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Decision Making Topic #3


Every decision made or left unmade can affect one’s future path. Although predicting the future with 100% accuracy is a skill known only in fiction, one can learn to think through what positive and negative effects decisions may have. This module will focus on processes and skills students can use to realize the effects their decisions may have on themselves and others. 
 
You may use all or part of this packet in your course. Green boxes in the curriculum guide indicate instructions 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 of the four assignments, remember that these are best used as a guide for the thought process. Student answers may vary widely as they follow the decision-making process but should illustrate how they came to their conclusion. 

You can review the educational psychology behind concepts shared in this module in the Instructor’s Food for Thought. We highly recommend teachers keep this context in mind while teaching. 

	Packet Contents
This packet contains the following materials:
· Written 10-page curriculum
· Vocabulary/key terms handout
· Four worksheets with answer keys 
· Instructor’s “Food for Thought” reading

	Learning Outcomes
At the end of this lesson, students should be able to:
1. Distinguish between positive, negative, unintended, and intended outcomes.
2. Use a simple premortem analysis to identify a project’s potential issues, including resource allocation. 




These materials are under Creative Commons license Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0).
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As a warmup or bell ringer activity, have students consider a situation with good intentions that went wrong, such as Krispy Kreme Donuts expanding too rapidly1,2, trucker guidelines impacting the needs of live animals3, and introducing non-native species4,5. When did a situation like this happen in your own life or in a different organization?

You can also use Lesson 1 (Actions and Consequences) published by the Equality and Human Rights Commission6, which has students observe positive and negative behavior and consider how actions have consequences. 


Good ideas or intentions alone do not guarantee good results. The idiom “the road to hell is paved with good intentions” describes this reality. Whether we realize it or not, all decisions generate consequences—some planned, others unforeseen. Even choosing not to decide is a decision: this is called a decision by indecision.  
 
The desired results of our actions that were planned for are called intended consequences. Unplanned outcomes are unintended consequences and can have positive or negative impacts7. Positive unintended consequences are a bonus or added benefit, and these situations are sometimes called serendipity. The unintended consequences with negative effects create new problems. While it is impossible to anticipate everything that could happen, the chance for negative consequences increases when the reality that something could go wrong is ignored. Unintended negative consequences are more likely to occur when solutions are not thought through sufficiently or when decision makers engage in faulty thinking processes.  
 
Decision makers can follow a process to improve their odds of achieving more intended consequences and reducing negative, unintended ones. These involve comparing solutions against set goals and using techniques to recognize and repair faulty thinking processes. The purpose of this module is to provide learners with this process and opportunities to practice realizing the effects of decisions to improve their chances of producing positive results. This skill can be used throughout the Creative Problem Solving (CPS) Model (shown as Figure 1). z
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Figure 1. The Creative Problem Solving Model (CPS) 
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Description automatically generated with low confidence]In Lewis Carroll’s book Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, Alice asks the Cheshire Cat which way she should go. The Cat answers Alice by asking her where she wants to go8. The path that Alice should take depends on where she wants to go. When she tells the Cat it does not matter, he tells her then it does not matter which road she chooses. 
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The Cheshire Cat’s response is relevant for those who engage in decision making and problem solving without first establishing clear goals. The decision maker must know the desired result, the “where they want to go”, as well as a timeframe of “when they want to get there”. Once the outcome is clearly defined, work towards it can commence. This outcome or goal informs the steps one will follow and establishes the planned work’s timeline and processes. As discussed in other modules, goals should be SMART to be effective and useful. SMART stands for9:  
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 actually help solve the problem?  
5. Time-based: When will you start and stop the action, and how long will it take? 	 
 The who, what, where, when, and how detailed by SMART goals provide decision makers with valuable information that can be used to evaluate options. The goals identify resources needed and when those resources must be available. From the list of possible options, the decision maker can then remove or modify options that require unavailable resources, do not create the exact desired results, or cannot meet the timeframe needed. Many problems or events do not have a single goal but rather multiple ones. Goals may sometimes seem to conflict with or contradict each other, making selecting options and developing a plan more difficult. When confronted with this type of situation, first make certain that goals are truly goals – not whims or sudden impulses10. If an item is identified as a whim, it is just an impulse and there is no need to devote time and effort thinking though it. 


SMART goals are used by decision makers to work backwards, so to speak. The deadline (“when” or Achievable/Time-based characteristics) helps them formulate when each of the preceding steps need to be finished and a work schedule can be developed. Options that take too long must be reviewed to see if they can be modified and excluded if modifications are not possible. This would send decision makers back to the drawing board to choose a different option.  

Decision makers need to focus attention on true goals and then create a list. Even though all goals seem important, there is always a hierarchy or ranking. Start by prioritizing the goals from most to least important11. Keep this rule in mind: no two goals can share the same place or rank. Once the order of the goals is set, assign resources (i.e., materials, people, equipment, time, and effort) to them starting with the first goal. As the decision maker proceeds through the list, the process is done when resources run out. Any goal on the list that you cannot commit resources to is not important enough to do. 

In Assignment 1, practice creating and prioritizing goals so that resources can be assigned properly. Students can complete the worksheet for any scenario but are encouraged to consider a project they will be completing in the future or recently completed. 



Once goals have been prioritized and resources assigned to them, the evaluation process can begin12. It is important to use data to learn as much as possible about the issue as well as anything that could be affected by the decision. This data should identify the people, groups, materials, and equipment associated in any possible way to the issue because they will be impacted by the option chosen. For some, the option chosen will be an improvement. However, others’ roles and activities would change, and they would perceive their situation as worse than before. Data can also reveal when consequences of the decision might be noticed. Some effects will be noticed relatively soon, while others may have a delayed effect. 
 
Once the decision has been made and a plan of action put in place, the evaluation process is not over. Decision making is not like a slow cooker; there is no “set it and forget it” option. Plans of action need to be monitored, paying attention to outcomes all along the way. If the plan is not causing a change that moves toward the desired results, not moving fast enough to meet the goal’s timeframe, or creates additional problems, the plan needs to be modified. If the issues are severe enough, the plan may even need to be stopped to consider a different plan of action. Monitoring the plan while it is going on and evaluating it against the goal is called formative assessment. Formative assessments are done while the plan of action is going on. Once the plan is finished, the results need to be compared to the goal with more evaluation. Summative assessments are evaluations done at the end and ask questions like those below: 
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Figure 2. Summative assessment question map.

Whether the decision and plan of action successfully accomplished the goal or solved the problem or not, all information gathered is useful. By identifying positive and negative outcomes, evaluations contribute to future situations’ improvement plans. It is important to realize that even new or novel situations benefit from the lessons learned. All experiences, even failed ones, add tools to the decision maker’s toolbox to help them with their decision-making process.  

Identify a situation in which an organization failed to reach their goal or a personal goal you did not reach, then answer the questions on Assignment 2. You can expand the activity by having students research a government or organization’s failure to reach a goal. This activity is designed to show that even failures can be helpful.  
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You and your team have spent many hours working on the project, and it is finally complete. “Unfortunately, the project has been a complete failure, an utter disaster. So many unexpected events hit us, and we never made it. The project failed to deliver, it died. It’s awful, truly awful”13. Another example: Most people have heard of an autopsy; an examination done after death to determine the cause of death and record the extent of damage to the body. Another term for autopsy is post-mortem which means after death. Post-mortems or autopsies can be done for projects or events just like those performed on human bodies.


An issue with doing analysis AFTER something has failed is that effects of the decision are being felt and some of those might be very negative. What if some of those negative effects could have been avoided? An analysis can be done prior to a plan of action being put in place and being acted on. A pre-mortem analysis is done BEFORE the plan of action is put in place. With pre-mortem analysis, the decision maker or their team thinks through all possible ways the project or decision could fail and identifies all those people and processes that could be affected. After identifying all the possible failures, the team or decision maker can brainstorm and list solutions that could prevent those problems in the future.

Students can conduct a premortem analysis for an upcoming test using Assignment 3. Although a test is used as the decision in our example, you could also complete it for an upcoming competition, job interview, or livestock show. This Premortem Activity outline provides ideas for helping students imagine outcomes.

You can also return to this activity later in the year to have students conduct a postmortem on the same situation and compare both results using page 2 of the worksheet.
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Sociologist Robert Merten wrote in 1935 that some elements of unintended consequences are within the control of decision makers and have three causes: ignorance, error, and immediacy of interest14. Ignorance and error in decision making can occur when decisions are made and plans of action developed before all the needed information was gathered—the value of any decision is only as good as the information it is based on. Without needed information, the decision maker might not fully understand the issue; might not define the real issue; incorrectly or incompletely identify the people, resources, and related issues involved; or be unable to establish timelines or resource lists that are realistic or relevant. This decision maker is also more likely to make errors for the same reasons. Immediacy of interest is when someone wants an intended consequence so much that they purposely ignore any unintended effects. This failure can have catastrophic consequences.  
 
Consider the Challenger disaster. On January 28, 1986, the space shuttle Challenger disintegrated 73 seconds after launch while being broadcast live with the world watching. All crew members on board perished. One of the crew members was teacher Christa McAuliffe, who had planned to teach her class from space: her students were gathered to watch the launch and saw the explosion in real time. The shuttle exploded because of a design flaw in the spacecraft’s O-rings15. The morning of the launch was colder than previous Challenger launches making the O-rings cold and hard which did not allow them to seal properly. The company that made the O-rings, Thiokol, told NASA they were concerned these rings would fail under those circumstances15. The night before the launch, engineers at Thiokol watching the weather forecast for launch time sounded the alarm. Engineer Bob Ebeling and four others begged that the launch be called off until temperatures warmed up16. However, directors at NASA promised Congress they would launch a specified number of space shuttles during a certain time period, and not launching Challenger would cause them to miss that mark.  
 
The decision to launch the Challenger that morning was made against the advice of experts. Engineer Ebeling never forgave himself for what he believed was his part in the tragedy16. "I think that was one of the mistakes that God made," Ebeling told NPR in January on the 30th anniversary of the disaster. "He shouldn't have picked me for the job. But next time I talk to him, I'm gonna ask him, 'Why me? You picked a loser.' "16. Immediacy of interest can be avoided by setting expectations for results in an honest and ethical manner, taking the time to gather information, listening to experts, using common sense, and having good critical judgement13. When consulting with experts, “surround yourself by people who will tell you what they think, not what you want to hear”13.  
A root cause analysis case study of the Challenger explosion is available from ThinkReliability17. You can use the website’s guidance to work through the example with your students. 



Decision makers can fall prey to other pitfalls when considering the effect of a decision. Emotions and ego can cause people to rationalize poor decisions18. Rationalization is when we try to justify a behavior, attitude, or decision with logical, plausible reasons, even if those reasons are not true. It is used to protect our perception of ourselves and our egos, and it can happen before or after a decision is made18. Prospective rationalizing happens before a decision is made: “I know I can’t really afford this, but I never buy myself anything nice.” Retrospective rationalizing happens after a decision is made: “I shouldn’t have taken the car without asking, but you were busy and I didn’t want to bother you.”  Often, children and young adults can find it difficult to differentiate between a “want” and a “need” 19.
 
People can act based on how they feel, their intuition, and the desire to be right or perceived as right18. True logical decision making involves evaluating options based on unbiased and able to be verified information. Emotion and ego cause decision makers to use fake logic by comparing to irrelevant or untrue facts. In some cases, people do not rationalize but rather take an action because “it felt right” or “something inside me told me to do it”. Sometimes emotions try to “dress themselves up as something of value” 18. While making a decision based on our gut is easy and often times works, it is risky. The unintended consequences the gut reaction generates could be permanent and very negative. “If you genuinely care about the outcome of your decisions, engage logic and critically think about all relevant factors” 18.   

At this time, ask students to practice identifying prospective and retrospective rationalization for several scenarios, then think to what could or did go wrong. Assignment 4 can be used to record the answers. Additional examples that you can use for class discussion or for an assignment are available in the Defense Mechanisms Worksheet and online at Ethics Unwrapped from the University of Texas20.






[bookmark: _Toc116053826]Conclusion
All decisions generate consequences with some known and planned while others unforeseen and unintended. Decision makers can increase the number of known, planned, and positive outcomes by having clearly defined SMART goals, prioritizing those goals, and using formative and summative assessments to evaluate a plan of action’s progress and effectiveness.  The magnitude and number of unintended consequences can also be reduced when decision makers understand that ignorance, error, and immediacy of interest can hamper a plan’s results. Take care when setting expectations for results, expend the needed time and effort to gather sufficient information, take the feedback and advice of experts and those who are honest and open rather than those who just tell you what you want to hear, and never underestimate the value of using common sense. Decision makers also need to accept that their emotions and egos can also influence their evaluation of the effects of a decision.
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