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8 Chapter 2

After ten years of research and considerable expense, they were not much
further along than when they had begun.

These civilian program directors were also concerned about how to
train people to make better decisions. Turnover in the army is high, with
people coming in for two- or four-year stints. Even officers who stay in
for a full twenty years are rotated every few years. For example, a new
tank commander may spend six months getting trained in the rudiments,
then another year coming up to speed. That gives him little more than a
year to help train other people before he is moved to his next rotation,
How can these officers develop skills faster? Here again, the decision
research program had been a disappointment. The experiments did not
shed much light on how to train a new lieutenant to make effective deci-
sions in controlling his tank platoon. The army has doctrine about how

decisions should be made, but it seemed that soldiers usually did not
follow the doctrine.

Recovering from a Research Plan

I'am still amazed at how poorly I designed this study of decision making,
We developed our recognitional model of decision making from this
study and spent the next several years following up leads from our
results, but almost every major design feature in my original plan was
wrong.

In the following paragraphs, I list all the design features we had
planned to use, along with our starting hypotheses. (You can try to guess
which were the good ones and which were the bad ones.)

1. Fireground commanders. We wanted to study fireground com-
manders—the people in charge of urban and suburban fires. They decide
how to attack the fire and how to use the crews. They are highly experi-
enced and take charge of life-threatening situations. If someone is injured
or killed, they are responsible. Commanders work under a great deal of
time pressure. In between the fires, they might tolerate a team of scientists
asking them questions.

2. Observers. We planned to train college undergraduates as observers
and put them in firehouses or in radio communication with the fire dis-
patchers, so they could quickly get to the scene of new fires and observe
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the decision making on the spot. We planned to observe the commanders
during the fires and then interview them after. If we used our higher-
priced and better-trained researchers, we might have wasted a lot of
money having them sit idly in station houses waiting for action.

3. Exceptional cases. We thought that the most interesting decisions
to examine would be the most difficult ones, such as whether to try to

- extinguish a fire or to give up and make sure it does not spread, rather

than the routine ones, such as where to park the trucks.

4. Two-option hypothesis. We hypothesized that under time pressure,
the commanders could not think of lots and lots of options. Instead, they
would have to consider only two options: one that was intuitively the
favorite, and the other to serve as a comparison to show why the favorite
was better.

S. Analogies. We expected to see lots of analogical reasoning. We
believed that the commanders could use their experience like a memory
bank, to recognize that a fire was just like one they had worked on pre-
viously. In this way, they could directly use their memory to make their
decisions quickly.

6. Data analysis. We believed that all we would need to do to test
the two-option hypothesis was to count how often the commanders had
compared lots of options versus how often they had compared just two
options.

Only two of these six expectations worked out well. The others were
wrong,

1. Studying fire department commanders was a good idea—probably
the best of the design. I was not always so sure. A friend who was in
charge of some research programs for the U.S. Air Force asked, “What
do these firefighters have to do with the military?”’ He argued that I had
picked the wrong group to examine, since soldiers fight an Enn_._mmn:n
adversary, whereas firefighters do not. “It makes all Hrn.&mﬂnnnn in the
world,” he assured me.

My friend was wrong about the value of studying firefighters. These
commanders showed us how people function under the stress of having
to make choices with high stakes. Our later studies showed that military
commanders use the same strategies as the fireground commanders.
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12 Chapter 2

He agreed that there were options, yet it was usually obvious what to
do in any given situation. We soon realized that he was defining the
" making of a decision in the same way as Soelberg’s students—generating
a set of options and evaluating them to find the best one. We call this
strategy of examining two or more options at the same time, usually by
comparing the strengths and .iwmr:nmmnm of each, comparative evalua-

tion. He insisted that he never did .W.H,.J_..rn_‘o just was no time. The struc-
ture would burn down by the time he finished listing all the options, let
alone evaluating them.

Because Soelberg’s theory was one of my favorites, we kept asking
questions about the two-option hypothesis for much of this study. We
never found any evidence for it.

5. Analogies. We expected to see a heavy use of analogous_cases,
We found very little. Never was there an entire fire that reminded a
commander of a previous one. The people we studied had over twenty
years of experience, and all of it had blended together in their minds. On
the few occasions where they did think of an analogue, it had to do with
an aspect of the incident rather than the entire incident. The following
example shows how this worked.

Example 2.1
The Falling Billboards

Chief V, a veteran with about twenty-five years of firefighting experience, is in
charge of putting out an apartment fire. He looks up and sees some billboards on
the roof, then remembers a previous fire where the wooden supports for the bill-
boards were burned through, sending the billboards crashing to the street below.
He orders his crew to push the crowds farther back, to make sure no bystanders
are injured by a falling billboard.

In this incident, the memory of an earlier experience led the com-
mander to detect a possible danger and make a quick decision by-issuing
an order that would reduce that danger. The memory was of part of an
incident, though, not of a whole fire.

6. Data analysis. We thought the data analysis would be straight-
forward. We expected that we would count the number of times people
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used the Soelberg evaluation strategy of favorite versus comparison,
as opposed to the number of times they used a more complete decision
matrix. In fact, they were using a different strategy altogether.

Figuring Out How to Do the Project

‘Rather than waiting for the tough cases to happen, we asked the com-

manders to tell us about the big fires they had worked on during the
previous few weeks or months. We treated each critical incident as
a story and made the interview flow around the storytelling of the
commanders. This method enabled us to get at the context of their deci-
sion making. It also ensured their interest and participation, because
they enjoyed relating their experiences.

We have found the same thing in other studies. People. who are-good at
what they do relish the chance to explain it to an appreciative audience.

Once one of our data collectors was interviewing the command staff of
firefighters who worked on forest fires. She was doing the interviews
during an actual fire that had spread over six mountains in Idaho and
took weeks to bring under control. Even under these circumstances, she
got their cooperation. In fact, firefighters who watched what she was
doing but were not on her list to be contacted would ask her for permis-
sion to be interviewed. They wanted to explain to her and to themselves
what had happened at critical times.

The study did not just consist of people telling us stories. It is impor-
tant to select the right incident to study. To define what we want to learn

from the stories, we plan strategy, sometimes with checklists of items to
cover so that if they do not emerge during the story, we can ask about
them. Usually we send two people on an interview: one to lead the inter-
view and get the story moving, and the other to take notes and review the
checklist of probes to make sure everything has been included.

Over the years, we have compiled lists of cognitive probes we use, such
as ways that the person’s understanding of the situation changed dur-
ing the episode or ways that someone with less experience might have
faltered. We have learned where the expertise comes in during an inci-
dent, so we know where to probe more deeply. We have evolved ways of
diagraming the incidents during the telling and after. New staff- members
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16 Chapter 3

The way to fight a vertical fire is to get above it and spray water down, so he
sends one crew up to the first floor and another to the second floor. Both report
that the firc has gotten past them. The commander goes outside and walks
around to the front of the building. Now he can see smoke coming out from
under the eaves of the roof. It is obvious what has happened: the fire has gone
straight up to the fourth floor, has hit the ceiling there, and is pushing smoke
down the hall. Since there was no smoke when he arrived just a minute earlier,
this must have just happened. ’

It is obvious to him how to proceed now that the chance to put out the fire
quickly is gone. He needs to switch to search and rescue, to get everyone out of
the building, and he calls in a second alarm. The side staircase near the laundry
chute had been the focus of activity before. Now the attention shifts to the front
stairway as the evacuation route.

This incident was typical of the ones we studied. We asked people to
tell us about their hardest cases, thinking that these would show the most
decision making. But where_were the decisions? The commander sees a
vertical fire and knows just what to do. But in an instant, that decision is
negated because the fire has spread. He still knows just what to do in this
changed situation. He never seems to decide anything. He is not compar-
ing a favorite option to another option, as the two-option hypothesis
suggests. He is not comparing anything.'

The commander did not seem to be making any decisions at all if
a decision results from actively comparing two or more options in a
process of comparative evaluation. We tried using a broader definition:

a decision is a choice point where reasonable options exist, and the

commander might have selected a different option. In other words, even

if no other option was consciously considered, as long as one was avail-

able and known to the commander, a decision was made. We labeled

these decision points. We did not bother with the trivial choices but
rather concentrated on the points where there seemed to be a meaningful

choice (e.g., “I wanted to section the roof but someone else might have
held off until there was more information™). .

We developed a standard way of doing the interviews to highlight the
decision points and define the types of questions, and we worked out a
way to code the interviews to make our work easier. Each interview was
tape-recorded. Then the interviewers listened to the tapes to write an
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account of the incident, giving the background, the time line of events,
and the decision points we probed. v

Listening to the Data

We still had.a problem: the data would not conform to the hypothesis. |

wanted the incidents to show how the commanders used the two-option
strategy. | wanted the incidents to show analogical reasoning. I wanted
the incidents to show us how people wrestled with choices. None of
these things had happened. We still had to figure out just what those
commanders were doing.

We sought to explain two puzzles: how the commanders could reliably
identify good options and how they could evaluate an option without
comparing it to any others.

Our results turned out to be fairly clear. It was not that the com-
manders were refusing to compare options; rather, they did not bave to
compare options. [ had been so fixated on what they were not doing that
good course of action from the start. That was what the stories were tell-
ing us. Even when faced with a complex situation, the commanders could
sce it as familiar and know how to react.

The commanders’ secret was that their experience let them see a sit-

uation, even a nonroutine one, as an example of a prototype, so they

knew the typical course of action right away. Their experience let them

identify a reasonable reaction as the first one they considered, so they did
not bother thinking of others. They were not being perverse. They were
being skillful. We now call this strategy recognition-primed decision
making.

We tried classifying all the decision points according to whether the
commander showed any evidence of comparing one option to another.
We carefully defined the categories. The decision point was considered a
comparative evaluation if the decision maker reported considering two
or more options at the same time to contrast their relative advantages.
Another category was composed of decision points, where the decision
maker consciously made up a new course of action that he had never
tried or seen before. In the recognitional decision category, the decision
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20 Chapter 3

evaluated each in turn, rejected it, and turned to the next most typical
rescue technique. We can call this strategy a singular evaluation ap-
bﬂwan&.. to distinguish it from comparative evaluation. Singular evalua-
tion means evaluating each option on its own merits, even if we cycle
through several possibilities.

Distinguishing between comparative and singular evaluation strategies
is not difficult. When you order from a menu, you probably compare the
different items to find the one you want the most. You are performing a
comparative evaluation because you are trying to see if one item seems
tastier than the others. In contrast, if you are in an unfamiliar neighbor-
hood and you notice your car is low on gasoline, you start searching for
service stations and stop at the first reasonable place you find. You do
not need the best service station in town.

The difference between singular and comparative evaluation is linked
to the research of Herbert Simon, who won a Nobel Prize for economics.
Simon (1957) identified a decision strategy he calls satisficing: selecting
the first option that works. Satisficing is different from optimizing, which
means trying to come up with the best strategy. Optimizing is hard, and

it takes a long time. Satisficing is more efficient. The singular evaluation

strategy is based on satisficing. Simon used the concept of satisficing to
describe the decision behavior of businesspeople. The strategy makes
even more sense for fireground commanders because of their immense
time pressure.* .

Our model of recognitional decision making was starting to fit together.
The experienced fireground commanders could judge a situation as pro-
totypical and know what to do. If their first choice did not work out,
they might consider others—not to find the best but to find the first one
that works.

But there was still the second puzzle. If they did not compare one
course of action to another, how did they evaluate the options? All of the
evaluation procedures we knew about required contrast: looking at the
degree to which each option satisfies each criterion, weighing the impor-
tance of the criteria, tabulating the results, and finding the best option. If

the commanders did not compare options, how did they know that a

course of action was any good?

« e ———
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The answer lies in the overpass rescue story. To evaluate a single
course of action, the lieutenant imagined himself carrying it out. Fire-
ground commanders use the power of mental simulation, running the
action through in their minds. If they spot a potential problem, like the

rescue harness not working well, they move on to the next option, and

the next, until they find one that seems to work. Then they carry it out.
As the example shows, this is not a foolproof strategy. The advantage is
that it is usually better than anything else they can do.

Before we did this study, we believed that novices impulsively jumped
at the first option they could think of, whereas experts carefully delib-
erated about the merits of different courses of action. Now it seemed that
it was the experts who could generate a single course of action, while
novices needed to compare different approaches.

In one case we studied commanders who had no experience with the
type of incident they faced. This helped us to see better what is required
for proficient decision making.

Example 3.3
The Christmas Fire

Dorted around the Midwest arc oil tank farms: large complexes of storage tanks
filled with oil piped in from the Texas and Oklahoma fields and held at these
farms before being pumped to specific points in the Midwest. This incident took
place at a tank farm. The pipeline field at this farm had twenty tanks, each forty-
five fect high and a hundred feet in diameter and each with a capacity of more
than sixty thousand barrels of oil.

On Christmas night in the middle of a bitterly cold winter, one of the tanks
bursts open. The oil comes pouring out—a bad enough situation—and then
ignites. A large oil rank instantly turns into a giant torch and sets fire to another
tank. Most of the big power lines of the tanks are down and burning. The tele-
phone lines are also on fire. Burning oil has spilled into a ditch, and fierce winds
push the fire along.

The setting is a rural farm community crisscrossed with underground oil pipes.
If the flames spread, they can conceivably set the whole town on fire.

The fire departments of the surrounding townships report to the call. These
departments are staffed by volunteer firefighters who are used to putting out barn
fires and garage fires, and maybe a house fire or two in a year. Now they are
looking at a wall of flames fifty to one hundred feet high. They have never scen
anything like it before in their lives. As one commander described it to us, “Our
heads turned to stonc.”




wouj 3ulwiod ways jo ey noqe yum adA siy Jo suoisidIp u223y31d Ajuo
249M 3134 |, “uonen|ea3 aanreseduwiod Jo sased 10§ st £10821e puodas ayy
"2IN1BU SIY1 JO SIUIPISUL OU 31aMm 313y |
'2U0 133135 01 pey puE 3s]3 Ju0WOS 4Q SuUONdO JO 335 € UAAIE sEM Japuew
-Wwod punoldaly sy a1aym sases 1oj st ‘suondo patafasaid ‘A103a3ed 151y
Y] rA1o8a1e> yoes jo sajdwexs punoy am Uayo moy smoys ¢ 3jqe]

sau0831e) a1 Sunredwon

'Sd0Yd Y3 1k
-400] ‘tuem 1ydiw | saameay Suiynuapr ‘ysresds WO1J 1IEIS O] IARY | “JED
E 10 25T0Y € ANq 03 2AEY | USYM OP | JBYM SI 1] "UOISIIIP ay1 y3nouayl Aem
11941 JUIYI 03 3A'Y OYm ‘S3d1A0U 10§ 35UIS JO 10[ B sajew suondo moqe
Sunesaqua(q -adie| sy Ay B yum adusLadxs ou pey 4oy ‘swn Juoj
E J0j s1914y8ya1y udaq pey Apnis ased suy ul SISpUBWIWOD ay! y3noyyy
‘feoid£y se uonenns e JuiziuSooas 10j aimnsgns e st Funjuiys |estdo
pue axenbapeur si asuauiadxa uoym sawn ase asay) Aqjenspy ‘suondo
moqe Sunesaqiap oy sows ale 3131 1Yy wied[ am aposida sy wosy

“UOHIW $1$ 03 01§ JE PAIBWILIS3 SI 31y Y3 JO 1500 31 ‘painfut A|SNOLIDS st U0
ou yBnowly 'sAep omi 1x3u 3y ulynm paysinSunxa si 31y 21nu3 oy Ajyro0ows
03 suoneado a1y ays ‘suadxa ay O U01dIIP 3y Jopun ‘uo ulod 1eYs WOl
«'MOLIOWO] 213Y 3 ||1Mm I] ")t Pa13PIO
Apealje aaap,, ‘Jomsue 100D pue s300¢ 10U 35110 JO),, "anTIe SIIPUBLILIOD
punoidaiy J3ajunjoa 3ys ,‘weo; yonw ey aaey 1,U0p 3, "Weoy azow |esp 1easd
E pa3u |[1m 43y1 36y Aes pue ‘auads ayl 1€ AyaLiq 30O aalLie 51000 pue s100g
"s31y {[am |10 jo 121y3y
Snote)-pliom e Urepy pay jo sandesjjod Jawioy ‘s1000) pue si00g,, jo wea
ay1 Ut jed 42y, *SIUEIMNSUOD 2WOS Ul J[ed pue ‘apiid J1ay1 uopueqe ‘dn 2a18 Loyl
‘A|euty -ajquedwoou; are aaue Jey) sureoy JUSIMIP 541 Inq ‘aseq adg04q 1y 'S
4qreau e woyy weoj ajow 1ap1o £ay] "JO 3 53000 183y 33 pue ‘Aeme u daams
sputm y3iy sy1 1nq ‘umop weoy ay1 Aesds o 3jzzou e dn 3uid3u An Aoy axaN
‘umop
3y3ya1y 3 [[ed pue dn 2418 oy os ‘vonpunyjew o3 suels dwnd weoy Y
UILL "P3SN 3q ued 31 210j2q dn $37333) Yonul Jaiem SY3 ‘SAEIP Iarjes Jo asnedag
34> yonn 133em >y wEIS 03 UdAIS sI puewiod ay1 pue ‘weoj Juifeids wels
sdwnd ayJ -ySnonp Suiwos [10 3pnI> Yam $YIBII $335 2y “lil ays Jeap “a1y Y3
01u0 umop weoj Leids 01 yuel e Jo wu 3y1 5r0qe Uew e 133 03 13mo3 & dn Bu13n
A1 foyn :Butuaddey st jeym INOqE pa[geq A[[enuassa a1e oym sjaryd> Aq—Supjew

€7 12POW uoISI22Qq paussid-uoinudoray aq

UoISIIP IA1EIIQYIP JO Ijduwrexa 3s33uons Y3 puy am a1y [10 KemEeUNI E JO UOLSTY
-u0d 243 ut ‘A|[eurf -ysea jo aie sadeiueapesip pue sadeiueape ayi 1eym pue ‘e
suondo 119y1 1eyMm saafasways yse A3y | -Suuueld inoqe o8 £oys moy s1 21dy
*UOISIIIP IAIIDAYI 151y JIAY) SEM
S1Yy3 JBY) SN pjo} JAje| SI19puUBWIWOD punoidaiy ayy jo auQ Sutuueld 03 saidious
11343 |[e 21049p A543 3]1Iym wang a1y Y1 39 45y | "Juiyikue op o3 £13 01 10u asooyd
Aoy :uonde paziuedio 3yl A|[BUY SJBIYD 1Y 1231UNjOA Y1 ‘Aep pary Y uQ
"go pauany sadid ays
I 328 £y ‘Aep puodas ay1 Buunq “syuel Suluing ays Jo 2uo oaul APdAUIP |10 Mau
Suidwnd uasq sey 1eyy adid your-omi-Ausamy o31e} e any Jo 221n0s ® puy pue
sautpdid Sutwoow ayy (e Bunen wes puvosiad juepd ays ‘wonsanb ayr £q uo
paandg “Buisnjuod os s1 sautpdid jo a(Sues ay3 duIs ‘smouy auo ou ey s A[das
3Y] "jjo pauim u32q aaey xa|dwod ay1 oui Jupea| sadid aya qje j1 Auedwod 1o
oY1 3¢ Bunjiom uos1ad e SYSE $JI1Yd 3yl o U0 ‘Aep puodas Y Fuunp AwnIWog
“uaws siy
SIENORAD JOPUBWIWOD Y1 ‘vondnia ue Suuea] A|Fudeusw dn j10q 01 suels “Yue
Aqreau e w a1y iod vouruiduo agy djuappns pue ‘Aeme weoj ayi smojq isnl
putm Y[ yuel [10 241 Jo Wi 3yl ouo weoj Aexds s1ydyaly pue ‘16 yuel aedu
s10d v—uﬂ.: ._.,._Jﬁﬂ_ tC x__ﬁD:._.u>...* ‘saulacy m_ﬁ:.;.m_r:_—d sty mu_v:_.v v.._u punote U_uc uv_u
—.::. ..,ZC_.J wd m piey n .Jv:w:._ v—Cdu ur_u —JCBC._H sayip ..-LF ¢clé6 v__.:: wC Wi u..t (8) ]
sappr| v dn quips *asoy © dutdaied aayiiyasy e pinoyg ¢3onal sappe) ags uontsod
Aays pinoys asayx “Apuim pue pjod dwizaaly st 1] ‘wroy ySnoua 158 ues Layy 1 ‘a1y
ays o3uo umop weoy Aeads 01 st uepd Yy 16 juer yreosdde ued smary “Aep puo
=25 a3 jo Jurwaow Aj1ea ay1 ut samod Yo suing Auedwos 1amod 2y £jjeniuaay
UONdANP JUIIYIP B Ul Yo 5303 wawwsedap yoey] “Aeme P jdwod Jou
s20p Auedwods somod 241 ing ‘saul] Jamod paumop ays o1 L11193[2 ag1 Yo ummg
01 Auedwiod 1amod s sjjed 1apurwIwd payy v "peasds wydiw a2y syl 2saym PIY
B Ouf 10 BUD{ED| JO 3DUBYD B YT O SIUBM U0 OU puk ‘HunIom Jjus aJe saul|
341 J1 []21 UBD U0 OUINY "1 YUEL JO IN0 [10 Y1 adid V) st eaps S IdpUEWILIOD Ul
-33J1p Y “J10 241 UIEIU0D 01 1[ING 3G 01 Youan € $19pIo stuaunedap 21y oy Jo auo
JO JapurwIWOd y "paadold 01 MOY INOQE UIBLIAdUN Ulewdl A3yl ‘sAep oml 1oy
"Pa1ap|imaq a1k £ay | "umO3 Y3 31BNDEAI PINOYS AdY3
Jt 1apuom £ay | ‘syuel JaY10 Y1 01 peads [[im 1y ay1 presje 1k A3y ] "Op 01 Jeym
jo 3uipueissopun ou pue a1y ays Suny3y Joj $351n0s21 ou ATy Aayr Uoys uf
: *suo||ed puesnoyy
e AJuo 31e50[ UED SIIPUEWIWOD Y] Ing ‘saiy [0 Ino Ind 03 PaIPIdU SI Weo
"EJ1E 2} UL JAEM JO IDUNOS OU S 2I3Y] ‘9SI0\ "2IE SIIPUBLUWIOD Y] OYM {[3)
031 pIeY SI 1] "ILISIP UMO J12Y) WO ST Su0dWos ji BuiziuGod1 I|gNOLT IATY SMIID
ayj -sysew adey Juueom Auew ‘dn pajpung st 3U0LI3A3 ‘pjod Y1 Jo Asnedag
werd jednwayd
3d1e| e premor Jasuow apu| B i) widaand,, ‘premynou Luaesd Sumojpoy st
[10 3y -auy| sed suedosd your-Aiuamy e Yo [IM 31 ‘YINOS Jay1Ie) AUk SIWOD Iy
3 J1 1By s1apuBWIWOd punosaiy ayi |33 Auedwod sutjadid ayl woyy uew y o
Yam pajy st yomym ‘§g 1aqunu juel mau e syndua pue AemySy syl 1940 sapu
{10 9pnId Jo Jaem y ‘sasmidni syuer Juiuing omi ays jo duo ‘goiem Loy sy

gandogy 7z



N | .
24 Chapter 3 . PR -

%
Table 3.1 E
Categories of the Decisions Studied 3 T "
o ) 8
Type of Strategy Number of Cases 5 % e B €35
: B 7 Y 283 5 <
] — 3 Q o °
. . . F [ = 13 a©
Choosing from presclected options 0 < Q g3 2 mm.& 53
« © SE= v
. . . O 2 o ] £5
Comparative evaluation 18 £ "< = waqg 3
m m < L 3 M (5]
Novel option 11 £3 = g 2 e H =
.. . . . =0 2 B> g
Recognitional decision (singular evaluation) : 127 3 P - g3 gli=
-, . . ] @ &8 =]1 @
Total decision points classified 156 2 H a el ¢
> I} of \W
w S 4
g K]
a
el
w

the incident with the oil tank farm, where the fireground commanders

were essentially novices.

Defining the Recognition-Primed Decision Model

Inference

The recognition-primed decision (RPD) model fuses two processes: the
way decision makers size up the situation to recognize which course of
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action makes sense, and the way they evaluate that course of action by

imagining it. %
Figure 3.1 shows the basic strategy, as variation 1. Decision makers 3
recognize the situation as typical and familiar—a typical garage fire, or 2 [0 5 3
T . 2 2 €0 °
apartment building fire, or factory fire, or search-and-rescue job—and 5 - H D mm e
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28 Chapter 3

one-option rv\vcnrnmmm. some of the people we interviewed might
have given us such data. Therefore, because we probed for evidence of
the two-option hypothesis, which included concurrent evaluation, the
demand characteristics worked against the recognitional strategy, giving
us more confidence in our findings.

Fourth, we had gone after the most difficult decisions, not the easy
ones. If the commanders did not contrast options for the toughest cases,
then the model should apply even more strongly to all the other decisions
they face.

Fifth, the RPD model has been

widely accepted by the decision makers

themselves. As we began to present our findings at conferences, we got

the reactions, “Of course that’s how people make decisions.” Our find-
ings seemed obviously right to everyone, even though they were so dif-
ferent from earlier decision theorics. We began to realize that the force of
our findings was in their obviousness. Of course the RPD strategy was
the strategy used most frequently.

The Theoretical Importance of the RPD Model

Recognitional decision making can be contrasted with the more classical
approaches. Perhaps the most widely known of these models stems from
the work of Janis and Mann (1977), who warned that people try to
avoid making decisions because of the stress of carrying out the analysis.
Janis and Mann offered these prescriptions for making better decisions:

* Thoroughly canvas a wide range of options.

» Survey a full range of objectives.

* Carefully weigh the costs, risk, and benefits of each option,

* Intensively search for new information in evaluating options.
+ Assimilate all new information.

* Reexamine the positive and negative consequences of each option.
» Carefully plan to include contingencies if various risks occur.

’

Janis and Mann probably did not intend this advice for time-pressured
situations, but the RPD model predominates even when time is sufficient
for comparative evaluations. Yet in one form or another, Janis and
Mann’s prescriptive advice is held up as an ideal of rationality and finds

-
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its way into most courses on cognitive development. The advice is more
helpful for beginners than for experienced decision makers. In most
applied settings, beginners are not going to be put in a position to make
critical decisions.

The prescriptions of Janis and Mann are an example of the rational
choice strategy that we had encountered: define the evaluation dimen-
sions, weight each one, rate each option on each dimension, multiply the
weightings, total up the scores, and determine the best option—that is,
unless you do not have all the data you need, or are not sure how to do
the ratings, or disagree with the weights, or run out of time before you
have finished.

There are advantages to the rational choice strategy:

« It should result in reliable decisions (that is, the same result each time
for the same analysis).

- It is quantitative.

« It helps novices'determine what they do not know.

+ Itis rigorous; it does not leave anything out.

« Itis a general strategy, which could apply in all sorts of situartions.

The problem is that the assumptions of the rational choice strategy are
usually too restrictive. Rarely is there the time or the information needed
to make this type of strategy work. Furthermore, if we cannot trust
someone to make a big judgment, such as which option is best, why
would we trust all of the little judgments that go into the rational choice
strategy?'” Clearly this method is not going to ensure that novices make
good choices, and it usually is not helpful for experienced decision makers.
It can be useful in working with teams, to calibrate everyone’s grasp of
the strengths and weaknesses of different options.

Applications

One application is to be skeptical of courses in formal methods of deci-
sion making. They are teaching methods people seldom use.

A second application is to be sensitive to when you need to compare
options and when you do not. For many tasks, we are novices, and the
rational choice method helps us when we lack the expertise to recognize
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