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Decision Making Topic #2

If you were presented with a problem that needed a quick solution, what actions would you take toward a possible answer? This packet includes a curriculum guide and five classroom-ready assignments with grading considerations. The content focuses on how to take effective and appropriate action when faced with a problem. Furthermore, the content goes into detail about assessing the situation, evaluating your options, and identifying the hidden dangers that need to be avoided during the decision-making process.
This packet includes a curriculum guide, assignments, answer keys, teaching materials, and handouts; you may use all or part of these materials in your course. Green boxes in the curriculum guide indicate instructions for you and discussion questions you may use when presenting this material in class. Blue boxes show when you can introduce worksheet assignments. Highlighted words and phrases are listed in the Vocabulary handout. 
Although we have included grading guidelines and examples for each assignment, remember that these are best used as a guide for the thought process.
	Packet Contents
This packet contains the following materials:
· Written 10-page curriculum
· Instructor’s Food for Thought
· Handouts 
· Activities 
· Answer Keys & Grading Considerations 
	Learning Outcomes
At the end of this lesson, students should be able to:
1. Evaluate a problem based on a defined problem-solving method.
2. Develop a plan of action for a defined problem.
3. Recognize pitfalls to avoid when decision making. 



To cite this curriculum, use: Esquivel, C., Murphrey, T. P., Richburg, A., & Leggette, H. R. (2023). Decision making: Taking effective and appropriate action. https://scicomm.tamu.edu/home/projects/fueling-the-mind-feeding-the-world/course-materials-modules/
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[bookmark: _Toc89772200]Introduction: A Problem to Tackle
Begin class with the Warmup/Bellringer prompt available in the Activities folder or substitute one of your own with a focus on selecting appropriate actions for situations.

For the last two months, you have been working as a helper at an after-school program for elementary school students. The program director comes to you one afternoon and says parents have complained that their children are coming home without their coats. She tells you and the other helpers to make certain that each child has their coat with them before they are picked up every afternoon. Starting the next day, you remind the students in your group to make sure they have their coats before they leave. A week later, the director comes to you again and says she is still getting complaints about missing coats and needs you to solve this issue. What do you do?
The scenario above describes a problem—children not taking their coats home—and someone else’s push for a decision maker to find a solution. This story is a simple example of the thousands of issues a person will work through in their personal life and career. Problems exist because there is a difference between the current condition and the desired condition. Closing the gap between the two requires that people take actions to force the current situation to change. Knowing which actions to take and when to take them involves a few steps: understanding and characterizing the current situation, evaluating the different options that could change it, and selecting the one option that provides the greatest possible benefit for those involved. 
[bookmark: _Toc76024967][bookmark: _Toc89772201]Step 1: Describing the Current Situation
Imagine a typical scene in classic TV detective shows: a person walks into a room to find another lying unconscious on the floor. Just as they lean down to check on the victim, someone walks in and accuses them of the crime. In those scenes, the dialog that usually follows is, “It’s not what it looks like” or “It’s not what you’re thinking.” The rest of the show is spent searching for the real perpetrator and proving the other’s innocence. While silly, this example illustrates the importance of correctly describing the current situation rather than accepting it for what it seems to be on the surface. 
To correctly describe a situation, the decision maker must focus their attention on all things seen, experienced, and spoken, from the past to the current time period. The best descriptions are those that include details—clues that could be used to expose the exact location of the breakdown. Have you ever heard the idiom “the devil is in the details?” One of these details, even though it might seem insignificant at first glance, could end up being the underlying source of the issue.
[bookmark: _Toc76024968][bookmark: _Toc89772202]Skill #1: Attention to Detail
One way to approach this situation is to pretend you are an outsider observing the people, places, and other items you experience, then describe these to someone else who knows nothing about the actions you witnessed. This complete and accurate description requires paying attention to detail. Attention to detail requires a high level of care to be taken so that your observations are accurate, presented in a way that has little chance of being misunderstood, and free of most errors. This skill is not only valuable for describing situations in problem solving but also highly valued by employers. Anytime mistakes have serious consequences, the task requires a high level of attention to detail. To optimize their ability to pay attention, a person needs to1: Discuss: Many careers require attention to detail, including pilots, pharmacists, doctors, and those who write computer code. Can you think of others?

1. Minimize distractions, 
2. be aware of their surroundings, and 
3. have a good memory. 

Attention requires focus—this means PUT THE PHONE AWAY. One simple exercise to improve attention skills is to pick a location and take a walk there three days in a row2. On your walk each day, challenge yourself to find five things that are different from the day before.Practice your attention to detail skills! Select an image that is relevant to your class with a level of detail appropriate for your students. Using Assignment 1, have students examine the image for 3 minutes, then sketch the scene from memory or make a list of what they can remember. After finishing, have them compare their sketch or list with the original. 



[bookmark: _Toc76024969][bookmark: _Toc89772203]Skill #2: Active Listening 
In some instances, understanding a situation requires communicating with others. The key to gaining insight during your conversation is to listen to the other person. It is possible to hear the words someone says without listening—thinking about the meaning or feelings behind the words. Active listening takes effort because it requires giving someone else your full attention while you think through the information provided without interrupting the speaker or planning your response2. This could mean that it is necessary to make notes from the conversation so critical details are not forgotten later. Although your mind may drift, remember to redirect your focus to the needs and thoughts of the other person.
Focus on the speaker can be maintained through eye contact with them as they talk. The feelings and emotions related to an event—conveyed through words, facial expressions, tone of voice, and body language—can help the listener understand the situation by revealing the speaker’s perspective on the incident. Active listeners will notice these nonverbal details in addition to the actual words said.
Consider our example of the coat problem at the after-school program. To correctly characterize the situation, pretend to observe the program like an outsider and explain the activities that happen each afternoon to someone else. The explanation could be organized like this:
Every day after school, two program helpers meet students in their school cafeteria to walk to the gym for the after-school program. Each student has their backpack, their coat, and sometimes a lunchbox. When the students arrive at the gym, they put their backpack and other items against the south wall. They are free to check out equipment, play games, or do homework until their parents arrive to pick them up, usually two hours later. Program helpers walk students over to the gym, check out sports equipment, supervise the students while they are playing, play games with students, help with homework, and distribute snacks. When parents arrive for pick up, the student’s name is called, they gather their things, and go to the main door to be checked out from the roll sheet by the helpers.
[bookmark: _Toc76024970]A detailed description of a situation helps the decision maker see the who, what, where, and how of all activities. The problem—the gap between desired and current conditions—happens in one or more of these interactions. A change will need to be made in that interaction. The people, equipment, and environment involved in activities will be the resources used to cause the change.Practice active listening using the Assignment 2: Class Anthropologist worksheet. Pair students, then have them take turns telling their partner about a hobby or interest. The listener should take notes about the speaker’s comments, tone, facial expressions, and posture so that they can share a summary with the class if time allows.


[bookmark: _Toc89772204]Step 2: Evaluating and Selecting the Best Option
In these same old detective shows, private investigators and police usually visited the local medical examiner’s office to get the results of the autopsy, or post-mortem, to learn the cause of the victim’s demise. This evaluation was done AFTER the event.
A pre-mortem evaluation is done BEFORE an event3. The prefix pre- means “before.” A pre-mortem is used in decision making and project management to prevent problems or failures from happening. In this type of analysis, the decision maker or their team thinks through all possible ways the project or decision could fail. After identifying all the possible failures, they brainstorm and list solutions to use now that could prevent those problems in the future. This concept can be used in the example problem—missing coats at the after-school program—to identify all the possible ways a student might lose their coat. Once identified, the helper can brainstorm solutions that might prevent missing coats from happening in the future. Show the earlier description of the after-school program process. Using Assignment 3, have students write down at least 5 times or places that a student could misplace their coat in the first column. 

When thinking through a plan of action to solve a problem, it is important to keep the end goal in mind. A goal should be SMART. The term SMART4 stands for:
1. Specific: What do you want to accomplish?
2. Measurable: How can you test if the goal is complete?
3. Achievable: Do you have enough resources to meet your goal?
4. Relevant: Does your goal help solve the problem?
5. Time-Based: When will you start and stop and action, and how long will it take?

In the case of the after-school program, the helper knows what needs to be accomplished (no more lost coats), the time frame (the plan needs to resolve the issue immediately), and the method that will be used to measure success or failure (parent complaints about lost coats). When there are no more parent complaints, the goal has been reached. The final two elements, relevance and achievability still need to be considered. Some questions the helper in our example might consider are as follows:
· What actions or steps could be taken at each of those times/places that would help to eliminate the problem?
· What could helpers and the program director do to make sure a student has their coat?
· Which of the actions could be done now?
· Which actions would need time to be put in place?
· What resources (people, equipment, tools, etc.) are needed for those actions?
· What resources do I have access to now?
· Where could I get the other resources that I need?
· What would I need (in time or money) to get those other resources?In the second column of Worksheet 3, students should write an option to address each opportunity to lose or misplace a student coat at the after-school program. 

Once a list of options is developed, the decision maker must decide which options best meet the goal given the time allowed and resources available. One method used to rank alternatives is cost-benefit analysis. In this analysis, the decision maker develops a list of benefits and costs related to each option. Some of these benefits and costs may be financial, such as saving money by using existing employees or a cost associated with new software. Benefits, positive aspects, or “pros” could be money earned or saved; time gained or saved; positive feelings like accomplishment, happiness, contentment; or improving the chances of meeting another important goal. The costs or “cons” could include money that would be spent or lost; time required or lost; negative feelings associated with action like fear, stress, or guilt; or reducing the opportunities to meet other goals. The decision maker then compares the positives to the negatives. The option that has the more benefits compared to costs would be the one to use.Using Assignment 4, have students consider an action and answer the following. What would be the PROS or BENEFITS of taking that action? What would be the CONS or COSTS associated with it? Compare the two. What is your decision?


[bookmark: _Toc76024971][bookmark: _Toc89772205]Pitfalls to Avoid
Decision making seems safe on the surface, however it does have some hidden dangers to avoid. These dangers are called decision-making fallacies. A fallacy is a mistaken belief or falsehood about something that reduces one’s ability to accurately evaluate options5. As you make decisions, remember that decision making is influenced by your biases. A bias is a preference for or against something. Knowing that biases exist and can distort a person’s view of information helps the decision maker be prepared to confront them. Some common decision-making fallacies are anchoring, framing, confirmation bias, false cause, and false dilemma.
[bookmark: _Toc76024972][bookmark: _Toc89772206]Fallacy 1: Anchoring
Anchoring involves relying on one piece of information too much when making a decision, prioritizing it above all else. Many times, the decision maker falls into this trap when the situation uses numbers like prices, percentages, and counts because people have a natural tendency to be influenced by numbers (even invalid ones)6.
A common example used to illustrate anchoring involves a used car salesman. The used car salesman can use an anchor to start negotiations. Suppose the car salesman wants to sell a car for $4,000. The price tag on the car windshield is not $4,000 but rather $6,000. When the price of the car is lowered through negotiation with the buyer to the amount the salesman wants—$4,000—the buyer believes they are getting a better deal. In this example, the anchor is the $6,000. The $4,000 is compared to the anchor and because it is less, the customer believes they are better off and should buy the car.
[bookmark: _Toc76024973][bookmark: _Toc89772207]Fallacy 2: Framing
[bookmark: _Toc76024974]Framing can be used to push a decision maker toward or away from something based on the way it is presented rather than facts7. With framing, the same information can be presented in different ways to make an option either more or less attractive. Consider this example: you have two products that do the same thing, a disinfecting spray that kills germs. Both products have the same level of effectiveness but the way the information is framed is different.
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Description automatically generated]Discuss: Compare the labels of the two products. Based on the labels, which do YOU think more people would choose?

[bookmark: _Toc89772208]Fallacy 3: Confirmation Bias
Confirmation bias occurs when a decision maker seeks out information that confirms or agrees with their initial decision and ignores information that goes against it. The value of any decision is only as good as the information it’s based on. For this reason, it is critical to seek out reliable sources and look at issues from multiple angles. The decision maker should ask themselves “does this source meet the CRAAP test?”
The acronym, CRAAP8, stands for:
C – Currency: When was the information published or posted? Is the information current or out of date?
R – Relevance: Who is the intended audience of this information?
A – Authority: Where does the information come from? Who is the author, publisher, or sponsor? What are the author’s credentials? What are the author’s qualifications to write or speak on this topic?
A – Accuracy: Is the information supported by evidence? Has the information been reviewed or referred? Can you verify any of the information in another source or by personal knowledge?
P – Purpose: What is the purpose of the information? Is it to inform, teach, entertain, persuade? Is the information fact, opinion, or propaganda? Are there political, ideological, cultural, religious, or personal biases?
Reliable sources are able to pass this test.
[bookmark: _Toc76024975][bookmark: _Toc89772209]Fallacy 4: False Cause
The false cause fallacy involves the decision maker incorrectly identifying the cause of the problem. This problem can come from two types of faulty thinking: believing that association is causation and making a hasty generalization. Association is causation, also known as post hoc ergo propter hoc (Latin meaning “after this, therefore because of this”), is the incorrect belief that because two things happened around the same time, one must have caused the other. A generalization means a situation or phenomenon is true all the time. If a decision maker does not know or have all the facts, they could believe a situation is true all the time when (in reality) it is only true some of the time. For example, there are times after a person washes their car it rains. A person who falls victim to false cause would believe the washing of the car causes the rain. Is that really the cause of rain? Even though many times these events happen at the same time, it does not mean that one causes the other. Does it rain every time the person washes their car? The mind can play tricks when making decisions. It pays more attention to recent events than past events. If recently it rained after washing the car, the person will pay more attention to the relationship. The mind also gives more attention to vivid, easily imagined, and uncommon events than boring, common, normal ones. If the rain came as part of a severe storm, the mind is more likely to remember it and place more attention on it.


[bookmark: _Toc76024976][bookmark: _Toc89772210]Fallacy 5: False Dilemma
A false dilemma is where the person believes a decision has a limited number of options when in reality it has multiple. Take the example of a young person wanting to go to the mall. Rebecca wants to go to the mall right now and asks her mother to drop her off there. The mother says she cannot do it right now, but probably could later. Rebecca could create a false dilemma if she believed the options were either go to the mall now or not go at all. Does this situation appear to only have two options: go right now or not go at all? Most likely not. It could be that her mother would take her to the mall later in the day or maybe on one of the following days. While either/or circumstances do exist, not every situation meets those criteria. 
False beliefs can also find their way into other decision-making situations. In today’s workplace, more and more problems are assigned to teams. A benefit of working in a group is that an issue is analyzed from multiple points of view, and each member of a team brings with them their own experiences, skills, abilities, and ideas. The combination of all these differences produces a better result, but these differences can cause personalities to clash. The ad hominem fallacy is when a person does not see the value in another person’s ideas because of their dislike for them or their personality9. The term ad hominem means “against the man.” When someone falls prey to this, they hold their dislike for the person against the person’s ideas—their negative opinion about the person spills over to the person’s ideas. Being friendly with every member of a team makes working together more pleasurable but is not a requirement for collaboration or a guarantee that ideas are great. Remember to look at ideas based on their relevance and ability to solve the problem rather than the likeability of the person who created them.
[bookmark: _Toc76024977][bookmark: _Toc89772211]Conclusion
When the current situation does not match the desired situation, action is needed to change the current situation. The current situation needs to be clearly understood so the decision maker knows the people, places, equipment, and environment involved. The description of the situation needs to provide as much detail as possible, which helps to pinpoint the area where the process or communication breaks down. The activities designed to change the current situation need to be compared against the goal, and only the options that help meet the goal should be considered. If more than one option meets a goal, cost-benefit analysis can be used to rank the options, then the option that generates the most benefits compared to costs should be chosen. In any situation, decisions are influenced by the views of the decision maker. It is important to acknowledge biases and take care to not let them override good judgement, logic, and thinking.
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