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LAND ACKNOWLEDGEMENT
The University of Saskatchewan campus of the Johnson Shoyama Graduate School of Public Policy is situated on Treaty 6
Territory and the Homeland of the Métis, while the University of Regina campus is situated on Treaty 4 Territory and the
Homeland of the Métis. We pay our respect to the First Nation and Métis ancestors of this place and reaffirm our
relationship with one another. As we engage in Remote Teaching and Learning, we would also like to recognize that
some may be attending this course from other traditional Indigenous lands. I ask that you take a moment to make your
own Land Acknowledgement to the peoples of those lands. In doing so, we are actively participating in reconciliation as
we navigate our time in this course, learning and supporting each other.

INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY ACKNOWLEDGEMENT
As with all courses in JSGS, we are “standing on the shoulders of giants.” The content chosen for this delivery is the
result of efforts by a number of faculty over the past 11 years, including Michael Atkinson, Murray Fulton, Ken
Rasmussen, Pat Gober and now the two of us. Furthermore, the students in past years have helped us shape and
improve the delivery. Each offering changes based on the instructor and the larger policy context, but the underlying
structure and core concepts and readings remain consistent.

LEARNING ON-LINE DURING THE COVID PANDEMIC
This will be a challenging term for everyone, given the uncertainties of the Covid-19 pandemic. Everyone will need to
accept that we are learning by doing. To that end, we encourage each of you to be open and honest with your peers
and us about your concerns and pressures. While we may not be able to change everything, we will respond in real time
to any concerns or suggestions. Our commitment is to give you a strong grounding in the theory and method of decision
making analysis, and let you gain experience with the concepts as applied to policies and systems.

CALENDAR DESCRIPTION
In this course, students examine the manner in which decisions are made in organizations, with a particular focus on
policy decisions. The course uses a wide variety of behavioural theories to look at phenomena such as policy traps,
framing, unwarranted optimism, and groupthink.
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COURSE DESCRIPTION
Most policy schools aspire to say something about why governments do what they do and why there are perceived
deficiencies with their efforts. These tasks require an appreciation of how policy is constrained at the micro and macro
levels. Constraint is, of course, relative. Governments cannot simply do whatever they want. The capacity to generate
goals is itself constrained, and governments are constrained at the macro level by culture, resources, historical paths
(e.g. sunk costs and endowment effects), class antagonisms, biases and policy levers, success measures and program
instruments scattered across institutions.
Theories of judgment and decision-making can be divided into three broad categories: normative theories (theories
about how decision makers ought to behave given assumptions about rationality); descriptive theories of judgment and
decision making (theories about how decision makers actually behave); and prescriptive theories (theories about how to
improve decision making processes and outcomes). This course will touch on all three types of concerns.
Decision Making in Organizations deals with individual decision makers situated within systems and institutions because
the individual and organization both present challenges for decision making. We start with individuals, then situate them
inside increasingly complex relationships. The result is a course on decision-making that operates at two levels:
 the individual level, where actual decision making differs from the goal of “rationality”; and
 where we aggregate individual decision, through competitive and cooperative relationships and formally
architecture organizations, where roles and routines are set to narrow the choices of individuals.
The course challenges students to interrogate the literature on cognition, behaviours and decision architectures and to
engage in a range of exercises to explore the practical limits of decision making.
The material in this course is built on four building blocks:
 The need to understand the role of uncertainty and indeterminacy, always in the context of the classical ends-means
choice fundamental to policy;
 The role of systems thinking, cognitive frames and heuristics and their effect on decision making;
 The challenge of aggregating individual behaviours to that of group and reconciling individual differences within
groups; and
 The design of choice architecture to overcome decision failures.
Student Learning Outcomes and Competencies: As you will be aware, the policy profession is moving to competency
based training and career planning. In response, JSGS has developed a set of six competencies all graduates will be able
to demonstrate (MPA students do so through their JSGS 884 portfolio). While this course contributes in a general way to
many of the competencies, specific readings, assignments and activities will help you both specifically acquire and
demonstrate:
1. Management, governance and leadership: Success or failure in government often turns on the nature of the decisions
being made. In the first instance, this course helps you explore your personal decision style and identify ways you can
maximize effectiveness of individual decision making. This course then provides the tools, techniques and frameworks to
identify opportunities to improve decision making in a range of decision situations that public servants commonly
confront. Results of some of the in-class activities may go a long way to helping you define your interests, capacities and
strengths.
3. Systems Thinking and Creative Analysis: Your in-class activities will allow you to explore the challenge of collective
decision making.
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5. Continuous Evaluation and Improvement: This course exposes you to a set of theories and methods for assessing the
quality of decision making and for considering improvements. While not a conventional evaluation tool, and nudges
offers promise for gaining greater insight into the rigour of policy systems.
6. Policy Knowledge: While this course is not explicitly designed to dig deeply into any specific policy fields, you will
have the opportunity to focus your attention on discrete policy fields in the course of the in-class discussions and your
assignments.

BACKGROUND READINGS
If you want some broad introductions to the more specialized material covered in this course, consider the following:
Daniel Kahneman, Thinking Fast and Slow summarizes work on intuitions and biases; Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein,
Nudge, shows how behaviour can be influenced to advance policy goals without overt coercion; and Hebert Simon,
Administrative Behavior, the classic application of psychological insights to organizational behaviour. Sendhil
Mullainathan and Eldar Shafir review the consequences of stress and mental bandwidth on thinking and decision making
in Scarcity: Why Having Too Little Means So Much while Charlan Nemeth in In Defence of Troublemakers, writes about
the challenges and the importance of diversity of thought in driving innovation.

COURSE CONTENT
All students are expected to (a) read the readings and watch the videos for each seminar (we deliberately picked
fewer readings to make this feasible), (b) participate in any surveys or experiments as directed (before or during the
weekly sessions) and (c) participate in the breakout groups and discussions.
Each student will be assigned leadership for specific readings that are associated with specific seminar dates. Students
are expected to prepare a written review of their assigned readings and present their views during that seminar.

Part I: The Individual (Weeks 1-6)
Policy actors are not simply victims of forces and pressures beyond their control. To adequately model the policy
process, the role of the individual needs to be properly theorized and contextualized. The key feature of modern
decision making theory is that individuals always face some level of uncertainty, often linked to blindspots in our
thinking. Policy studies and program evaluations have largely neglected the role of the individual actor. Yet aspirations
and physiological and cognitive factors at the individual level influence the capacity of governments and other policy
actors to both create and realize their objectives.

Week 1:

Decision making in theory and practice

How we think about, frame and operationalize decision making in the public sector is hotly contested. This week we will
explore the major controversies and scope of the debate. At oneextreme, there are a group of thinkers and theorists
that propose the rational actor model as the appropriate norm for explaining decision making. Some assert this is a
normative, what ought to be, framing. Economic theorists have defined the rational actor as a self-interested decision
maker who has full information and makes choices to optimize personal utility. Rational choosers will have well-ordered
tastes and preferences, in that if A is preferred to B which is preferred to C, then A is preferred to C. Economists use a
range of theoretical constructs, such as expected utility and exponential discounting, to examine decision making under
conditions that involve risk, uncertainty, and the passage of time. In the context of policy, full unconstrained rationality
can lead to perverse rent seeking, either by institutions or agents. At the other extreme, people may aspire to be
rational but their ability to realize economically efficient outcomes is bounded by incomplete information, and cognitive
glitches, bias and capacity, which leads to suboptimal choices. At the other end there is the humanist view, that asserts
we are all imperfect decision makers, fundamentally grounded and constrained by legacy systems and thinking, lacking
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full insight and with inadequate time and resources to fully explore all possible options. This is more of a positivist
perspective, grounded on what is rather than what ought to be. In this world we are perpetual satisficers, moving
incrementally in fits and starts, largely making it up as we go along. Reality is frequently somewhere in the middle of
these two. The reading and discussion today will try to explore the scope of the decision making challenge in the 21st
century organization. As part of this session you will have the opportunity do the Meyers Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI)
assessment. Like other assessment tools, the MBTI is often used to characterize some of the individual differences and
preferences among group members. We will use it toexplore the consequences of diversity for designing, describing and
evaluating public policy.
Agenda:
 Introductions
 Introduction to the course
 Expectations
 Video: Review of Expected Utility Theory – Video: Behavioral Economics - Expected Utility Review
ℎ𝑡𝑡𝑝𝑠://𝑤𝑤𝑤. 𝑦𝑜𝑢𝑡𝑢𝑏𝑒. 𝑐𝑜𝑚/𝑤𝑎𝑡𝑐ℎ? 𝑣 = 𝑞 − 𝑎𝑈𝑟𝑜𝑦𝑡1𝑣8
 Discussion of Reading: Jones, B., G. Boushey and S. Workman. 2006. Behavioral Rationality and the Policy
Processes: Toward a New Model of Organizational Information Processing. Handbook of Public Policy. 39-64.
 Decision-making Experiment
 Discussion of Myers Briggs test results
 Stage one of the Delphi experiment on key policy events with behavioral aspects

Week 2:

Cognition, System 1 and System 2 thinking

The cognitive system is generally theorized to have two main processes—the so-called System 1 is the source of
automatic and intuitive judgments, while System 2 is the source of rational reasoning. Much of the policy literature
assumes decision-making is driven by individuals making choices in a rational way – i.e., individuals rely on System 2
rather than System 1. Individuals often switch between these two decision rules unconsciously, depending on the
structure of the evidence and the process of deliberation. A range of conditions can tip us between these two systems of
thinking. Rational well-ordered system 2 processing is hard and usually requires time, space and isolation from
disruptions and pressure. Lacking time and space, starved for background information and subject to external pressure,
most of us would experience high levels of stress, which could impair or highjack our capacity for strategic thinking.
Agenda:
 Introduction to session
 Reading 1: Evans, J.St.B.T 2003. In two minds: dual-process accounts of reasoning. Trends in Cognitive Sciences 7
(10): 454–459.
 Decision-making Experiment
 Reading 2: Kahneman, D. 2002. “Maps of bounded rationality: A perspective on intuitive judgment and choice.”
Nobel Prize
 Video: https://www.ted.com/talks/sendhil_mullainathan_solving_social_problems_with_a_nudge#t-457976
 Reading 3: Marx, S. M, Weber, E. U., Orlove, B. S., Leiserowitz, A., Krantz, D. H., Roncili, C., and Phillips, J. 2007.
“Communication and mental processes: Experiential and analytic processing of uncertain climate information.”
Global Environmental Change 17(1): 47-58.
 Breakout discussion

Week 3:

Prospect Theory and Framing

Prospect theory and anchoring offer an alternative model to expected utility theory that captures the anomalies that
exist between the predictions and actual behaviour. In addition to accounting for the differential impact that losses and
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gains have on people’s decisions, the theory assigns weights that differ from those associated with expected utility
theory. The theory also views decisions as being based on changes in wealth, rather than on the level of wealth levels.
The differential impact of losses and gains can have significant impact on policy.
Agenda:
 Introduction to session
 Reading 1: Kahneman, D., and A. Tversky. 1984. “Choices, values and frames.” American Psychologist 39: 341-50.
 Decision-making Experiment
 Reading 2: Thaler, R. 1999. “Mental accounting matters,” Journal of Behavioral Decision Making 12(3): 183–206.
 Video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kpev-Lb0EAg
 Reading 3: Belle, N., Paulo Belerdenille, Paola Canteriii, Prospect Theory Goes Public: Experimental Evidence on
Cognitive Biases in Public Policy and Management Decisions Public Administration Review 78,6, 828-840.
 Breakout discussion

Week 4:

The vague future, CBA, discounting other choice architectures

People must often make decisions when the probabilities of various events are not well known, when the outcomes of
the events are only vaguely understood and even when the events themselves are unknown or distant. Expected utility
theory precisely specifies how future utility is discounted. But the decisions predicted by this theory generally do not
hold in practice. Instead of making choices in a manner that is consistent with a constant discount rate, individuals
appear to make decisions using a discount rate that falls over time. A number of theoretical models have been
developed to account for this observed phenomenon and identify the implications for policy decisions. Areas of
particular importance are pensions, addictions and the environment.
Agenda:
 Introduction to session
 Reading 1: Slovic, P. 1999. Trust, emotion, sex, politics, and science: surveying the risk-assessment battlefield.
Risk Analysis. 19(4):689-701.
 Decision-making Experiment
 Reading 2: Jacobs, A. and Scott Matthews. 2012. “Why Do Citizens Discount the Future? Public Opinion and the
Timing of Policy Consequences.” British Journal of Political Science 42 (4): 903-935.
 Video: Hyperbolic Discounting: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-jT1XL6FvBw
 Reading 3: Nicholson-Crotty, Sean and Jill Nicholson Crotty, Sean Webeck. “Are Public Managers More Risk
Averse? Framing effects and status quo bias across the sectors. Journal of Behaviour Public Administration Vol
2(1), 1-14.
 Breakout discussion

Week 5:

Self Delusion

It seems that some of our failure to conform to rational decision making norms stems from a built-in propensity to fool
ourselves into believing that we are being rational. Robert Trivers thinks that this propensity is rooted in an evolutionary
strategy which may yield long term advantages but poses a significant danger that we will regularly misapprehend
current reality. Nickerson and Tenbrunsel et. al., discuss a couple of the ways in which we delude ourselves about our
ability to weigh evidence and make unbiased decisions. Cognitive dissonance has its origins in the idea of cognitive
consistency—i.e. the individual preferences to hold beliefs that are mutually consistent. When evidence arises that two
or more beliefs cannot be logically reconciled, various strategies (including ignoring disconfirming information) are
deployed to deal with the dissonance. These strategies lead individuals into illogical behaviour but they also pose
challenges for the creation of public policy (and academic research!). How would you know if this is a serious problem in
a particular policy field?
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Agenda:
 Introduction to session
 Reading 1: Festinger, L. Cognitive Dissonance. Scientific American 207(4), 93-106.
 Decision-making Experiment
 Reading 2: Nickerson, R. 1998. “Confirmation Bias: A Ubiquitous Phenomenon in Many Guises,” Review of
General Psychology 2: 175-220.
 Video: One of: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jfybu_KJGo4;
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IaphLWikHb0; https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tyDQFmA1SpU
 Reading 3: Kahan, D. and D. Braman. 2006. Cultural Cognition and Public Policy. 24 Yale L. & Pol'y Rev. 149.
 Breakout discussion

Week 6:

Overconfidence and predictable surprises

Overconfidence skews perception and decisions. It manifests itself in governments overreaching and companies paying
too much for acquisitions or making unprofitable investments and business decisions. The same cognitive errors that
lead to overconfidence can also lead to missing what Bazerman calls “predictable surprises.” What cognitive errors lead
to overconfidence and predictable surprises? How can these errors be minimized? How does overconfidence affect
policy decisions? Do politicians underestimate the time and cost involved in putting policies and programs in place?
What are some of the repercussions of this behaviour?
Agenda:
 Introduction to session
 Reading 1: Watkins, M. and M. Bazerman. 2003. “Predictable Surprises: The Disasters You Should Have Seen
Coming.” Harvard Business Review 81(3): 72-80
 Decision-making Experiment
 Reading 2: Flyvbjerg, B. 2009. “Survival of the Unfittest: Why the Worst Infrastructure Gets Built--and What We
Can Do About It.” Oxford Review of Economic Policy 25 (3): 344–67.
 Video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ODKUnO7aZ8k&t=736s
 Reading 3: Lovallo, D. and D. Kahneman. 2003. “Delusions of Success: How Optimism Undermines Executives'
Decisions.” Harvard Business Review, July: 57-63
 Breakout discussion

Part II:

Choice Architecture (weeks 7-12)

Sendhil Mullainathan has declared that the real frontier for public policy innovation is at the “last mile.” He borrows the
term from industries like telecommunications and transportation that illustrate a common hurdle: The last mile of
infrastructure that links a highway or network to an individual customer only benefits one customer – which makes it
relatively expensive. Yet if the hurdle isn’t addressed, it jeopardizes the value of the total infrastructure. Mullainathan
points out that it’s in the last mile of public policy -- where an appropriate solution is within reach but not fully
implemented or committed to -- where we must confront the obstacles to transformation and these obstacles often
result from our psychology. Having reviewed individual characteristics of decision making, our remaining sessions will
explore some of the implications and obstacles faced in the last mile of public policy.

Week 7:

Nudging

One of the biggest developments in decision-making has emerged from the work of American legal and economic
scholar Cass Sunstein and his varied coauthors, notably Richard Thayer. In a recent book called Nudge, Sunstein and
Thaler have argued that organizations need to help people make better decisions in their daily lives. Thaler and
Sunstein’s basic argument is that people often make poor choices – and look back at them with bafflement! They do
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this because, as we have seen in earlier weeks, we all are susceptible to a wide array of routine cognitive errors and
biases. These mental glitches can lead to a wide array of embarrassing blunders in education, personal finance, health
care, mortgages and credit cards, happiness, and even the planet itself. The ideas have proven book proved popular
with politicians such as U.S. President Barack Obama and British Prime Minister David Cameron. The "Nudge" idea has
been criticized because it does not drive long-term behaviour change and can be politically motivated. But because it
entails an iterative approach to design solutions and test their impact, the concept offers a clear illustration of the links
between policy, practice and results.
Agenda:
 Introduction to session
 Reading 1: Yeung, K. 2012. “Nudge as Fudge.” Modern Law Review 75 (1): 122-48
 Decision-making Experiment
 Reading 2: Johnson, E. et al. 2012. Beyond nudges: Tools of a choice architecture. Marketing Letters, 23(2), 487504.
 Video: one of: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xoA8N6nJMRs; https://sternspeakers.com/speakers/casssunstein/; https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jVTg3ZsNTTY&list=WL&index=35&t=18s; OR
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1jrrY2otrJk
 Reading 3: French, R. and Philip Oreopoulos. 2017. “Applying Behavioural Economics to Public Policy in Canada.”
Canadian Journal of Economics 50 (3): 599-635.
 Breakout discussion

Week 8:

The decision space, decisions and ways of thinking

Decisions in the policy space are seldom made with a single objective in mind. This session will examine the array of
objective functions operating in decision systems and explore the impact of big ideas on the institutions and individuals
tasked with making decisions. The core concepts of our course so far have: world views; decision making; choice
architecture; ideas; institutions; individuals; cognition; systems thinking; frames; heuristics; risk and uncertainty. These
factors are embedded within people inside institutions. Each institution has a different foundation and, by implication, a
different set of decision making norms, processes and conventions. Boulding1 posits three main domains populate
society—the coercive, the transactional and the familial—but in recent years policy studies have focused predominantly
on those aspects of decision-making that are best structured and analysed through a transactional perspective. This has
contributed to the rise of 'public choice economics' as the default rubric, so that the burden of proof is on the state to
positively affirm it can deliver efficient, effective or equitable improvements in the pursuit of public good or to
ameliorate public ‘bads’.
Agenda:
 Introduction to session
 Reading 1: Simon, H. 2000. “Public Administration in Today's World of Organizations and Markets.” PS: Political
Science and Politics 33(4): 749-756
 Decision-making Experiment
 Reading 2: Nelson, R. 2011. “The Complex Economic Organization of Capitalist Economies.” Capitalism and
Society 6(1), Article 2.
 Video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jG8KbQc6m-c

1

Boulding, K. (1970), ‘Organizers of social evolution’, chapter 2 in K. Boulding (ed), A primer on social dynamics: history as dialectics and development,
London, Collier MacMillan Ltd, pp.19-36.
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Reading 3: Pal, L. and J. Maxwell. 2003. 'Assessing the Public Interest in the 21st Century: A Framework', paper
prepared for the External Advisory Group on Smart Regulation (Canada), chaired by Gaetan Lussier, December.
http://www.cprn.org/documems/25967_en.
Breakout discussion

Week 9:

Organizational decision-making styles: incrementalism and beyond

Most decisions of importance are made in organizations (as Simon nicely lays out in his article from our previous
seminar). There are two quite different views of how decisions are made in organizations that dominate the policy
debate. One of these views – incrementalism – views organizational decision making as an inherently boundedly-rational
process which makes assumptions about our ability to make informed choices and mobilize, and that our preferences
are stable. The second of these views – the garbage can theory – views organizational decision making as more chaotic
and random, in part, because our decision making criteria (i.e., our preferences) are fluid. One challenge in all systems is
that individuals may do what is in their won self interest rather than what is objectively better for the organization or
the public. One way of mitigating opportunism is to create enough organizational loyalty to foster commitment to the
mission of the organization rather than the interests of individual organization members or rigid fidelity to existing
processes. This fostering of loyalty is evident in efforts to achieve alignment within organizations whose members have
diverse responsibilities. Mission statements and long-term planning are manifestations of this impulse that have
particular resonance in public sector agencies.
Agenda:
 Introduction to session
 Reading 1: Lindblom, C. 1959. “The Science of ‘Muddling Through’.” Public Administration Review 19: 79-88.
 Decision-making Experiment
 Reading 2: Cohen, M., J. March and J. Olsen. 1972. A garbage can model of organizational choice. Administrative
Science Quarterly 17(1): 1-25.
 Video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Asm2Ad49cyI
 Reading 3: Besley, T. and Maitreesh Ghatak. 2003. “Incentives, choice, and accountability in the provision of
public services.” Oxford Review of Economic Policy 19 (2): 235–249.
 Breakout discussion

Week 10:

Organizational strategies

Well-functioning organizations require co-operation and coordination by the many actors inside and outside the
organization. Simon, among others, argues that identity is one of the key forces in creating co-operation and
coordination. Identity, of course, is predicated on the presence of groups, since identity requires a sense of being inside
or outside of a group. What is identity? How does our sense of affiliation and empathy influence behaviour? When does
identity lead to better decisions within organizations and when does identity lead to poorer decisions. Although
organizations are often characterized as being static and the mercy of events, one coping strategy involves adaptation
and change—sometimes successfully and sometimes not. How does change occur? What is the linkage, if any, between
organizational change and the manner in which individuals process information and make decisions? How should an
organization go about ensuring that it remains successful? What is the most desirable way for learning to occur in an
organization? What is meant by organizational learning?
Agenda:
 Introduction to session
 Reading 1: Akerlof, G. and R. Kranton. 2005. “Identity and the economics of organizations.” JEP 16: 9-32.
 Decision-making Experiment
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Reading 2: Page, S. 2007. “Making the Difference: Applying a Logic of Diversity.” Academy of Management
Perspectives 21 (4): 6-20.
Video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=83REJeDN1MY
Reading 3: Putnam, R. 2007. “E Pluribus Unum: Diversity and Community in the Twenty-first Century The 2006
Johan Skytte Prize Lecture.” Scandinavian Political Studies 30 (2): 137-174.
Breakout discussion

Week 11:

Groupthink

This provocative term was introduced by Irving Janis to describe the tendencies of small, highly cohesive groups to
engage in a process of mutual reinforcement of established ideas and understandings. The result, he suggested, is the
filtering and discounting of alternative scenarios and the commission of a multitude of uncorrected errors that
eventually spawn organizational disasters. As influential as Janis’s ideas continue to be, the research record is mixed and
public policy studies rarely employ his theories in a disciplined manner. In any event, the impulse for individuals to go
along with a group in order to get along is pervasive. There are costs to being a contrarian. Recent research is affirming
the essential role that diversity (of experience and perspectives) can offer in problem solving, innovation and economic
competitiveness. Leveraging the power of diversity is both important and challenging in the public policy arena given the
breadth of stakeholders and the leadership posture/preferences of decision makers.
Agenda:









Introduction to session
Reading 1: Tetlock, P.E., Randall S. Peterson, Charles McGuire, Shi-jie Chang, and Peter Feld. 1992. “Assessing
Political Group Dynamics: A Test of the Groupthink Model.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 63: 40342
Decision-making Experiment
Reading 2: ‘t Hart, P. 1998. “Preventing Groupthink Revisited: Evaluating and Reforming Groups in Government,”
Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 73: 306-326.
Video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rfr-2SvrWFU
Reading 3: Lehrer, J. 2012. Groupthink: The brainstorming myth. The New Yorker, January 30, 2012 Issue.
Available at: https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2012/01/30/groupthink.
Breakout discussion

Week 12:

When Organizations Fail

Organizations may contribute to, or even be essential to, decision making success, but that’s not always the case.
Sometimes the problems are too great or the organizations too weak; sometimes organizations have structural
problems that actually reduce our collective cognitive capacity by generating dysfunctional or even pathological
behaviours.
Agenda:
 Introduction to session
 Reading 1: Vaughan, D. 1999. “The Dark Side of Organizations: Mistakes, Misconduct and Disaster.” Annual
Review of Sociology 25:271-305
 Decision-making Experiment
 Reading 2: Ordóñez, L. M. Schweitzer, A. Galinsky and M. Bazerman. Goals Gone Wild: The Systematic Side
Effects of Over-Prescribing Goal Setting. HBS Working Paper 09-083. Available at:
https://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Publication%20Files/09-083.pdf
 Video: https://www.goldmansachs.com/insights/talks-at-gs/safi-bahcall.html
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Reading 3: National Audit Office (UK). 2013. Over-optimism in government projects. Available at:
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/10320-001-Over-optimism-in-government-projects.pdf
Breakout discussion

RESEARCH PAPER
The purpose of the research paper is to use the insights from the theoretical literature explored to examine a policy
decision that encountered design and implementation challenges, some of them unexpected. The Delphi experiment in
the first week or two will be used to populate a list of topics. We are listing below a number of examples of issues that
students wrote on in recent years. This year’s list will be different. Once you have reviewed the list and picked a topic,
you should with us before making your selection.
 The Covid-19 Pandemic response
 The Long Gun registry
 Tax harmonization and the GST
 The Phoenix pay system
 Budgetary decisions and structural deficits
 Climate change and the Kyoto and Paris Accords
 Blood products and public health
 The problem of forecasting natural resource royalties
 Pipeline approvals
 The investigation into missing and murdered Aboriginal women and girls
 The cost overruns and poor performance of e-Health systems
 Low uptake of programs like the Canada Learning Bond and the New Disability Income Support Program.

EVALUATION
1. Readings and presentations (25% of marks): Each student will prepare and present on a number of assigned
readings. They will be required to present their synopsis and assessment of the papers in a max 15 minute
presentation and max 2 page summative reports. Students will also be assessed on class participation.
2. Participation in experiments (5% of marks): Each student should undertake to respond to the weekly surveys.
The results are both more meaningful if all students respond and more relevant to you as a student if you have
responded.
3. Research paper undertaking critical assessment of decision in organization (40% of marks): You will design
and produce a research paper that uses the insights from the theoretical literature examined in this course to
examine a specific policy decision that encountered design and implementation challenges. You will be provide
a list of some suggestions but will have the opportunity to pick your own topic, subject to confirmation with the
instructors. The paper will be a maximum 3,500 words in the format provided.
4. Final exam (30% of marks): The final exam will be a 1500-word essay that critically examines choice architecture
in the policy system. Take one institution and use the decision theory to evaluate its effect and offer
suggestions for improvements. One of the objectives of the assignment is to convey complicated material in a
straightforward manner – there is no space for long-winded explanations with this word limit. The essay should
consider and address relevant models, methods and metrics from the literature and discuss the implications of
the choice architecture on decision making.

LATE ASSIGNMENTS
All assignments must be submitted by the due date. Please see the instructor if your assignment is going to be late.

JSGS GRADE DESCRIPTIONS
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85+ excellent: A superior performance with consistent strong evidence of:
 a comprehensive, incisive grasp of the subject matter;
 an ability to make insightful critical evaluation of the material given;
 an exceptional capacity for original, creative and/or logical thinking;
 an excellent ability to organize, to analyze, to synthesize, to integrate ideas, and to express thoughts fluently;
and
 an excellent ability to apply theories to real-world problems and intersect with related disciplines.
80-85 very good: An excellent performance with strong evidence of:
 a comprehensive grasp of the subject matter;
 an ability to make sound critical evaluation of the material given;
 a very good capacity for original, creative and/or logical thinking;
 an excellent ability to organize, to analyze, to synthesize, to integrate ideas, and to express thoughts fluently;
and
 a strong ability to apply theories to real-world problems and intersect with related disciplines.
75-80 good: A good performance with evidence of:
 a substantial knowledge of the subject matter;
 a good understanding of the relevant issues and a good familiarity with the relevant literature and techniques;
 some capacity for original, creative and/or logical thinking;
 a good ability to organize, to analyze, and to examine the subject material in a critical and constructive manner;
and
 some ability to apply theories to real-world problems and intersect with related disciplines.
70-75 Satisfactory: A generally satisfactory and intellectually adequate performance with evidence of:
 an acceptable basic grasp of the subject material;
 a fair understanding of the relevant issues;
 a general familiarity with the relevant literature and techniques;
 an ability to develop solutions to moderately difficult problems related to the subject material; and
 a moderate ability to examine the material in a critical and analytical manner.

USE OF VIDEO AND RECORDING OF THE COURSE
Video conference sessions in this course, including your participation, will be recorded and made available only to
students in the course for viewing via Canvas after each session. This is done, in part, to ensure that students unable to
join the session (due to, for example, issues with their Internet connection) can view the session at a later time. This will
also provide students with the opportunity to review any material discussed. Students may also record sessions for their
own use, but they are not permitted to distribute the recordings (see below).
Please remember that course recordings belong to the instructor, the University, and/or others (like a guest lecturer)
depending on the circumstance of each session, and are protected by copyright. Do not download, copy, or share
recordings without the explicit permission of the instructor.
For questions about recording and use of sessions in which you have participated, including any concerns related to your
privacy, please contact your instructor. More information on class recordings can be found in the Academic Courses
Policy at https://policies.usask.ca/policies/academic-affairs/academic-courses.php#5ClassRecordings.

COPYRIGHT
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Course materials are provided to you based on your registration in a class, and anything created by your professors and
instructors is their intellectual property, unless materials are designated as open education resources. This includes
exams, PowerPoint/PDF slides and other course notes. Additionally, other copyright-protected materials created by
textbook publishers and authors may be provided to you based on license terms and educational exceptions in the
Canadian Copyright Act (see http://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/C-42/index.html).
Before you copy or distribute others’ copyright-protected materials, please ensure that your use of the materials is
covered under the University’s Fair Dealing Copyright Guidelines available
at https://library.usask.ca/copyright/general-information/fair-dealing-guidelines.php. For example, posting others’
copyright-protected materials on the open web is not covered under the University’s Fair Dealing Copyright Guidelines,
and doing so requires permission from the copyright holder.
For more information about copyright, please visit https://library.usask.ca/copyright/index.php. For information on
students’ rights, see https://library.usask.ca/copyright/students/rights.php, or contact the University’s Copyright
Coordinator at copyright.coordinator@usask.ca or 306-966-8817.

STUDENT RESOURCES











DEU Writing Centre – Quality writing help for free! Anyone taking a distance class (online, independent studies,
televised, or multi–mode delivery) administered by the DEU can use this free service. The Writing Centre provides
tools and support to help you write effective essays, reports, or reviews. Simply submit a project draft, and a
qualified tutor will assess your work and offer advice to improve your project. Contact the DEU Writing Centre at
http://distanceeducation.usask.ca/support/writing-centre.php.
Netiquette information resources for faculty, instructors and students highlight the basics of internet etiquette
including how to appropriately connect and communicate in a remote teaching and learning context. See
https://teaching.usask.ca/remote-teaching/netiquette.php and
https://studentstest.usask.ca/articles/netiquette.php).
Remote learning readiness tutorial for students. This resource engages students in learning about the skills
associated with remote learning success. Feel free to send this to students or embed it in your Canvas or Blackboard
course as a recommended or required activity. See – see https://libguides.usask.ca/remote_learning.
 Remote learning resources have been pulled together for students on the students.usask.ca website. This site is
updated regularly. See https://students.usask.ca/remote-learning/index.php.
 Academic integrity tutorial for students. This resource introduces students to the concept of academic integrity
and guides them to better understand their responsibilities regarding academic work, their rights, and the
supports and services available to ensure they succeed within the larger scholarly community. Feel free to
embed this in your Canvas or Blackboard course as part of your course-based activities on academic integrity.
See https://libguides.usask.ca/AcademicIntegrityTutorial.
Be Well at USask is a podcast for all members of the university community highlighting campus initiatives and
resources designed to engage and support. Included are episodes on how to thrive at university, transitioning to
remote learning, academic supports, career planning in a crisis, as well as many other student supports. See
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLQptLdMDrox2_HZ0XAfHQW6DZoQOhoXes.
Information on the Academic Courses Policy on course delivery, examinations and assessment of student learning
can be found at: http://policies.usask.ca/policies/academic-affairs/academic-courses.php.
The University of Saskatchewan Learning Charter is intended to define aspirations about the learning experience
that the University aims to provide, and the roles to be played in realizing these aspirations by students, instructors
and the institution. A copy of the Learning Charter can be found at:
http://teaching.usask.ca/about/policies/learning-charter.php.

STUDENTS WITH SPECIAL NEEDS
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Students in this course who, because of a disability, may have a need for accommodations are encouraged to discuss
this need with the instructor and to contact one of the following:
 USask: Disability Services for Students (DSS) – 966-7273.
 U of R: Coordinator of Special Needs Services – (306) 585-4631.

STUDENTS EXPERIENCING STRESS
Students who are experiencing stress can seek assistance from one of the following:
 USask: Student Affairs and Outreach – https://students.usask.ca/health/centres/student-affairs-and-outreach.php
or call (306) 966-5757.
 U of R: Counselling Services – http://www.uregina.ca/student/counselling/contact.html or call (306) 585-4491
between 8:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Saskatchewan time Monday to Friday.

ACADEMIC INTEGRITY AND CONDUCT
Understanding and following the principles of academic integrity and conduct is vital to your success in graduate school.
Ensuring that your work is your own and reflects both your own ideas and those of others incorporated in your work is
important: ensuring that you acknowledge the ideas, words, and phrases of others that you use is a vital part of the
scholarly endeavour. If you have any questions at all about academic integrity in general or about specific issues,
contact any faculty member and we can discuss your questions. For more information, please see:
 USask: Guidelines for Academic Conduct –
www.usask.ca/university_secretary/council/reports_forms/reports/guide_conduct.php.
 U of R: Academic Misconduct – https://www.uregina.ca/president/executive-team/ed-governance-univsecretary/student-appeals/student-behaviour.html

