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Process versus Content 
Group decision making needs structure

onsultant Alan Weiss recently 

commented that, “A great many 

of the problems we face are the 

result of policy decisions poorly 

made. … We become immersed in 

content but pay insufficient attention 

to process.” Weiss’ point is that we 

frequently use a flawed decision 

making process that fails to consider 

empirical evidence and is instead 

influenced by factors such as bias and 

factionalism.  

It strikes me that this can be 

particularly true for emergency 

managers. One of the strengths we 

bring to our role in response is our 

ability to create ad hoc solutions on 

the fly. We are encouraged to think 

creatively and “outside the box.” For 

us, the most important of the Five 

Practices of Exemplary Leadership is 

always. “Challenge the Process.” 

This works well when we deal with 

crisis but how useful is it in the day-

to-day administration of emergency 

management programs? For many of 

us, our programs are a cobbled-

together mish mash of projects and 

initiatives that were put together 

reactively to address grant 

requirements or public demand. It 

would seem that establishing a 

process for decision making can easily 

get lost in meeting the demands of 

short-fused requirements. 

One Size Does Not Fit All 
I have written elsewhere that decision 

making in a crisis and the strategic 

decision making required in managing a 

program use two quite different 

methodologies. Crisis decision making 

relies heavily on pattern recognition. 

We intuit solutions based on our 

experience. This experience may be 

gained from actual events or from 

exercises and case studies. It happens 

quickly and is a solitary activity. 

Decision making for a program requires 

the more traditional approach of 

problem identification, analysis of 

potential solutions, and the selection of 

the best solution. It is a rational process 

that requires us to consider empirical 

evidence and cost/benefit analysis. The 

process lends itself well to the 

involvement of stakeholders and the 

creation of group synergy. 

But it is that very synergy that can give 

rise to conflict. Unilateral decision 

making is relatively easy compared to 

the conflicts that can arise in a group 

where members have multiple 

agendas. Having an agreed-upon 

process in place before it’s needed can 

head off conflict before it occurs.
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Creating a Process 
Just what is so difficult about group decision 

making? Why does it often lead to conflict? The 

problem is that we frequently convene groups 

without establishing a context for the decisions 

being made. For example,  

 Will the decisions of the group be 

minding on participating organizations 

or merely advisory?  

 If group decisions are binding on 

participating organizations, how will 

this be perceived by other groups with 

similar interests?  

 What authority does the group have to 

make decisions?  

 Is the group a temporary group 

addressing a specific problem or a 

permanent body? 

The answers to questions like these ultimately 

help to drive process. 

Conflicts can also arise when issues involving 

how decisions are made are not addressed. For 

example, 

 How are decisions made? Are they 

made by consensus or by voting? 

 If decisions are made by voting, who 

gets to vote? Do all group members get 

a vote or is it limited to one per 

organization? 

 Is a simple majority sufficient to make a 

decision or does it require a unanimous 

vote? 

 Do any participating organizations have 

veto rights?  

 Are there non-voting members included 

in the group?  

 Must a representative be present to 

vote? 

These seem like simple questions and, to a 

certain extent, they are. But when the issues 

are controversial and there are strong opinions 

about the matter under consideration, these 

process questions can become an added 

distraction. 

Documenting the Process 
Years ago my computer science instructor said 

something that has always stayed with me, “If it 

isn’t in writing, it never happened.” Creating a 

decision making process is one thing; being able 

to implement it is another. Group membership 

is dynamic; members are continually changing. 

The heads of organizations change as well. 

Verbal agreements or “we’ve always done it 

this way” type arrangements are easily 

challenged if the issue being considered is 

controversial or conflicts with a participant 

organization’s agenda. Documentation of the 

process is essential. 

The simplest way to document group processes 

is an administrative plan. While there is no 

specific requirement for such a plan, NFPA 1600 

Standard on Disaster/Emergency Management 

and Business Continuity Programs and the 

EMAP Emergency Management Standard do 

require the documentation of administrative 

and financial procedures. An administrative 

plan is an easy way to meet this requirement. 

Challenge the Process? 
An important consideration to keep in mind is 

that processes need not be immutable. 

Situations change and groups need to adapt. 

But having a documented process is an 

important factor in making decisions based on 

facts rather than emotion. It eliminates 

potential areas of conflict and allows 

discussions to focus on issues rather than on 

process.  


