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DECISION-MAKING I

Introduction.  As Marine Corps officers, we are primarily decision makers.  We are not expected to personally destroy machine gun bunkers or fire machine guns in support by fire positions.  Our weapon is the unit we command.  We decide on a course of action and then clearly communicate that decision to our unit.  Our Marines translate that decision into action.

Competitive Decision-Making.

Technology, increasing urbanization, and the resulting tendency of our enemies to conduct decentralized small unit operations have increased the speed of change on the modern battlefield.

As company grade officers, we operate at the tactical level of warfare.  In this environment, opponents frequently may observe one another.  At our level, the time critical nature of battlefield actions is acute.

The purpose of making decisions is to get your unit into action ahead of the enemy.  You are competing against your adversary to be the first to gain the initiative and, thus, force him to react to your influence.

Decision-Making Stimuli.  Decisions are reactions to stimuli.  When presented with information, we decide on courses of action based upon three general criteria:

· Rational Calculation.  We have a natural aversion to uncertainty.  We don’t like to be wrong.  In rational calculation, we try to perfectly predict our results by analyzing and comparing large amounts of data.  Frequently we construct matrices and charts to compare different options available.  Large staffs of subject matter experts plan using rational calculation.  Rational calculation is the realm of analytical decision-making.

· Intuition/Gut Feeling.  When making decisions by intuition, we base our actions on what “just feels right” or what we “just know” is the right choice.  The driving force behind intuitive decisions is our experience base (available in subconscious and conscious memory) for analysis and comparison.  Often we may not recall any experiences similar to our current situation.  However, our mind struggles to match the pattern we see with one we have “on file” and then to predict the most reasonable result.  Intuition is the realm of recognitional decision-making.

· Emotion/Chance.  Decisions based on emotion or chance do not consider plausible expectations of the desired result.  Such decisions are made based on what we want to be true without regard for reality.  Combat leaders should refrain from making emotional decisions.

Two Methods of Decision-Making.  The two methods of decision-making we will discuss are analytical and recognitional.  The table below shows when to use each method and their advantages and disadvantages.

	Method
	Use when time is
	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	Analytical
	Not critical
	· Can justify decision to others

· Manages large amount of information

· Relies on subject matter expert contributions

· Decision maker can feel as comfortable as possible while dealing with uncertainty
	· Time consuming

· Requires large amount of information input

· Does not develop decision-making abilities of those involved

	Recognitional
	Critical; during crisis situations
	· Requires little time

· Requires relatively little current information

· Requires less planning time

· Leads to increased tempo and increases ability to maintain the initiative against the enemy
	· Requires large experience base on the subject before the crisis

· Requires moral courage

· Decision maker assumes increased risk without group absolution from staff planning


Human Factors.  When faced with the likely prospect of failure amidst a sea of uncertain, vague, and contradictory information, most people are extremely hesitant to make a decision.  We tend to forget that the enemy is also facing a similar information shortfall.  Understanding the factors that degrade our decision-making ability on the battlefield and realizing that they will never be absent are absolutely vital to relevant decisions in conflict.  We must learn to deal with uncertainty.
Grand Contradiction.  A grand contradiction is imposed on us, not of our choosing, but by the realities of combat as a time competitive function.  Senior military leaders have the required life experiences to effectively make recognitional decisions, but as senior officers, they are removed from tactical action and operate with large staffs of advisors.  However, because of enemy proximity, we, who have the least tactical experience, are required to make recognitional decisions in a crisis.

Mitigating the Grand Contradiction.  Therefore, we must do everything in our power to build the largest possible experience base before we are thrust into a crisis situation.  In peacetime preparations for combat, we must fully use vicarious learning via historical studies, tactical decision games, sand table exercises, tactical exercises without troops, force-on-force maneuvers, and live-fire ranges.  A thorough debrief is absolutely essential to distill and reinforce learning points following such operations.  Every time we conduct one of these exercises, we increase the patterns our brains can analyze during times of crisis for recognitional decision-making.

Bottom Line.  As Marine Corps leaders, we make decisions; making good decisions requires continual dedication.  To be successful decision makers in times of crisis, we must have a large base of experience from which to draw correlations and the moral courage to make decisions in uncertainty.  Ultimately, American lives will depend on the quality of our personal, professional military development.
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