yet beautiful.  The “compromise effect” is the phenomenon whereby, when given the choice between options such as Products A and B, decision makers seek out and select a less extreme “compromise” alternative, say, Product C, which has moderate durability and middling physical appearance.  Briley et al. found that their East Asian participants were significantly more susceptible to the compromise effect than were their North American participants.  This was anticipated on the basis of greater collectivism in East Asia and the fact that seeking compromises (the “Middle Way” in Chinese tradition) is more broadly accepted there.  Indeed, Briley et al. found some evidence that accepting compromises is actually devalued and discouraged in Western cultures.  The more general principle here is that, in today’s more culturally interconnected world, decision managers would find it useful to be cognizant that several aspects of their companies’ decision procedures are subject to different forces, depending on the decision makers’ cultural backgrounds.
Cardinal Issue 10—“Implementation”: Making Certain That Selected Courses of Action Are Actually Pursued
In the Decision Maker’s Voice: “We chose Action A.  Now, let’s get it done—assuming that we can get it done.”  Some decision problems are such that making the decision is tantamount to implementing it.  Choosing to buy a shirt at the mall is an example.  But other decisions, such as deciding to lose weight, entail executing a project.  In those instances, decision implementation can be far from given.  Such was the case for Northern Manufacturing’s Lincoln Facility decision.  Even after the executive board decided to proceed with building the facility, any number of things might have prevented it from ever opening, e.g., financing falling through.  June Ward and her colleagues would hope to prevent such implementation failures.
The Decision Maker’s Mission:  Make the decision in such a fashion that it is virtually guaranteed to be implemented.  Note that, as with the acceptability issue, the decision maker’s focus should be on what happens before the decision is reached, not after.  That is, the decision maker does not wait until after a possibly ill-conceived decision is made before addressing possible challenges to implementation.  Thus, during their deliberations, before June Ward and her colleagues on the Northern Manufacturing component demand committee would finalize a recommendation to the full executive board, they would first test ease of implementation and iron out significant threats to such implementation.
The Decision Manager’s Mission:  Facilitate the decision makers’ deliberations such that the resulting decisions are more likely to be actually carried out than they would be otherwise, bringing into play what is known about common impediments to implementation.  These impediments include faulty handling of particular “prior” cardinal issues, such as the possibilities issue (potential implementation roadblocks never coming to mind) and the acceptability issue (objectors working to thwart implementation).  In the Northern Manufacturing case, in her role as chair of the component demand committee, Jane Ward had the opportunity to shape the topics and character of discussions.  In that capacity, it would have been straightforward for her to nudge her colleagues toward more “implementable” decisions (e.g., “Let’s spend a little time talking about …”) .

Illustrative Insight and Evidence.  Within the last couple of decades, there has been a growing literature on implementation outside what is traditionally considered decision making scholarship, e.g., “action psychology.”  Regardless of how it has been construed, however, that research has yielded insights that have been shown to improve decision implementation.  One of the most robust effects has been that simply explicitly forming implementation plans improves the chances of implementation (e.g., Dholakia, Baggozi, & Gopinath, 2007).  Implicit is the conclusion that decisions sometimes fail to be implemented because, when making those decisions, the decision makers failed to craft plans for implementing those decisions.  In effect, they did nothing more than conclude that the aims of the decision (e.g., losing weight) were worthy.  Other work has shown that features of the deliberations themselves can significantly affect whether the resulting decisions are actually implemented.  One such feature is how effortful those deliberations are: the greater the effort, the greater the chances of implementation (Dholakia & Bagozzi, 2002), perhaps through cognitive consistency mechanisms.  (“If I did all that work, it only makes sense for me to follow through.”).  The decision management prescriptions of such findings are straightforward, e.g., make sure that decision makers derive explicit implementation plans and, perhaps surprisingly, the deliberations are not too easy.  
Concluding Remarks: The Future

The decision management idea seems promising.  For one thing, it does not require people to scuttle their own highly prized personal means of deciding. Such unreasonable demands seem to be a major reason that other, more heavy-handed approaches, such as expected utility theory-driven decision analysis, have had limited appeal and success (cf. Brown, 2010).  Decision management methods are about refining these approaches in light of what available evidence indicates is likely to be problematic about them, not replacing them.  Only time will tell whether the apparent promise is realized.
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Figure 2. Quality dimensions.


Figure 3. Key elements of the cardinal decision issue perspective.
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