Class 4: Problem Solving and Decision Making
Once the strategic plan has been developed, managers can concentrate on daily administration or tactics. Much of this day-to-day management is devoted to problem solving and making decisions. The problem solving process requires a manger’s keen judgment, intuition, and understanding of the dynamics of a situation. No simple formulas – it is useful to consider a series of steps to guide the problem solving process: analyzing the problem; considering alternative solutions; making decisions; monitoring results; making corrections

1. Analyzing the Problem

-identifying and examining discrepancies: a problem can be defined as a felt need or a discrepancy between an existing condition and one that is desired. Effective managers give attention to those issues that primarily affect the program’s mission and goals. It is important to always focus on this first, otherwise you may become involved in a flurry or problem-solving endeavors that detract form the core mission and goals of the program.

-specify the problem: important to obtain the facts in any problem situation to avoid premature and impulsive solutions. To analyze a problem it is useful to be clear about when the problem occurs, who is affected by it, where and when it takes place. Strive to understand the causes and conditions of the problem/ Avoid oversimplification, an inductive approach of identifying concrete examples or critical incidents can be useful, especially if the nature of the problem is vague.
-determine boundaries of the problem: by defining the problem you set boundaries and determine what it is and what it is not. May help to develop a problem statement and put description in writing. By setting boundaries, can determine nature of possible solutions.

-clarifying different perspectives: people will sense a problem based on their experience with it. It is crucial that various perspectives be articulated as explicitly as possible. Can be done in an open discussion where participants share their views and a consensus can emerge, helping to define the problem.

2. Considering Alternative Solutions

-important to develop and then critique alternative solutions

-Developing criteria: problem solving criteria should be developed as benchmarks against which to weigh alternatives
-Making ideas concrete: think in concrete, future oriented terms by asking the question suppose we were to select a particular approach, where would we be one year from now?

-Consider trade-offs: identify the advantages, as well as the disadvantages of a solution; accepting every benefit has a cost. Making decisions does not have to satisfy everyone- can cause immobilization.

3. Making Decisions: process of choosing among alternatives and implementing approach to deal with the problem
-making risk taking decisions prudently: all decisions involve some kind of risk because impact cannot be appreciated until they are actually implemented. Following questions help minimize risk:

1. Does your decision increase something of value? 

2. is the decision of such minimal consequence that it can be made quickly at the lowest level within the organization? Lightweight decisions shojld be made quickly so things can move forward.

3. Can the decision be considered an experiment – if it works it can be developed and refined, if not it can be aborted>

4. Are the negative consequences so great that such a decision should not be made? 

5. Can commitments be made on an incremental basis? 

6. Are you prepared to carry out the decision?

7. Do you have a workable exit strategy in the event that the organizations is exposed to high risks? Assess your risk and cut your losses if necessary?
-being boldly tentative: decision makers must be courageous and flexible with decisions. Being bold means to go forward with plans that do not necessarily please everyone, but are viewed as sound after all positive and negative aspects have been weighed; being tentative means having an outlook that is experimental  - trying out ideas on a provisional, temporary basis to see if they will work. 

-involving staff in decision making: “Tell me, I forget ; show me, I remember; involve me, I understand.” When staff are involved in making decisions, their sense of self-esteem and competence is linked to accomplishments. Shared decisions work because of authentic collaboration.  Example of Japanese decision making – implementation goes along more smoothly because consensus has been reached in making the decision. 

-watching out for decision-making pitfalls: making tough decisions is one of the greatest challenges that managers can make. Should be aware of flaws that can lead them astray:

1. clinging to the familiar: we tend to base decisions on past information – it is important to be open-minded in seeking information from a variety of sources to push your mind in fresh directions

2. defending past decisions: making a choice and justifying it though it may no longer be valid; accept that the wisest of us makes mistakes in judgment. It is okay to make a mistake, admit it and move on.

3. seeking confirming evidence: tend to seek out facts that confirm our viewpoint, while avoiding data that contradicts it. In contrast, inquiry-focused managers seek a variety of opinions and remain open to alternative possibilities.

4. flaw of too narrowly framing the question: How can we improve transportation so ur clients can arrive on time for their appointments? How can we make our services more accessible for our clients?

4. Monitoring Results

-decision making process is not complete until managers and staff review the results of their efforts. Can be measured thought performance indicators, for every objective and decision should be a measurable outcome. 

5. Making Corrections

-the review of success, partial success or failure provides a springboard for future decisioin making

Questions for discussion

1. What is a current problem related to a population in your organization?

2. Develop a problem statement. How might the problem be defined by clients, line staff, middle managers, public officials, and administrators connected with your agency?

