
Chapter 4
Public Decision-Making

We are confronted with a relentless need to make decisions. Virtually every day, a
situation arises that does not conform to our expectations. We then ask ourselves: What
should we do? How do we decide what to do? Each person has his or her own approach
to decision-making. Some people panic, while others automatically respond in a specific
way. Some individuals try one solution after another before they find the right one. In
this chapter we will dissect and examine each step of the decision-making process. We
will further underscore various theoretical models of decision-making and conclude with
a discussion of dysfunctional decision-making.

In any moment of decision, the best thing you can do is the right thing. The worst thing you can do is
nothing.

Theodore Roosevelt, 26th President of the United States.

Image 4.1 “Law through the Ages.”
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Source: Attilio Pusterla. New York County Courthouse, 1935. http://untappedcities.com/2012/12/27/inside-

the-new-york-county-supreme-courthouse/supreme-court-9-of-53/. Accessed 1/29/15.
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How Decisions are Made

The Nature of Decision-Making

In simplest terms, decision-making entails choosing one course of action among other
competing courses of action. The decision process includes the following steps: (1)
pinpointing the problem; (2) identifying causes; (3) setting objectives; (4) formulating
alternative courses of action; (5) evaluating alternatives against organizational objectives;
(6) choosing the best course of action; and (7) implementing and evaluating the decision.

Step 1: Pinpointing the Problem

In pinpointing the problem (Step 1), the decision-maker compares an expected standard
of performance to the actual standard of performance. In other words, what is
happening, and what should be happening? It is important to have a clear definition of a
problem before looking for its solution. The analysis of a problem should be specific and
should indicate the desired behavior, as well as the present behavior. This can be stated
as follows:

ACTUAL CONDITION DESIRED CONDITION
What is happening? What should be happening?
Where is it happening? Where should it be happening?
When is it happening? When should it be happening?
To what extent is it happening? To what extent should it be happening?

The goals (desired condition) should be realized. One should also pinpoint the possible
cause or causes of the disparity between the existing condition and the desired condition,
and then decide the most likely cause for the situation (Step 2).

The goals (desired condition) should be realized. One should also pinpoint the possible
cause or causes of the disparity between the existing condition and the desired condition,
and then decide the most likely cause for the situation (Step 2).

Step 2: Identifying Causes

In identifying possible causes, one may ask: “What are the causes for the deviation
between the actual and desired condition?” The most likely cause of the problem is the
one that most precisely explains all the facts about that problem.
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• Has all the available information been gathered?
• Are there specific barriers to be faced in the process?
• Are strong individual member attitudes toward the situation?
• Are there important points of view not yet represented?

Step 3: Setting Objectives

After the problem and its causes have been identified, the decision-maker must set
objectives that the decision must achieve (Step 3). Effective objectives should:

• Be specific
• Be measurable (this implies an empirically based performance criteria)
• Indicate who, what, how much, when, and where

Figure 4.1 Decision-Making Steps.
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Examples of Objectives

• Ineffective objective—Each respondent will receive an appropriate financial
evaluation interview.

• Effective objective—To decide the respondent’s support payments, the
caseworker will interview him or her to determine his or her: age, marital status,
employment status, number of other children, financial resources, and eligibility
for assistance.

After listing the objectives for a given course of action, those objectives should be
separated into objectives that are absolutely necessary (“must” objectives) and those that
are desirable but less pressing (“want” objectives). “Must” objectives set limits that are
non-negotiable. “Want” objectives set limits that are, to some extent, flexible.

Example

“Must” objective—All staff will remain with the unit for a minimum of 2 years.
“Want” objective—All staff will remain with the unit for 3 to 5 years.
“Want” objectives need to be weighted as to their relative importance. There are two

methods for doing this: One method is to decide which objective is the least important
and give it a numerical weight of 1. Then, decide how much more important another
“want” objective is compared to the one deemed least essential and give the second
objective a weight in accordance with that decision, for example a 2 or a 3. Continue on
with each want objective, comparing it to the least important one and ranking it
accordingly. The other method is to use a straight interval scale ranging from 1 to 10 as a
means of rating the importance of “want” objectives. Less important objectives are given
scores of less than 5, while more important objectives are given scores greater than 5.
The idea here is to establish a criterion for determining which “want” objectives a
decision-maker should consider when making a final decision.

Step 4: Formulating Action Alternatives

When formulating alternative courses of action (Step 4), a decision maker should ask
whether the problem has existed before. If so, what was done and what was the
outcome? Has a related problem occurred? If so, what elements were similar? How were
they handled and to what effect? A primary method of formulating courses of action
includes brainstorming, which was developed to help generate ideas in the field of
advertising. The term means to use the brain to “storm” a creative problem. Effective
brainstorming entails the following:

• Criticisms of ideas must be postponed temporarily.
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• Freewheeling is encouraged; that is, the wilder the idea, the better—the logic
being that it is easier to tone down wild ideas than to liven up lackluster ones.

• Quantity is stressed over quality. The greater the number of ideas, the more
likely it is that there will be potential winners in the pack.

• Combination and improvement are pursued. Not only should participants
contribute ideas of their own, but also they should strive to use other people’s
ideas to make better ideas—i.e., combining two or more ideas into an alternative
idea.

In conducting effective brainstorming sessions, the problem should not be revealed
before the session. The idea is to create an environment conducive to spontaneity, which
will help generate a free flow of ideas. During the session, however, the problem should
be defined clearly. Within a brainstorming discussion group, it is advantageous to
include people with experience and people new to the specific problem. An eclectic
group of participants is more likely to trigger a range of innovative ideas. The flow of
ideas can sometimes be increased by presenting idea-spinning questions such as, “How
can we adapt (modify, rearrange, reverse, combine, minimize, maximize) any general
solution?” Finally, when the discussion group seems to have run out of ideas, try
reviewing the list quickly, and then ask for a precise number of additional suggestions.

Indecision is debilitating; it feeds upon itself; it is, one might almost say, habit-forming. Not only that, but it
is contagious; it transmits itself to others.

H. A. Hopf, author.

Creativity and Formulating Decision Alternatives

Creativity is an innate human capacity, not a gift of the talented elite. To become
creative in our work and personal lives, we must unlearn a range of limiting behaviors
and attitudes and foster creative organizational sets. Creativity is synonymous with
seeing things in a new way; going outside of our own experiences for solutions;
challenging assumptions—which encompasses flexibility of thought, going beyond
stereotypical interpretations, questioning self-evident truths, and developing a healthy
skepticism. Making connections between seemingly unrelated ideas and/or events is
central to creativity. Taking risks is also central to creative decision-making.

Several personality traits affect individual creativity. These traits include: a tolerance
for ambiguity, a healthy self-concept, a reasonable focus of control, and a moderate level
of comfort regarding risk taking. The higher an individual’s tolerance for ambiguity, the
more patience he or she will have for systematically working through the elements of
the situation and then formulating and assessing alternatives. The lower an individual’s
self-concept, the more anxiety that individual will have about how he or she is viewed
by others. This leads to stress, preventing a thorough search for decision alternatives.
Also, the lower the self-concept, the more sensitive a person will be to social pressure,
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causing that person to side with the majority. Additionally, people who believe they
have little control over outcomes will be less exhaustive in searching for alternatives.
They may ask themselves, “Why do anything when the result is beyond my control,
anyway?” Finally, a person who is neither a high risk taker nor a low risk taker will be
the best decision maker. A high risk taker is an inefficient decision maker because it is
unlikely that the risky alternative will solve the problem. The low risk taker, on the other
hand, plays it too safe and is less likely to come up with a sufficient number of decision
alternatives.

Blocks to Creativity

Creativity is an innate human capacity. People differ in the degree, not the kind, of
creative resources available to them. In order for us to cultivate our creative resources,
we must overcome numerous creative blocks, among which are the following:

• Over dominance of left side of brain
• Organizational and individual mindsets that impose immediate judgment and

evaluation of ideas
• Internal conflict between experimental and safekeeping selves
• Childhood conditioning
• Fear of mistakes
• Fear of risking self-esteem
• Need for control and conditioned responses
• Overly narrow or broad definitions of problems
• Competition
• Perfectionism

Costs of Creativity

Developing our creative resources may cause certain strains. Recognizing these potential
stresses can help minimize blocks to our creative efforts. Creative individuals face new
frustrations because of increased problem awareness. People who are highly sensitive to
problems are likely to expose themselves to more and greater despair because they are
struck by the full complexity of the issues before them, as well as the full scope of their
new responsibilities.

If you chase two rabbits, both will escape.

Chinese proverb.

Creative individuals face new frustrations because of increased opportunity
awareness. For example, they see new opportunities to improve agency effectiveness, but
often no one in authority seems willing to dedicate the time or resources to mine the
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gold that is there. Others will say that the opportunities are not gold ore, but chunks of
rock.

Creativity adds up to a lot of hard work. Many individuals feel overworked already.
Often, however, they have become overly busy with the 80 percent of the work that—if
done perfectly—accounts for only 20 percent of the results. They keep busy to avoid the
pain, frustration, and worry of tackling the important work, that is, the 20 percent that
matters. Reweighing priorities is hard work. Implementing ideas is even harder.

Creativity adds new risks to life, which brings new tensions and new anxieties. Some
individuals crave creativity and innovation, yet they are uncomfortable with change.
This is a contradiction, of course, as creativity implies something new, nonconforming,
or different. Also, the more confidence a person builds with creativity tools, the more
pioneering that person becomes. He or she will be taking the initiative, knowing full well
who is accountable if the idea fails. An idea can fail. There are no magic bullets for
solving problems or making decisions creatively; there are no magic potions for
developing imaginative opportunities. A first try may be a disaster—but that does not
mean a second try will not bring success.

Steps 5 and 6: Evaluating Alternatives and Choosing the Best One

Evaluating each course of action against the objectives (Step 5) allows the decision-
maker to choose the best course of action (Step 6). To remain in the running, a course of
action should meet all of the “must” objectives, and it should meet some of the “want”
objectives. Moreover, it is important that decision-makers take into account the potential
impacts each course of action may have on the organization and its people. Some
questions to consider include:

• Will the workers’ motivation, skills, or growth be affected?
• Will relationships among units, communication, responsibility, or delegation be

affected?
• Will the organization’s image be affected, or will there be legal and/or political

ramifications of choosing one course of action over another?

By and large, the best course of action is the one that meets all of the “must” objectives
and the greatest number of “want” objectives, while at the same time engendering the
fewest disadvantages to the organization and its people. Using a balance sheet is a good
way of visually representing the benefits and burdens of one course of action versus
another. The balance sheet helps individuals to make more comprehensive appraisals of
competing courses of action, as decision makers are better able to think about possible
trade-offs, concentrate on the major differences between the choices, and think about the
degree of importance of each pro and con. Table 4.1 is an example of a balance sheet
created by a manager who is considering moving to a different job. The balance sheet is
meant to evaluate his present position. The matrix details the positives and negatives of
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staying with the current job.

Table 4.1 Balance Sheet.

Expected
Consequences Positives Negatives

Gains and
losses for self

1. Satisfactory pay 1. Long hours

2. More opportunities to use
skills

2. Constant time pressure

3. Current status within the 3. Unpleasant paperwork
organization is good 4. Poor prospects for advancement

Gains and
losses for
others

1. Adequate income for
family

1. Not enough free time for family

2. Family receives perks
given my position

2. Spouse forced to deal with my work-
related irritability

Self-approval
or disapproval

1. This position allows me to
make use of full potential

1. Feel like a fool at times for putting up
with unreasonable deadlines and other
work-related red tape2. Proud of my achievements

3. Sense of meaningful
Accomplishments

Social
approval or
disapproval

1.
Approval of members of
my team—who look up to
me.

1.
Very slight skeptical reaction from
spouse

2.
Approval of my superior—
who is a friend and desires
that I stay

2.
A friend who has wanted to wangle a
new job for me will be disappointed
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Theoretical Models of Decision-Making

Rational Model

The rational decision-making model is grounded in economic principles. The concept of
marginal utility, according to Verne Lewis (1952), brings pure rationality into public
decision-making. Relative value, effectiveness, and incremental comparisons should
determine which decision alternative is chosen. Relative value refers to the “opportunity
cost” of a particular policy decision. The opportunity cost of a choice reflects the
difference between one’s first and second choices. Consider, for example, that Thomas
chooses to pursue a Master of Public Administration (MPA) degree after college. The
cost of tuition and living expenses amount to $40,000 per year for 2 years ($80,000 total).
This $80,000 total, however, does not reflect opportunity cost. Let us further assume that
by going to graduate school for 2 years, Tom turned down a job that would have paid
him $50,000 a year with a 5 percent raise after the first year ($102,500 total). This
$102,500 reflects the opportunity cost of choosing graduate school instead of the job, and
therefore the total real cost of graduate school equals $182,500. So, why pursue an MPA
degree? The idea is that more education will afford Tom more earning potential in the
long term, which will offset any lost wages in the short term. Of course, the MPA may
also offer intangibles, such as the satisfaction of helping others through public service,
which cannot be quantified in salary terms.
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Figure 4.2 “Decision-Making,” Herbert Simon.

Source: S.-Y. Rho. 1998. School of Public Affairs and Administration, Rutgers University, Newark, NJ.

Effectiveness deals with evaluating a decision in terms of achieving a common
purpose. Lewis’s (1952) notion of incremental comparisons refers to comparing marginal
value and costs, assuming that the value of anything decreases with increasing quantity.
In other words, as one acquires additional units of anything, an added unit has
decreasing value. Consider this: you need four tires on a car. You may need a fifth due to
the occasional flat tire. Having a sixth tire, however, does not seem worth the cost
relative to its value. While the policymaking process deals with value-laden questions,
economic and cost-benefit principles must remain dominant, according to Lewis. Much
like Lewis, J. L. Mikesell (1978) maintains that the decision-making process should try to
identify valuable government activities. In doing so, cost-benefit analysis (CBA) serves
as a primary tool of the rational decision-maker.

CBA is predicated on comparing the primary and secondary costs of a program or
policy, and comparing those costs to direct and indirect benefits. Both costs and benefits
are expressed in monetary terms. Typically, results are expressed in terms of a benefit-
cost ratio, which is equal to the benefits of a program divided by its costs. If the benefit-
cost ratio is greater than 1, it can be said that the benefits of a program outweigh its
costs. CBA can be conducted on either an ex ante or ex post basis. Ex ante analyses are
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prospective in that they try to estimate costs and benefits of a program or policy prior to
development or implementation. In contrast, ex post analyses are retrospective, as they
examine costs and benefits of programs and policies that have existed for some time.
Both ex ante and ex post analyses aid the rational decision-maker in determining
whether a program or policy should be pursued or continued. CBA is covered in greater
depth in Chapter 8.

Herbert Simon (1947/1997) was somewhat critical of the rational model given his
belief that people’s cognitive limitations make it impossible to consider the full range of
decision-making alternatives and the information corresponding to each alternative. This
concept is known as bounded rationality. Decision makers are, therefore, limited to a few
courses of action and ultimately choose the one that is most satisfactory or “good
enough.” Simon terms this satisficing (1947/1997).

Figure 4.3 Bounded Rational Decision-Making.

Source: C. W. Choo. 2006. The Knowing Organization: How Organizations Use Information to Construct

Meaning, Create Knowledge and Make Decisions (2nd ed.). New York: Oxford University Press.

Satisficing and Incrementalism

Policy changes occur little by little. According to Lindblom (1959), individuals tend not
to follow the rational model when making decisions. Instead, they avoid “rational”
decision-making through satisficing and incrementalism. From a practical standpoint,
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Simon’s concept of satisficing entails lowering the bar in terms of goal attainment, and
then choosing a policy alternative that satisfies this lower standard. Furthermore,
decision makers who satisfice choose policies that are thought to be “good enough” for
the time being, until a better policy alternative can be found. The incremental decision-
making model suggests that: (1) realistically, only a few policy alternatives can be
considered at one time, and (2) these policies do not differ radically from existing
policies. Change, therefore, occurs through decisions that have an incremental effect.
The incremental model is a more realistic approach to public decision-making, as it
provides greater flexibility in coping with time-sensitive policy problems (Lindblom
1959).

The Administrative (or Behavioral) Model

• Is descriptive in that it describes how decisions are actually made.
• Decision makers seek to simplify problems and make them less complex

because they are constrained by their individual capabilities (e.g., limited
information-processing ability) and by organizational conditions (e.g.,
availability of resources).

• Assumes that decision makers operate with limited (or “bounded”)
rationality; this means that decision makers are rational within a simplified
model that contains fewer components (e.g., fewer decision-making
criteria, fewer options, and so on).

• Assumes that decision makers identify a limited number of decision-making
criteria, that they examine a limited range of alternatives (only those that
are easy to find, highly visible, have been tried before, or are only slightly
different from the status quo) and that they do not possess all the
information needed to make a decision.

• The decision maker selects a satisficing alternative. This is an alternative
that is “good enough” or satisfactory in that it meets the minimum criteria
established for a desired solution.

• Decision-making proceeds sequentially: alternatives are examined one at a
time and the first satisfactory alternative that is found is selected.

Ryan K. Lahti, “Group Decision-Making Within the Organization: Can Models Help?” CSWT Papers. Center

for the Study of Work Teams, University of North Texas.

Incrementalism is often criticized, given that it perpetuates and condones the status quo.
In more extreme cases, it allows failing government agencies and programs to continue
and even expand. Fundamental change is difficult to achieve via incrementalism (Dror
1964). One response to incrementalism is the use of sunset provisions, under which an
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agency, program, or law expires automatically following a specified period, unless the
legislature votes to re-enact it. This was the case with many of the provisions of the USA
Patriot Act, which was passed in the wake of the 9/11 terrorist attacks on the United
States.

Revised Garbage Can Model

In contrast to the rational decision-making model, Kingdon (2003) defies conventional
wisdom by claiming that the decision-making process is neither systematic nor neatly
defined within the context of the political arena. Rather, public administration decision-
making is chaotic. According to the revised garbage can model, the decision-making
process can be understood in the context of three separate “streams” that operate
independently: specifically, the problem, political, and policy streams steer the decision-
making process. The problem stream refers to an understanding of “how and why one
set of problems rather than another comes to occupy officials’ attention” (Kingdon 2003,
p. 87). The political stream represents the pulse of the nation as conveyed through public
opinion, election results, or ideological shifts as evidenced through public and special
interest campaigns. Finally, within the policy stream, administrators, technocrats,
researchers, and political staffers formulate policy proposals. Policy advocates who have
crafted specific proposals wait for a compelling problem to emerge and present their
respective proposals as plausible solutions. In the absence of a societal problem with
which advocates can link their respective proposals, a change in the political climate is
necessary for certain policies to be given consideration. Policy advocates increase their
chances of influencing the agenda-setting process given the convergence of the problem,
political, and policy streams. That is, the policy window widens (i.e., the likelihood that
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Figure 4.4 Garbage Can Model.

Source: C. W. Choo. 2006. The Knowing Organization: How Organizations Use Information to Construct

Meaning, Create Knowledge, and Make Decisions (2nd ed.). New York: Oxford University Press.

a policy will be given consideration increases) when a problem emerges and the political
climate is ripe for certain policy preferences. The three streams converge at “critical
times” (e.g., a crisis), according to Kingdon (2003).

The Implicit Favorite Model

• Is descriptive in that it describes how decisions are actually made.
• The decision maker seeks to simplify the decision-making process by

identifying an “implicit favorite” before alternatives are evaluated; this
often occurs subconsciously.
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• The decision maker is neither rational nor objective and unbiased.
• After a “favorite” is selected, the decision maker tries to appear rational and

objective by developing decision criteria and by identifying and evaluating
various alternatives; however, this is done in a biased way so as to ensure
that the favorite appears superior on these criteria and thus, can
legitimately be selected as the “best” solution.

• In this model, “decision-making” is essentially a process of confirming a
choice/decision that has already been made. The actual decision was made
in an intuitive and unscientific fashion.

Ryan K. Lahti, “Group Decision-Making Within the Organization: Can Models Help?” CSWT Papers. Center

for the Study of Work Teams, University of North Texas.

The gun control movement came to prominence following the near-fatal injury of White
House press secretary James Brady during an assassination attempt on President Ronald
Reagan in 1981. Arguably, it was this focusing event that served as the impetus for more
widespread gun control measures. In the context of Kingdon’s framework, the problem
was the availability of firearms. The existing solution (or policy preference) was the
Brady bill (now the Brady law), which requires a five-day waiting period and mandatory
background checks prior to the purchase of certain firearms. It was believed that these
measures would reduce crimes of passion and ensure that convicted felons or the
mentally ill were not able to purchase firearms. The policy window for the Brady bill
widened with the election of President Bill Clinton, as the bill was originally introduced
in 1987 and was signed in November 1993.

For every complex problem, there is a simple solution that is wrong.

George Bernard Shaw, playwright; critic; co-founder of the London School of Economics.

The passage and implementation of the USA Patriot Act fits within the context of
King-don’s garbage can model. Passed shortly after the terrorist attacks on the World
Trade Center and the Pentagon in 2001, the Patriot Act expanded the authority of US law
enforcement agencies to intensify the fight against terrorism in the United States and
abroad. The most notable provisions of the Patriot Act deal with the federal
government’s enhanced power in gathering information. For example, the Patriot Act
gives law enforcement agencies greater authority to search telephone and e-mail
communications, as well as medical and financial records. Other surveillance provisions
include what are called roving wiretaps—which give the US government the authority to
wiretap all types of communication devices. Previously, the government would need to
obtain permission from a court to tap each device (filing a separate request, for instance,
for a phone, cell phone, personal computer, iPhone, and so on). With roving wiretaps,
however, the government can tap into any and all of a subject’s communications devices
after receiving blanket authority from a court. Now, consider this: The Patriot Act was
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written and passed into law on October 24, 2001—only 6 weeks after the terrorist attacks.
This piece of legislation was a hefty 342 pages. How on earth could this have been
written and passed so quickly? The answer is that many of the Patriot Act’s provisions
were failed legislative proposals that were still floating around the legislature. These
ideas and proposals did not have any traction, so to speak, because there was never any
problem serious enough to warrant putting such ideas into place—not until September
11, 2001, anyway. The problem, therefore, was domestic terrorism, and the political
window widened given the fear of another attack and people’s desire for concrete action.
The solution became a compilation of policies that previously had not taken root but
were nevertheless repackaged as the USA Patriot Act.

Participatory Model

Participatory decision-making assumes that a diverse group of individuals (or
individuals representing a diverse set of interests) will act in a consultative capacity.
Typically, those people affected by a particular problem or a potential course of action
are afforded the opportunity to provide input. This input is documented through public
meetings or hearings, advisory boards, and citizen advocacy groups. A classic example of
participa-tory decision-making deals with the writing of federal regulations. Federal
regulatory agencies such as the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), the Food and
Drug Administration (FDA), and the Occupational Safety and Health Administration
(OSHA) are responsible for writing and rewriting what are known as “rules.” Rules have
the same impact as laws, and they exist for purpose of protecting the citizenry. For
example, some rules stipulate that tests, trials, and other safety precautions be met prior
to a new drug’s release; others mandate that automobile plants must meet certain
environmental and safety standards. Even though rules are not passed by Congress (or
the legislature at the state level), they possess the effect of law. As a result, individuals or
corporations who, for instance, violate environmental rules by dumping toxic waste into
the oceans will be held accountable for their actions. The federal government alone
writes and rewrites thousands of rules each year. Agencies like the EPA, FDA, and
OSHA rely on information and expertise from private individuals and business owners
to craft these rules. In 2005 the federal government launched Regulations.gov, an
Internet-based clear-inghouse that allows anyone to read and comment on proposed
federal rules through an electronic template. From a more local perspective, participatory
decision-making occurs when a parent-teacher association advises a school board or the
superintendent of schools. Binding referenda represent more extreme cases of
participatory decision-making. Through referenda, citizens are given the authority to
accept or reject specific policy actions through the ballot box.

Choose always the way that seems the best, however rough it may be. Custom will soon render it easy and
agreeable.

Pythagoras, Greek philosopher.
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The participatory model is advantageous insofar as interest groups provide decision
makers with a wealth of information. Decision makers too dependent on information
from interest groups run the risk of being swayed into making decisions that serve the
interest groups more than the organization itself. This is referred to as “captivity.”
Captive organizations are more inclined to underemphasize organizational values and
goals and overemphasize the values and goals of clientele groups. The participatory
model is derived from a school of political-philosophical thought known as pluralism.
Contrary to the European oligarchies, the American system of government was founded
on the principle of popular sovereignty, the embodiment of which is the right to
participate in the electoral process. Participation ensures the stability and prosperity of
our political system, and within the context of a pluralistic society, it is a vehicle by
which factions compete for political access and policy preferences. The notion of
pluralism assumes that voluntary associations or interest groups participate in the
interest of persuading key players within the political arena. The outcomes of
participation include electoral majorities that support or compete against a group’s
interests. Pluralism is predicated on collective behavior and compromise. The ideal
democratic system, according to R. A. Dahl (1982), is predicated on “effective
participation,” which assumes that all are afforded an equal voice and that citizens share
in the decision-making process. Within the context of pluralism, organizations serve to
“prevent domination and to create mutual control,” Dahl notes in Dilemmas of Pluralist
Democracy: Autonomy vs. Control (1982, p. 270).

Public Involvement Techniques for Transportation
Decision-Making: Citizens on Decision and Policy
Bodies
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Who Are Citizens on Decision and Policy Boards?

Community people serve on policy and decision-making committees and boards.
They represent groups organized around civic, environmental, business, or
community interests, or specific geographic areas, or they serve as individual
experts in a field. They need not be elected officials or agency staff. The
Connecticut Department of Transportation (ConnDoT) appointed a community
committee to develop and recommend alternatives for reconstruction of a large I-95
bridge.

Some boards make decisions; others help formulate policy. Regional residents sit on
the decision-making Great Falls City/County Planning Board in Montana, and on
Washington’s Puget Sound Regional Council. The head of Georgia’s Chatham
County-Savannah Metropolitan Planning Committee sits on the Metropolitan
Planning Organization’s (MPO’s) Project Committee. Citizens on such boards are
distinct from purely advisory groups, such as civic advisory committees, that are
often part of planning and project development.

These boards are established by statute, regulation, or political decision. Ad hoc
committees are set up by legislative acts or executive decision to investigate specific
subjects. They may be temporary or permanent. In Portland, Oregon, a committee
of community members works with the Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO)
staff to develop scopes of service for projects and to review and select consultants.
For the US 301 corridor study, Maryland’s governor created a 76-member task force
to address regional transportation issues, develop and evaluate possible
transportation and land-use solutions, and recommend public policies. The majority
of members were private citizens.

The composition of a board varies, depending on its assigned task. A board may
include citizens and elected or appointed officials or be composed entirely of
citizens. It may be assisted in its task by staff members assigned from elected
officials or agency representatives. The Airport Policy Committee of the San Diego,
California, MPO has a mixed representation of citizens and professionals. The
Metro Council, MPO for Minneapolis-St. Paul, Minnesota, has both citizens and
elected officials on its 30-member Transportation Board, including 10 elected
municipal officials, 7 elected county officials, 9 private citizens (including the chair),
and 4 representatives of state or regional agencies.

People are appointed to boards in a variety of ways. They are nominated or
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appointed to these positions by public officials, or they volunteer or are elected by
their peers. The ways they come to serve depend on the rules and nature of the
policy body.

The board’s role establishes the amount of influence these citizens wield. The 76-
member task force overseeing the US 301 Corridor Planning Study in Maryland has
virtually total decision-making power. Composed entirely of citizens appointed by
the governor, Arizona DoT’s Transportation Board has final say on the state’s 5-
year plan, the transportation improvement program, and state transportation
planning projects.
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Why Are They Useful?

Community people bring new points of view, new ideas, and a community
perspective directly into the decision-making process. Little Rock, Arkansas, MPO
found that people were able to integrate political and technical engineering issues in
solving problems. They focused on whether an idea made sense to them, their
neighbors, and the people most affected by the decision. Ad hoc committees help
local people participate in decision-making. For the Albuquerque, New Mexico,
MPO’s Urban Area Truck Route Task Group, membership was solicited through
more than 300 letters to neighborhood, advocacy, and business groups. Volunteers
worked with technical staff from the city and a neighboring county to develop a
commercial vehicle network plan processed as though it were an agency-prepared
plan.

Decisions have greater legitimacy if residents are involved. Including local people in
decision-making demonstrates an agency’s commitment to participatory planning.
At the contaminated US Department of Energy site in Rocky Flats, Colorado, a
community committee directed the planning of an off-site hazardous waste
sampling program. In essence, such empowerment validates the principle that
people want—and should be able—to decide what is best for their community.
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Do They Have Special Uses?

Citizen committees oversee specific aspects of complicated programs. For the
Hudson River Waterfront Alternatives Analysis/Draft Environmental Impact
Statement in New Jersey, local residents directed agency staff in implementing air
quality monitoring.

Community representatives work directly with project design consultants. For
proposed construction of I-70 through Glenwood Canyon in Colorado, the governor
appointed area residents to work with the state’s highway planners and the
principal design consultants to address public concerns from the beginning of
preliminary engineering and highway design. Along with frequent public hearings,
local representation served to satisfy public demand for more of a say in the project.

Local people facilitate communication between decision-making bodies. The
Airport Policy Committee of the San Diego, California, MPO worked with officials
to forge consensus on several controversial issues. These people provided a free
flow of ideas, unconstrained by concerns for existing policies, and were able to help
overcome political deadlock.

Community representatives serve as informed spokespersons for an agency’s
programs. Individuals from the Boise, Idaho, MPO citizen committee host public
meetings, speak to other organizations, and attend neighborhood events. They use
nontechnical language to make citizens more comfortable and willing to participate
in discussion.

Residents help achieve an agency’s goals. For the Dade County, Florida, rail system,
a decision-making committee was appointed, composed of elected officials and
neighborhood representatives. These citizens subsequently provided leadership on
two referenda supporting funding for the new rail system.

Civic outreach committees assist with public involvement programs and provide
advice based on what they hear in their own discussions with the public. Seattle’s
Central Puget Sound Regional Transit Authority (RTA) appointed a group of people
to assist in developing a ballot proposal for regional transit.
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Who Participates on These Boards?

People who serve on policy boards are drawn from many sources. They include
community and business leaders, leaders from special interest groups, and
interested individuals. Length of tenure varies, depending on tasks, but is generally
1 to 5 years. It is important to recognize special interests. The Hartford,
Connecticut, MPO agency-wide technical committee includes representatives of
four private groups: the American Lung Association, the Chamber of Commerce, a
construction industry association, and a ridesharing corporation. The board of the
Port Authority of Allegheny County, Pennsylvania, has long included
representatives from the Sierra Club and the League of Women Voters.
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What Are the Costs?

Monetary costs are usually nominal. Local people appointed to policy boards are
seldom paid. Costs to support their participation include agency staff time, postage,
transportation, and occasional meals. Many agencies economize by sending the
same information packages to both elected officials and boards that include citizens.
Costs of including community people on existing boards are likely to be lower than
those of forming an entirely new board or committee such as a collaborative task
force.

Staffing requirements may be very small. A 1995 nationwide survey of transit
agency policy committees showed that staff support to the committees averaged
12.4 hours per month. Full-time staff members with assignments including support
to these committees averaged 1.2 people. However, even modest requirements of
staff time may pose a challenge to small MPOs.
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How Is This Organized?

The first step is to determine the need for local representation. Agencies may be
aware of the need because of comment or criticism from local people. The media
sometimes call for local representation when an agency undertakes a specific task.
An agency also becomes aware through discussions with peers in other areas.

Another step is to research legal requirements. State laws may specify whether
individuals may sit on MPO boards. Participation may be limited by an
organization’s by-laws.

An agency devises a strategy for local representation, designing community
positions to suit the board’s functions and objectives. The Albany, New York,
Capital District Transportation Committee (CDTC)—all elected officials—puts local
people on many task forces, along with local agency representatives and
institutional and business leaders.

An agency solicits local interests in a variety of ways. The media help by opening
the issue to public discussion. A letter soliciting interest in participation on boards
or committees might be sent in a general mailing. For a long-range planning effort,
the Albany CDTC took a sample survey of local people to determine potential
interest in participating on planning and policy committees.

An agency seeks a balance of various viewpoints. The nature of a task may draw
volunteers who represent only one side of an issue, yet a board should encompass
many stances.

A formal appointment process is established. A simple letter or a more formal event
lends legitimacy to the process and gives satisfaction and encouragement to an
appointee. A written document formalizes the time frame, responsibilities, and the
expected products. It is also important to point out the extent of the powers that
accompany the appointment and how the results of the task will affect further
agency actions. Agencies involve elected officials and keep them informed. Officials
are often able to provide helpful insight. They may also want to be apprised of the
board’s progress.

Agencies determine the nature of their involvement on boards. It may take the form
of representation, usually in an ad hoc and non-voting capacity. It may involve
board support, in the form of staff services, meeting space, and use of equipment for
presentations and recording of proceedings. In some instances, agencies supply
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meals, especially if participants travel long distances or a meeting is held during a
conventional meal hour.

A method of selecting a committee chair is determined. Often a board selects its
own chair, or the chair is appointed. If elections are to take place, introductions of
board member candidates are appropriate, so that an informed selection is made.
Introductions can be informal or take a more formal approach, such as written
position papers that define an individual’s expectations and goals for the processes
and products.

Meeting frequency is derived from the size of the task and its deadlines. In order to
accomplish an assignment, a board may need to meet frequently. Many citizen
committees meet monthly, but specific projects or responsibilities may dictate
different schedules. Board members should play a major role in determining
meeting frequency.

Communication is maintained between meetings. Minutes of each meeting are kept
for the record and distributed to remind participants of past events and decisions.
Issue papers are distributed prior to meetings to help people prepare and to aid
discussions. Many agencies keep local representatives informed with periodic status
reports.

Decision-making bodies need time to adjust to the dynamics of public involvement.
In some cases, important informal communication occurs during breaks or outside
formal meeting hours. For effective communication among policy board members,
the sponsoring agency may take time to foster a positive atmosphere or use familiar
procedures. For guidance, many MPOs, such as those in Portland, San Diego, and
Phoenix, employ the commonly understood meeting procedures outlined in
Robert’s Rules of Order.

Ethical issues must be considered. Public agencies frequently have established rules
of professional ethics, and these rules extend to community participants. For
example, potential conflicts of interest need to be identified and addressed
immediately.
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How Is This Used with Other Techniques?

Community representatives are important components of a public involvement
program and complement almost any other technique. However, local
representation cannot be the sole method an agency uses to involve the public in
the planning process. Community representatives are most effective if they relate
continuously with their constituent groups and participate in an agency’s other
public involvement outreach techniques.

Local representatives are ideal speakers. They are generally well informed and
usually have extensive experience and exposure to issues. They are good candidates
for a speakers’ bureau, but agencies must remain considerate of demands placed on
their time.
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What Are the Drawbacks?

The selection and appointment process may be criticized, especially if the
appointee’s qualifications are questioned or if the process is seen as closed or unfair.
To counter such charges, an agency can develop a strategy for the process that is
comprehensive and well understood.

Board members may not be fully representative. Selected representatives may not
share the prevailing opinions of the communities they represent. An agency
sometimes needs to expand the number of representatives to bring in
underrepresented interests. Balanced representation of interest groups is crucial in
avoiding controversy. Disputes over representation require skillful diplomacy to
maintain the legitimacy of the process. Agency culture sometimes presents barriers.
Agencies that perceive themselves as empowered with sole decision-making
responsibility are reluctant to share authority with non-elected citizens. An
agency’s traditional organization or decision-making style may block efforts to
increase the influence of private citizens on decision or policy bodies.

US Department of Transportation, Federal Highway Administration, “Public Involvement Techniques for

Transportation Decision-Making,” www.fhwa.dot.gov/reports/pittd/citizens.htm.

Elite Theory

In contrast to participatory decision-making and pluralism, elite theory assumes that a
select few are afforded the privilege of making decisions. While the very nature of a
democratic system presupposes that a wide range of individuals will have a voice in the
decision-making process, elite theory assumes otherwise. A separation exists between
the elite members of government and the masses, even though greater public
engagement in the policy-making process would allow government to tap wider sources
of information, thereby improving the quality of public policy. Nevertheless, according
to J. A. Schum-peter in Capitalism, Socialism, and Democracy (1942/1976), the term
“democracy does not mean and cannot mean that the people actually rule in any obvious
sense…. Democracy means only that the people have the opportunity of accepting or
refusing the men who are to rule them” (p. 81). From a decision-making perspective,
being one of the elite may center on an individual’s knowledge level, education, or status
within a public organization.
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Image 4.2 Potential Stakeholders and Typical Steps Involved in a Major New Highway.

Source: United States Government Accountability Of office. www.gao.gov/assets/600/591420.pdf, p. 9.

Accessed 1/26/15.

The Power Elite by C. Wright Mills (1956) contains a widely noted argument for an
elitist determination of important decisions. Mills’ concept of decision-making within the
arenas of government is one of executive rather than congressional determinations;
decisions by the electorate seem out of the question completely. Within the executive
branch, Mills feels that the professional bureaucrats and party politicians are essentially
subservient to members of the elite who move in and out of government, pausing for
relatively brief stays as opposed to the career orientations of professionals. Elites fill the
very top positions of president, vice president, cabinet members, department and bureau
heads, agency and commission heads, and the White House staff.
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Political Model

The political decision-making model assumes that intra-organizational coalitions
compete for influence. This competition establishes which decision-making alternatives
are chosen and which are discarded. In other words, the more powerful coalitions win
out, as do their decision-making preferences. The political model is thought to be
tantamount to office “game playing.” Office games are designed to improve an
individual’s position, while simultaneously hurting and eventually eliminating
alternative viewpoints. Game players are skillful at pleasing their superiors, becoming
sycophants for the sole purpose of gaining power. They support their superiors’ opinions
and choices at all costs—even to the point of withholding information that might keep a
superior from making a poor decision. Risky and unsafe positions are never taken, and
when someone else proffers a good idea, their response is: “I was thinking the same
thing.” The game player’s energy is most concerned with building alliances and
consolidating power, which will be used to exert influence over future decisions.

Public Choice Theory

Public choice theory is a school of thought derived from microeconomics, the study of
the economic behavior of individuals and organizations. Adherents of the public choice
theory argue that self-interest determines how decisions are made. From a public
administration perspective, bureaucrats will make decisions that minimize risks and
maximize rewards for their department, agency, or organization. This typically involves
supporting courses of action that increase the size, area of responsibility, and budget of
department, agency, and organization. Public choice theorists underscore the importance
of efficiency, and they tend to champion government contracting out and the
privatization of government services.

Game Theory

Game theory is a type of decision-making whereby a number of participants make
decisions that impact the other participants. Decision-making among the game’s
participants is based on rationality—that is, each participant within the game seeks to
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Figure 4.5 Political Model of Organizational Decision-Making.

Source: C. W. Choo. 2006. The Knowing Organization: How Organizations Use Information to Construct

Meaning, Create Knowledge, and Make Decisions (2nd ed.). New York: Oxford University Press.

maximize his or her interests. According to Turocy and von Stengel (2001, p. 4), game
theory is a strategic exercise that encompasses “conflict and co-operation” among several
participants whose actions are “interdependent.” The Prisoner’s Dilemma is a classic
example of game theory decision-making. In this scenario, two members of a gang are
both charged with committing a crime together. The police admit to themselves that
they do not have enough evidence to convict, thus they plan to charge each criminal
with a lesser crime where they know they can obtain a conviction. Each criminal is faced
with a year in jail. The police then offer both criminals a bargain. They approach each
criminal and offer freedom in exchange for testimony against the other. If one testifies
against the other, the criminal who testifies goes free and the other receives 3 years
instead of one. Both criminals know this and are ultimately faced with a decision. In
accordance with game theory, each criminal will make a decision that minimizes his or
her jail time. According to Poundstone (1992): The prisoners can reason as follows:

Suppose I testify and the other prisoner doesn’t. Then I get off scot-free (rather than spending a year in jail).
Suppose I testify and the other prisoner does too. Then I get 2 years (rather than 3). Either way I’m better off
turning state’s evidence. Testifying takes a year off my sentence, no matter what the other guy does.” The
trouble is, the other prisoner can and will come to the very same conclusion. If both parties are rational, both
will testify and both will get 2 years in jail. If only they had both refused to testify, they would have gotten
just a year each!

(p. 118)
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Game theory decision possibilities are often presented in matrix form. A matrix for the
Prisoner’s Dilemma would look like this:

Table 4.2 Prisoner’s Dilemma Decision Matrix.

Prisoner B [does not testify] Prisoner B [testifies]
Prisoner A [does not testify] Each serves 1 year Prisoner A: 3 years

Prisoner B: goes free
Prisoner A [testifies] Prisoner A: goes free Each serves 2 years

Prisoner B: 3 years
Source: W. Poundstone. 1992. Prisoner’s Dilemma. New York, NY: Random House; T. L. Turocy and B. von Stengel.

2001. “Game Theory.” CDAM Research Report LSE-CDAM-2001-09.

Dysfunctions in Decision-Making

Egos can sometimes cause bureaucratic Waterloos; managers can fall victim to the image
of the isolated decision-maker making difficult choices. While decisions that receive a
stamp of approval from yea-saying subordinates may meet the immediate needs of the
boss, they often fail to meet the needs of the organization or its clients. In virtually all
cases, open and honest discussion of a possibility—branching as far up, down, or
sideways as the decision will reach—will result in a different, better choice than instinct
might have originally dictated. Clearly, important decisions require input from everyone
affected by the decision (not just from top management). If some midlevel bureaucrat or
rank-and-file worker knows why plans “A” and “B” will fail but “C” will succeed, or
management styles “X” and “Y” are faulty but can be corrected by “Z,” it is only prudent
to consider that worker’s advice.

Bad administration, to be sure, can destroy good policy; but good administration can never save bad policy.

Adlai Stevenson, American politician and presidential candidate.

Asking for input may make us feel uncomfortable. But listening to paid employees is
more efficient and cost-effective than hiring well-paid consultants (whom those same
employees will resist). And failure will deliver a much larger trouncing to the ego than
will humility. As any organization caught in a recall has learned, decisions shared could
have avoided the prohibitive costs of decisions repaired. The swine flu vaccine is,
unfortunately, a good example of a bad decision. In 1976, an army recruit contracted a
rare form of swine flu and died shortly thereafter. Public health experts expressed
concern that the swine flu strain closely matched the 1918 influenza strain that killed an
estimated 50 to 100 million people worldwide. A swine flu vaccine was developed.
However, Dr. Anthony Morris, a government virologist, warned that death and paralysis
could result from the use of the vaccine. Under pressure for quick action from the
president and Congress, the National Institutes of Health ignored Dr. Morris’s findings.

215



Swine flu never materialized, but by the time vaccinations were halted, at least a dozen
American had died from the vaccine’s effects and hundreds more had been paralyzed.
Claims against the government eventually amounted to almost $500 million.

Group Decision-Making Dynamics

The poorest decisions are made when members of the decision-making team are engaged
in a power struggle. This leads to accomplishing nothing or arriving at poorly contrived
and compromised decisions that fail to meet the organization’s goals and objectives.
Over-conformity is yet another decision-making dysfunction. If some members of the
decision-making team are particularly assertive, and the other members are passive to
the point of failing to voice their opinions or ideas, there is a greater likelihood that the
passive members will conform to the more assertive members. Passive members
typically censor their opinions and ideas, given the fear of being derided or criticized by
the more assertive members of the decision-making team. This is especially true under
circumstances in which a passive member has an innovative idea or an opinion that is
considered to be “outside the box.” Also, passive members hold back on thinking
independently and fail to resist conformity imposed by more assertive members in an
effort to stay in the good graces of the group.

Groupthink: When Conformity Kills

According to Irving Janis (1982), groupthink is a specialized form of conformity. It occurs
only in highly cohesive groups that operate in an environment where there is a feeling of
security. The primary goal of this particular decision-making group is to maintain its
power and cohesiveness. Groupthink is characterized by extreme conformity that gets in
the way of any critical analysis. The circumstances under which groupthink occurs tend
to coincide with (1) directive leadership, (2) group homogeneity in terms of ideals and
background, and (3) isolation from outside influences. The symptoms of groupthink
include:

• Illusion of invulnerability: This refers to the group’s overestimation of its
worth. Members of the group share the belief that their group is “special,” and
that they will be successful, regardless of whether they make more conservative
or hazardous decisions.

• Stereotyping: Refers to an “us versus them” dichotomy. Those who oppose the
group are considered enemies. In more extreme cases, “us versus them” presents
itself as “good versus evil.”

• Rationalization: Shared rationalizations are used to dismiss warning signs of the
potential dangers of groupthink.

• Moral high ground: The belief that the group has a monopoly on what is right
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or just.
• Self-censorship: If a member of the group has doubts or a dissenting opinion,

that individual keeps such thoughts to him or herself.
• Illusion of unanimity: The illusion that everyone within the group agrees 100

percent with a given course of action reinforces self-censorship. In other words,
even if someone has doubts about a decision, that individual will refrain from
expressing this doubt so as not to upset the illusion of unanimity.

• Pressure applied to group dissenters: Should the illusion of unanimity fail to
rein in any potential dissenters, pressure is applied to any group member who
may desire to speak out against the group’s decisions.

• Mind guarding: Deals with protecting the group’s leader(s) from external
dissenters or criticism.

What is a Consensus Process?

A consensus process is an effort in which government agencies and other affected
parties seek to reach agreement on a course of action to address an issue or set of
related issues. For example, task forces may use consensus to develop
recommendations. Stakeholder groups convened by an agency may use consensus
to develop legislative recommendations on regulations, or intra-government work
groups involving multiple agencies may use consensus to reach agreement.

In a consensus process, representatives of all the necessary interests with a stake
in an issue work together to find a mutually acceptable solution. Each process
differs because in each case the parties design it to fit their circumstances. However,
successful consensus processes follow several guiding principles:

• Consensus decision-making—Participants make decisions by agreement
rather than by majority vote.

• Inclusiveness—All necessary interests are represented or, at a minimum,
approve of the discussions.

• Accountability—Participants usually represent stakeholder groups or
interests. They are accountable both to their constituents and to the
process.

• Facilitation—An impartial facilitator accountable to all participants manages
the process, ensures that ground rules are followed, and helps maintain a
productive climate for communication and problem solving.

• Flexibility—Participants design a process and address the issues in a manner
they determine most suitable to the situation.

• Shared control—Participants share responsibility for setting the ground rules
for a process and for creating outcomes.

• Commitment to implementation—The sponsor and all stakeholder groups
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commit to carrying out their agreement.
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Stages of a Consensus Process

A consensus process moves through three stages, each with its own set of activities.

• Before—Assess whether or not to initiate a consensus process and how to
bring diverse interests to the table, then work with the facilitator to plan
and organize the process, and write ground rules.

• During—Engage in the problem-solving discussions: exchange information,
frame issues, conduct the discussions, generate and evaluate options,
develop mutually acceptable solutions, and secure the endorsement of all
constituents and authorized decision makers.

• After—Implement the agreement: formalize the decision, carry it out, and
monitor the results.
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How Consensus Processes Differ from Consultation

The most significant differences between consultation and consensus processes are
how decisions are made and what happens to the product of the discussions. In a
consensus process, the parties share decision-making about both process and
outcome. By contrast, in a consultative process the sponsoring agency decides
whether to initiate a process and how it will be organized. In a consensus process,
the product of the discussion gets translated into official decisions, while in a
consultative process, the agency formulates the decisions. In both approaches, the
agency retains final decision-making authority, but in a consensus process, the
agency puts the product of a consensus process out for official review as the
proposed decision. In consultation, the agency receives input from the participants,
and then staff members formulate the proposed decisions.

Sometimes, because of legal requirements, sponsoring agencies refer to a process as
“consultative” or “advisory,” even when the intent is to agree with stakeholders on
an outcome. Federal agencies that sponsor regulatory negotiations must charter the
process as an advisory committee under the provisions of the federal Advisory
Communications Act. A legislature or administrative policymaking body that
authorizes a consensus process may designate the group as advisory in order to
make it clear that the formal decision will still be made by government officials.

Again, the most important distinctions among these processes are how decisions are
made and what happens to the outcome. If a sponsoring agency treats the
committee’s final agreement as advice and picks and chooses parts to include in the
official decision, the process is consultative. If it participates along with other
parties in formulating the agreement, then accepts it as a package consisting of
trade-offs that cannot be detached (and if it is committed to implementing the
package), then the process is consensual. According to the authors of Building
Consensus for a Sustainable Future, who first pointed out this distinction,
“Consultation is designed to inform decision makers who will ultimately make the
decision. Consensus involves the participants as decision-makers…. In a consensus
process, the participants must address and persuade one another and find solutions
acceptable to all.”
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Definition of Consensus

A practical definition for consensus in the public policy setting is: the parties have
reached a meeting of the minds sufficient to make a decision and carry it out; no
one who could block or obstruct the decision or its implementation will exercise
that power; everyone needed to support the decision and put it into effect will do
so.

This definition does not mean unanimity of thought or abandonment of values.
Indeed, one of the characteristics of a well-constructed agreement is that it
represents diverse values and interests. Given the mixture of issues and values in
public conflict, the resulting agreement is often a package with varying levels of
enthusiasm and support for different components, but on balance one that each
party or stakeholder can accept. In a consensus process, the parties or stakeholders
must define consensus for themselves and include their definition in the ground
rules. Most definitions imply acceptance, an acknowledgment that things can move
forward, that people support a decision, or at least can live with it. Even if only
most participants like the decision, at least all of them are willing to accept it.
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Why Use Consensus and Not Majority Vote?

Because stakeholders and government officials together are the decision makers in a
consensus process, participants must try to educate and persuade one another about
their needs and interests. They must also listen carefully to determine how the
solution can meet the needs of the other parties. Majority voting induces a different
kind of interaction than does consensus decision-making. When participants know
they can revert to a majority vote if they cannot agree, they may focus more on
building coalitions for such a possibility rather than trying to meet all the parties’
needs.

State of Maine, Public Policy Consensus and Mediation, “What Is a Consensus Process?”

www.maine.gov/consensus/ppcm_consensus_home.htm.

Secretary of State Colin Powell spoke to the UN Security Council on February 5, 2003,
making the case for war by presenting US intelligence that Saddam Hussein’s Iraq had
weapons of mass destruction. The speech later became notorious, demonstrating the
pervasive and destructive nature of groupthink. Powell and the Bush Administration
spun a tale of an apocalyptic struggle between good and evil that left little room for the
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Image 4.3a Colin Powell Photo.

Source: “Powell-Anthrax-Vial” by United States Government. Licensed under Public Domain via Wikimedia

Commons: http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Powell-anthrax-vial.jpg#mediaviewer/File:Powell-

anthrax-vial.jpg. Accessed 1/29/15.

truth. The diagram shown above is from Colin Powell’s UN presentation slide showing
an alleged mobile production facility for biological weapons, which was subsequently
shown to be an incorrect allegation.
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Image 4.3b Colin Powell Diagram.

Source: “Powell UN Iraq Presentation, Alleged Mobile Production Facilities” by United States Government.

Licensed under Public Domain via Wikimedia Commons: http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/

File:Powell_UN_Iraq_presentation,_alleged_Mobile_Production_Facilities.jpg#mediaviewer/File:Powell_UN_Iraq_presentation,_alleged_Mobile_Production_Facilities.jpg.

Accessed 1/29/15.

The groupthink atmosphere discourages anyone from conveying a dissenting opinion.
If any member argues against any of the group’s decisions, the other group members
place direct pressure on this individual. Group loyalty is paramount, and dissent or
criticism undermines loyalty. Even though several group members may have
reservations about a decision, each believes that everyone else is in agreement. Great
failures are often group failures, as shown by the disaster at Pearl Harbor on December
7, 1941. US intelligence knew Japanese carriers were in the Pacific, but no one dared
speak up to question assumptions that Pearl Harbor was impenetrable. The results were
disastrous, but the lesson unlearned. Two decades later, no one in the White House dared
challenge President John F. Kennedy’s decision to invade Cuba’s Bay of Pigs—even
though the invasion plan hatched by the Central Intelligence Agency called for using
1,400 Cuban exiles, fewer than 200 of whom had any prior military experience, to
overrun Castro and retake control of the island. One White House aide, Arthur
Schlesinger, expressed a desire to question the president before the plan was put into
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action, but he was met by this response from Attorney General Robert Kennedy: “You
may be right or you may be wrong, but the President has made up his mind. Don’t push
it any further. Now is the time for everyone to help him all they can” (quoted by Janis
1982, p. 40). That same groupthinking group brought about disaster in Vietnam, as the
war effort kept growing despite evidence that further escalation would not enable the
United States to achieve its military objectives. This mindset is nowhere clearer than in
American industry, where groupthinking groups in major competitive corporations
arrived at the same wrong conclusions that their Japanese counterparts were not a threat
to the market.

In the twenty-first century, we have seen groupthink and its consequences regarding
the US occupation of Iraq. When the Iraqi invasion was in the planning stage, there were
arguably two identifiable groups: the in-group consisting of Vice President Dick Cheney,
Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, Deputy Defense Secretary Paul Wolfowitz, and the
former chair of the Defense Policy Board Richard Perle. These four primary members of
President George W. Bush’s in-group shared similar backgrounds, as both Cheney and
Rumsfeld got their starts in politics during the Nixon administration. Wolfowitz and
Perle had close working relationships with Cheney and Rumsfeld, and Wolfowitz served
as mentor to Cheney’s former chief of staff, Lewis “Scooter” Libby, while Libby was a
student at Yale and later in his career. These four members of the in-group have been
characterized as champions of a foreign policy ethos known as neo-conservatism. Neo-
conservatism embraces notions such as preemptive war and unilateralism. In contrast to
President Bush’s in-group, former Secretary of State Colin Powell and his deputy,
Richard Armitage, arguably represented the out-group within the administration.
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Figure 4.6 Groupthink Theoretical Framework.

Source: Adapted from Janis (1982). http://choo.fis.utoronto.ca/FIS/courses/lis2149/Groupthink.html.

Accessed 1/29/15.

Some of the classic symptoms of groupthink can be identified easily if we examine the
US occupation of Iraq. President Bush and the in-group were reluctant to explore
alternative courses of action—even in the context of modifying the occupation strategy
following the removal of the Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein and the Ba’ath Party. For
instance, some individuals who were not a part of the president’s in-group expressed
concerns about the number of American forces used in the occupation. As it stands,
roughly 85,000 American troops have been carrying out the occupation and rebuilding of
Iraq. In 1999, 4 years prior to the Iraq war, a war simulation known as “Desert Crossing”
was conducted by the Department of Defense (DoD). The simulation estimated that
400,000 American troops would be needed to successfully control Iraq and respond to
security threats that insurgents posed to American forces and Iraqi civilians. General
Anthony Zinni, who retired in 2000, oversaw the war simulation. When it became
apparent to Zinni that the Bush Administration had set its sights on invading and
occupying Iraq, he made a call to some of his colleagues in Central Command—the part
of the DoD responsible for planning and carrying out military operations throughout the
Middle East—and suggested that the Bush Administration and military leadership review
the findings of Desert Crossing. According to Zinni, Central Command had no idea that
this war gaming scenario existed (as quoted in National Security Archive, Post-Saddam
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Iraq: The War Game 2006). Knowing this, it seems possible that the in-group within the
Bush Administration deliberately avoided the Desert Crossing report for fear that its
findings would undermine the current occupation strategy. Another possibility is that
the contents of the report were known by some but not conveyed to others for fear of
upsetting the cohesiveness and feeling of unanimity within the in-group. Or perhaps the
in-group was well aware of the Desert Crossing findings, yet its findings were
rationalized as being “alarmist” or flat out wrong. These classic symptoms of groupthink
were most likely present during the planning of the Iraqi occupation.

Image 4.4 “And We’re Firmly Opposed.”

Source: “And we are firmly opposed to any form of group think.” © S. Harris.

www.cartoonstock.com/cartoonview.asp?catref=shr1029. Accessed 1/29/15.

Take time to deliberate; but when the time for action arrives, stop thinking and go.

Andrew Jackson, seventh president of the United States.

Avoiding Groupthink

The Bay of Pigs, the escalation of the Vietnam War, and the occupation of Iraq
demonstrate that groupthink can exist at the highest levels of government, where some
of the smartest, most capable people work every day. This being said, can anything be
done to reduce the likelihood of groupthink? Yes. There are a number of strategies for
avoiding it:

1. The leader of the group should avoid stating his or her preferences. Speaking
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truth to power is inherently difficult, and even more so if the members of the
group believe that the leader prefers one course of action to another.

2. The leader should designate a member of the group to serve as the “devil’s
advocate.” This person should be given the explicit responsibility of presenting
counterarguments and questioning the prudence of the group’s ideas.

3. Outside experts can also be used as devil’s advocates.
4. Anonymity fosters truthfulness; therefore, the leader needs to give members of

the group a means of voicing their opinions anonymously.
5. The leader needs to create a culture where debate, critical analysis, and

creativity are encouraged. Fostering a climate where a range of ideas can
flourish is key to avoiding groupthink and its potential consequences.
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Key Terms

Balance sheet
Bounded rationality
Cost-benefit analysis (CBA)
Decision-making alternatives
Elite theory
Garbage can model
Groupthink
Incrementalism
Participatory model
Political model
Rational model
Satisficing
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Allison, G. and Zelikow, P. 1999. Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban Missile
Crisis (2nd ed.). New York, NY: Longman.
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Electronic Resources

The Decision Analysis Society of INFORMS (promotes the development and use of
logical methods for the improvement of decision-making in public and private
enterprise): http://decision-analysis.society.informs.org/. Accessed 4/24/15.

RAND Corporation: www.rand.org. Accessed 4/24/15.
The Society for Judgment and Decision-Making (an interdisciplinary academic

organization dedicated to the study of normative, descriptive, and prescriptive
theories of decision-making): www.sjdm.org/. Accessed 4/24/15.

SWOT Analysis—How to Perform One for Your Organization. Erica Olsen from
www.mystrategicplan.com details how and why you should perform a SWOT
analysis as part of your organization’s strategic plan:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KkIA8YmcwsY&feature=channel_video_title.
Accessed 4/24/15.
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Case Studies

“A Tale of Two Managers: Sequel.” https://www.case.hks.harvard.edu/casetitle.asp?
caseNo=1933.1. Accessed 4/24/15.

This sequel is a follow-up to a short case intended as a vehicle instructors can use to
introduce cases to a management or leadership class and to start a discussion about what
organizational “effectiveness” looks like. The case reviews the experience of two
different managers in top English soccer teams. Students must use the information
provided to advise the boards of these teams about whether the two managers deserve to
be “sacked.” The first part of the case provides information about team performance
(wins and losses), manager popularity, and other such factors that influence perspectives
on effectiveness. The second part of the case shows decisions about who was actually
sacked, which may surprise some. The two parts together allow for an interesting
discussion about what organizational “effectiveness” is really about.

“Citizens Identifying Performance Measures—The Experience in Iowa.” Alfred Ho and
Paul Coates, 2000. Iowa State University.
http://spaa.newark.rutgers.edu/casesimportal/component/content/article/131-spaa-
portal/834-case-study-citizens-identifying-performance-measures-the-experience-in-
iowa.html. Accessed 4/24/15.

In fall 2000, the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation funded a three-year project called “Citizen
Initiated Performance Assessment” in Iowa to create a process that involves citizens in
the development and implementation of performance measures in selected Iowa cities.
The project is based on the premise that citizen involvement in the development of
performance measures gives citizens an additional avenue beyond traditional means to
affect city decision-making. In addition, through Citizen Initiated Performance
Assessment (CIPA), the city council can improve the quality of decision-making and
service delivery using the citizens’ perspective.

“Hospital Joint Ventures and Conflicts of Interest.” D. H. Smith and J. A. Granbois, 1996.
Program on Non-Profit Organizations at Yale University.
http://spaa.newark.rutgers.edu/casesimportal/component/content/article/91-spaa-
portal/241-hospital-joint-ventures-and-conflicts-of-interest.html. Accessed 4/24/15.

Although Mapletown’s community hospital is operating in the black, it carries a
substantial debt load and its future in the changing health care environment is uncertain.
A physician’s proposal to add an expensive high tech service brings to the surface
conflicting perspectives about governing board strategies and actions that will best
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promote the community’s welfare.
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