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		Abstract

		Senior government executives make many decisions, not-infrequently difficult ones. Cognitive limitations and biases preclude individuals from making fully value-maximizing choices. And the â€œgroupthinkâ€� tradition has highlighted ways group-aided decision-making can fail to live up to its potential. Out of this literature has emerged a prescriptive paradigm Janis calls â€œvigilant decision-making.â€� For this paper, we interviewed twenty heads of subcabinet-level organizations in the U.S. federal government, asking each questions about how they made important decisions. Ten were nominated by â€œgood-governmentâ€� experts as ones doing an outstanding job improving the organizationâ€™s performance, ten chosen at random. The vigilant decision-making approach is designed for difficult decisions, presumed to be informationally, technically, or politically complex. However, we found that when we asked these executives to discuss their most difficult decision, most identified decisions that were not informationally complex but instead mainly required courage to make. In this context, the vigilant decision-making paradigm might be more problematic than the literature suggests. We discuss here the different demands for decisions involving complexity and those involving courage, and suggest a contingency model of good decision-making processes that requires executives and advisors to be ambidextrous in their approaches. 


	

	

	
		
		


	

	
	

		
		

	
	


	

	
	
	
		
	
	
	

	
	
		
		
			
				
			
		
		Keywords: DECISION MAKING, FEDERAL EXECUTIVES, GROUPTHINK, ETHICAL DECISION MAKING, WORKPLACE COURAGE

	
	

	
    

    
	

	
	
	

	
	

























    	
	
	
	
   	
	
	
	
	
	            
	















	











    
    










    
    
    
    
















	



    




	
		Suggested Citation:
		Suggested Citation
	

	
		
			Kelman,  Steven and Sanders,  Ronald and Pandit,  Gayatri and Taylor,  Sarah, 'I Won't Back Down?': Complexity and Courage in U.S. Federal Executive Decision-Making (August 20, 2014). HKS Working Paper No. RWP14-040,  Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=2493210 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2493210 
		
	

	

	
	
	

	
		
	

	

	
	
		

	










    
    










    
    
    
    





















	

	

	

	


	























	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Steven Kelman (Contact Author)

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				
				
				


				Harvard University - Harvard Kennedy School (HKS)  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					79 John F. Kennedy Street
Cambridge, MA  02138
United States
617-496-6302 (Phone)
617-496-5747 (Fax)

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	

	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Ronald Sanders

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
			

			
				
				
					
				
					
					
					
				
			

			
				
				
				


				Booz Allen Hamilton 

			

			
			
				
				
				
					8283 Greensboro Drive
McLean, VA  22102
United States

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	

	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Gayatri Pandit

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
			

			
				
				
					
				
					
					
					
				
			

			
				
				
				


				Booz Allen Hamilton 

			

			
			
				
				
				
					8283 Greensboro Drive
McLean, VA  22102
United States

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	

	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Sarah Taylor

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
			

			
				
				
					
				
					
					
					
				
			

			
				
				
				


				Booz Allen Hamilton 

			

			
			
				
				
				
					8283 Greensboro Drive
McLean, VA  22102
United States

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	





	

	

	
	
		
	

	

	
	




				
				
				









	
	    












    
    






    
    







    









    
        
        
        
            
            

            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    [image: PDF icon]Download This Paper
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

            
            
                

                

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Open PDF in Browser
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
            
        

    




















	














	
	    







 



	




	







	







































				

				

				
					
						

						
						

						

						
						

					
				

			


			
				
					
						
						
	










	
	    














	
	    














	
	    







	
		Do you have negative results from your research youâ€™d like to share?

		
			

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit Negative Results
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
		

	



					

				
				
					
					


	












	
	
	








	
		
			Paper statistics

		

	


	
		
		 
			
				Downloads

				      113

			

		
		
		
			Abstract Views

			      751

		

		
		 
		
			Rank

			  441,175

		

		
	


	

	
		
			
				       37 References
		

	



	
		PlumX Metrics

		
			
		

		
			
		

	





				


				
				
				
					

    
        
            Related eJournals

        	
                    Harvard Kennedy School Faculty Research Working Paper Series

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Harvard Kennedy School Faculty Research Working Paper Series

                                
                                    Subscribe to this free journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            6,025

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                              925

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                


        
        

    


				


				
					
					

















				

			

		


		
				
					Feedback
					
				

			

			


	
		
		Feedback to SSRN

		
			
				
					Feedback
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				
					Email
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				Submit
				
			
		

		

		If you need immediate assistance, call 877-SSRNHelp (877 777 6435) in the United States, or +1 212 448 2500 outside of the United States, 8:30AM to 6:00PM U.S. Eastern, Monday - Friday.

	







	

	
	
		
		

	




	
	





  
  

	
	
		
	


	
	
		
			
			
		
	
		
			
				
			
			
		
	
		
			
				
			
			
		
	
		
			
				
			
			
		
	


	
	
	






		
		














	
		
			
				
                    

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit a Paper
                    
                        
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
					Section 508 Text Only Pages
				

			
			
				SSRN Quick Links 

					SSRN Solutions
	Research Paper Series
	Conference Papers
	Partners in Publishing
	Jobs & Announcements
	Special Topic Hubs


			

			
				SSRN Rankings 

					Top Papers
	Top Authors
	Top Organizations


			

			
				About SSRN 

					Network Directors
	Announcements
	Contact us
	FAQs


			

			
		

			
	
	


		
			
				
			

			
				
					Copyright
					Terms and Conditions
					Privacy Policy
				

				
					All content on this site: Copyright Â© 2023 Elsevier Inc., its licensors, and contributors. All rights are reserved, including those for text and data mining, AI training, and similar technologies. For all open access content, the Creative Commons licensing terms apply.

					We use cookies to help provide and enhance our service and tailor content.

					To learn more, visit
					Cookie Settings.
					
						
							
							This page was processed by aws-apollo-l200 in   0.106 seconds 
						
					
					

				

			

			
				
			

		

	









	
		
		
		
		


    
        
        
        

        
        
                
                
                    
                
            
    

    

    


		






    























    




    








	


		[image:  ]

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	
