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The Continç,€ncy ~iode1 for the Selection of Decision
Strategies: An Empirical Test1

A change has recently occurred in the field of ~iecision research. Instead
of l ooking for a single, usually rather simple ~~scription of decision behavior ,
it is recognized that decision makers do differen t things in different ways
when faced with different decision problems . This recogniti on deri ves from
at least three sources: Fi rst, observati ons of practicing decision makers
(e.g., managers) reveal a complex and highly vari able array of decision
problems and solutions (e.g., Mintzberr , 1971). Second , research has shown
that decision makers do not always (or often) use normatively optimal strategies
in the course of decision making (Slovic , Fischhoff Lichtenst ein , l~77).
Md thi rd , contingency models that have been applied in areas such as leader-
ship, organizational design , and partic”pati ve management have served as
stimuli for the development of more complex models of human behavior.

As a consequence of these trends , a number of researchers have begun to
apply contingency ideas to decision ~aking (e.g., Payne , 1975; ~utt , 1976;
Vroom ~ Yetton, 19fl). The general notion is that decision makers . iagnose

decision problems in systemati c t’Ja,ys and then seL~ct decision strategies based
upon those diagnoses. The most thoroughly developed application , calle~ the
“Contingency ~iodel for the Selection of Decision Strategies ,” has been developed
by beach and ~itche11 (1978) and serves as the focus of this paper.

The model presented by Beach and Mi tchell (1978) recognizes that a
variety of decision strategies are available to the decision maker. These
range from highly analyti c strategies requiring a great deal of analysis and
extensive use of decision aids (e.g., formulas , computers) to nonanalytic
strategies which utilize little analysis and often are nothing more than the
application of simple rules or heuri stics. Two basic assumptions of the model
are (1) that the perceived cost (time, effort, and/or money) of usin9 Strategies
increases as the degree of analyti c complexity increases and (2) that the
perceived probabili ty of strategies leading to a correct decision also increases
as analytic complexity increases.

Even given the costs and potentials associ ated wi th the decision maker ’s
repertoire of strategies , selection of a specific strategy must take addi-
tional factors into account. The model proposes three categori es of slich
factors: (1) characteristics of the decision problem; its unfamiliari ty,
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ambiguity , complexi ty, and instability (the degree to which the cri teri a,
goals , and constraints fluctuate over time), (2) characteristics of the
decision envi ronment; the i rreversibility of the decision , its signifi cance
in terms of its ramifications , the degree to which the decision maker is
personal ly accountable for the results of MS decision , and the time and
monetary constraints associated wi th the problem (i.e., deadlines , limi ted
funds for analysis , etc.), (3) characteristi cs of the decision maker; ~iis or
her knowledge of strategies, ability to use them, and motivation to resist
spendi ng time , energy, and/or money on soluti ons.

The fundamenta l mechanism of the model is a cost—benefi t analysis in
w~iich pressures to use analytic strategies (to reduce the unfamiliari ty,
ambiguity , complexi ty, and instability of the problem and to contend with the
i rreversibility , signifi cance, and imposed accountability of the environment)
are balanced against the costs. Wi thin the limi ts imposed by the decision
maker’s knowledge of and ability to use various strategies , one or a set of
several very similar strategies can be i denti fied as promising the greatest
net benefi t and that one, or one of the smal l set, is the one that the model
predicts the decision maker w ill use.

In the only empi ri cal work on the model thus far, Chri stersen-Szalanski
(in press) found support for the cost-benefi t mechanism . Thi s i nvolved hav i ng
people make decisions under various payoff and cost condi tions. There ~.ias

no attempt to exami ne any of the decision problem or decision envi ronment
characteristics . However, the decision maker characteri stic of ability was
exami ned and found to have a very strong effect on selection-related behavior.
People who had more skill wi th analyti c strategies selected them more
frequently than people wi thou t this skill. The purpose of the present study
is to focus on the effects of decision envi ronment characteri stics--
i rreversi bility , signifi cance , and accountability—-on strategy selaction .

~iethod Overvi e’
There were three experiments , all with similar designs. Participants

were asked to read descriptions of decision problems (cases) and choose
strategies appropriate to them. The stra tegi~’s were more nr less analyti c
and the problems represented eight experir~ental conditions. The pr oblems

were either si ç ii ficant or insignificant , the answers were either reversible

or irreversible and the decision maker was ei ther personally accountable or
not accountable. All three exp3rlments employed thi s 2 x 2 x 2 design .

~
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The experiments we re designed to diffe r in the degree of realism of the
task. In Experi ment 1 , the participants read the cases and played the role
of the central decision maker in the case. The manipulations were bu ilt into
the case material (e.g., the central character was responsible or not respon-
sible for the decision , etc.). Participants were required to select a
decision strategy for each of eight cases, but they did not have to actually
do any analysis or make any decisions. In Experi ment 2 the same cases were
used and the manipulations were handled in the same way. The participants
again played the role of the central figure and made strategy selections.
However , in thi s experiment they actually were requi red to use the strategy
and make a decision. In the fi nal experi ment , the decis ion prob lems wore

presented as cases for t~iem to actually solve and the variables were manipu-
lated directly In the si tuation experienced by the partici pants in contrast to
the fi rst two experiments in which the manipulati ons were part of the cases ,
For example , in Experiment ~~, participants wer3 required to either defend
their answers in a group discussion (accountable) or not to defend them (not
accountable). Because of the slightly different methodologies used in the
three experiments and the degrees of realism , we will present the experiments
in the sequence descri bed above.

Experi ment 1

Subjects
Twenty—one full—time managers working in the Seattle area were pa rtici-

pants. These people (3 females, 18 males) were enrolled in an evening IBA
program and the researc h was conducted during class time .
Cases

Eight decision cases were used wi th each case describin g a differen t
organizati on and different type of problem (e.g., whether or not to market a
new produc t , whether or not to diversify fi nancial resources). The cases
came from actual probl ems reported by other classes of managers and a more
detailed description of ther~ is available else~,.chere (~icAllister , 1078 ). Ea ch

case consisted of a two—page description , a one—page overvi ew (in which the
manipulations were presented), one page of relevant data , and one page
containing the four possib le decision strategies .
V~anipulati ons

The manipulations were presented as part of the case. The decision was
portrayed as being signi ficant or not signifi cant, usua l ly in terms of the



impact of the decision on the financial status of the company . For example,
a dc-cision might be described as affecting ei ther ~0% or 10% of available
funds. Accountability was manipulated either by maki ng the central character
personally responsible for the decision (e.g., he alone nest make the choice)
or by diluti ng this responsibility (e.g., the decision is essentiall y a
recommendation to be reviewed by others). Reversibility was manipulated by
allowi ng the central character to change his mi nd at some later point (e.o.,
the decision is temporary and can be reversed later) or by making it permanent
(the company must live with the choice.). ~1cI\lliste r (1978) presents a fuller
description of these manipulations.
Procedures

The participants were ask’~d to read each of the eight cases , play the role
of the central character, and choose a decision strategy. There were four
strategies available for each case. These strategies vari ed in terms of the
amount of computation and analysis necessary for generati ng an ans~;er. For
example , one case dealt wi th a bank officer decidinn which of three fi rms

should get a loan. The most analyti c strategy requi red the use of a weighted
formula based on accounting data and credit ratings. The least analyti c
strategy simply required a rank order based or the credit ratings.

One di fficulty was that since the participants ~ere not bei ng asked to
actually solve the case (i.e., no costs) they might reasonably sa~’ they wou1~
use the most analytic strategy for each decision. In order to avoi d thi s
problem, they each were given 400 “decision resource units” (DRU’ s) . These
DRU ’s were described as composites of the time , effort, and analysis that
could be expended on the decision problems. Each decision strategy was gi ven
a DRU value of 80 (most analytic), GO, 40, or 20 (least analytic). The 400

DRU’ s were to be allocated among the eight cases , thus preventing participants
from us i n g  the most analyti c strategy for a l l  the cases. It was felt that
since most managers in fact are faced wi th limi ted resources of time and
money, that this restriction was not unrealistic.

Two other procedures are worthy of note. Fi rst, there were eight

possible combi nations of the manipulations and ei ght decision problems (cases).
These factors were completely counterbalanced (resulting in G~ distinct cases)
so that across the group each case appeared wi th all possible combi nations of
manipulations . Second , the order of the cases themselves was scrambled so
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that across the group no one case consistently appeared in a particular
positi on in the sequence of eight cases .

~easures
There v~ere two types of measures gathered. First , there was the depen-

dent variable , decision strategy solec~ion. After all eight cases were react

the participants indicated which strategy they would use for each case on a
separate answer sheet. ‘!ext to each selection they ‘irote the OflU ’ s associat cd
wi th that strategy , and they were required to sum their JRU’ s to make sure
the total did not exceed 400. For data analyses , the most analyti c strate gies
received a score of one and the least analyti c a score of four.

After the strategies were selected , two rati ngs were asked for as checks
on the manipulations. Each decision case was rated in terms of how important
it was for the decision to be correct relative to the other cases. This
rati ng was made on a seven—point , bipolar scale: important -unimportant. It
served as an overall check on the manipulations. The second ratin .• was for

the participants to indicate the persona l p ressure placed on the decision
maker in each case. These rati ngs also were made on seven-point , bipolar
scales : high pressure—low pressure. It was felt that accountability would
have the major impact on tii s variable and that significance and reversibi 1if~,,’
woul d be less important.

In summary, each participant read eight decision cases representi nc t~:o
levels of accountability , two levels of significance , and two levels of
reversibility . They chose a decision strategy for each case and the 2 x 2 x 2
design permitted the manipulations checks and strategy selection to be used
as dependent variables in ana lyses of variance.
Results

The manipulations checks suggested a successful prcsentation of t~e
treatments. All three factors contri buted significantly to the overall
importance of the problem. The more signifi cant the problem the greater its
importance (F = ~3.439 , p < .001), t~ie less reversible the decision , the
greater its importance (F H.503, p < .001) and the more personally account-
able t~ie decision maker the greater the Importance (F = ‘~.070 , p < .005).

There were no significant interactions .
The perceived responsibili ty ratings produced a main effect for account-

ability (F = 9.l,1;3 , p < .‘05). The effect for signi ficance was not sirjni ficmt ,

-.
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and the effect for reversibility was ma rginally significant (F = 2.862 ,
p < .093). There were rio signi f icant interactions . As expected , when the

decision maker fel t accountable and the decision was irreversible , there was
greater percei ved responsibi iity than when there was low accountability and
the decision could be changed.

The analysis for strategy selection resulted in main effects for all
three i ndependent variables. Significant decision cases resulted in more
analyti c strategies bei ng chosen than did insignificant cases (F 13.612,
p .01). Cases for which the decision maker was accountable resulted in
more analyti c strategies than those for whi ch he was not accountable (F =

l~.j20, p < .001). /1nJ finally, decisions that were irreversible prod~ce:1
more ana lyti c strategi es than di~ reversible ones (F = 23 . 66T~, p < .001).
There were no significant inte ractions.

Table 1 presents the means for the ei~ht treatments. It can be seen
that four disti nct groups emerge . There are the two extreme s in which
everything is high or low and there are two less extreme conditions in which
ei ther one or two of the factors is high or low. As predicted , more analytic
strategies are used tthen there is greater signifi cance, accountabi lit~’ or

i rreversibility. t!hen all three factors are absent, simple strategies are
used. ~1hen all three ar~ present , hio~ly analytic stra tegies are se lected .

Insert Table 1 about here

Experiment 2
Participants

!ineteen practicing managers enrolled in an evening ~3A course partici-
patec~ (~ females , 14 ma les).
Cases

The ei ght cases used in Experiment 1 were used in Experiment 2.

~anipuIations
The manipulations were carri ed out in the same way in Experiment 2 as in

Experi nen i. 1; they were part of the case material.
Procedures

The procedure followed in Experiment 2 was very similar to that of

Experi i~nt 1. However , to increase the realism of Experiment ~~, the parti-
ci panLs were requi red to use Jata g&erate~ ~y their selected decision

~
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~1
Table 1

Treatnerit Leve l i~eans for Experi ment 1

n Treatment Level Vari able Leve l a Strategy ~ean
1

21 1 HHH 1.667

21 2 LHH 1.’i05

21 3 HL~ 2. 095

21 4 HHL 2.28(

21 5 LLH 2.7 52

21 LHL 2.952

21 7 HLL 7 .952

21 8 LLL 3.381

aLevels of the independent variables associated wi th each treatme nt:

The order is s i g n i f i cance , accountabil ity , irreve rsibility . H = hi gh, L = 10.!.

bLow scores represent analyti c strategic-s.

~~~~. ~~~~~~ . ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ ~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
. ,
~~ 

_
~~~~

. 
~~~

. . .



- —  . —~~~~~~~~. .—

Table ~
Treatment Level ~eans for Experi ment 2

n Treatment Level Var iable Leve 1~ Stra teqy ~iean b

19 1 HHH 1. 315

19 2 LHH 2.316

19 3 HLU 2 .2C3

19 4 HHL 2.2 11
,r1 I I L J  •) ( f’

LLfl

19 LHL 2.342

19 7 HLL 2.842 
—

19 3 LLL 3.421

aLevels of the independent vari ables assoc iate~ with each treatment:

The order is si gnificance , accountability , i rreversibil ity. H = ~igh , L = 1c~’.

bLo%.l scores represent analyti c strategies .



stra tegy in each case and , based on this generated date , act~ally make th ?
decision for each case. The yenerated data represented most of the ar~i1ysi~
that was required , but in each case the subj ects were aske d to com p le te the
fi nal step in the analysis and then make their dec is ior~.

Because of the additional work required for Exper~ ’cn 2, tho partici-
pants were given a prelimi na ry set of material f ive ~.ays before the experI-
mental session and were asked to review tills material w~iich consisted of t~ .
two-page descriptions of the ~iecision cases.

As in Experi ment 1, the order of the cases and the matching of cases
wi th ma~~puiat ions was controlled. The participants read t : e  ~i~ : t  cas es~
made strategy selections , allocated thei r DR~. ’ s , anal~’zed some data and made
a ~iecision. The major difference from Experiment 1 was that the particip~nts

had to work with the :~ata and make a decision.

~easures
The measure of decision strategy selection and the checks on the ma ci-

pulation were the same as in E’~ieririi~nt 1.
Results

The manipulations checks were all statist i cally signifi cant. The deci~ i r n

cases were seen as more important .ihen they were signi ficant (F 4 ’~.i61 ,
p .001), when the decision maker was accountable (F = 13.999 , p < .~0l) aod
whe n the decision could not be reversed (F = 11 .242, p < .0~)l). There we rc cu
interactions. Perceive :~ responsibility was seen as greater w hen t ie proble:
was significant (F = ,

~~.990, p < .001) w hen the decision maker was acco unta l:
(F = 70.162 , p < .001), and when the decision coul.! not be reversed (F =

p < .005). Again , the maj or effect of the ~erc~ive d responsibility var iabl c

was produced by the acc ow ~tability manipuiction as expected , and there we re
no interactions .

The results for decision strategy selection wer e si~ii1ar to tiiose of
Experiment 1. ~ore ~na1yti c strategies were selecte d ~~en the proble m t i s
signifi cant (F = 29.62d , p .001), uh~n the dec isio n maker w~s accountabl e
(F = 19.006 , p < .001), and when tie decision could not be reverse.. (F = 2;:.3nc ,
p .001). There were no interactions. The means of the eight conditions
are in Table 2.

Insert Table 2 about here
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Again , one can see the disti nct groupings of the eiqht conditions . Th
greater the significance , accountability , and irreversihlity , the more erw ’ .ic
the chosen strategy .

Experiment ~
Overview

Experimen t 3 differed from Exreriments 1 and 2. The participants , task ,
manipulations , and measures were all different. The only similari ty was that
t~.o levels of signifi cance , accountat ility , and reversibility were agai n used
as the independent vari ables in a 2 x 2 x 2 design w ith strategy selection ‘s
the dependent variable. flowever , in Experiment 3 each participant worked o:~
only one decision activit~i representing one of the eight conditions rather
than having eight decision problems , one for each cell. In  other wor ds ,
Experiment 3 was an across—sub j ects design, w hile Experiments ~ and 2 ucre
wi thin—sub j ects designs.

The general approach to this experiwent requires further comment. As ‘~n
the earlier experiments , it was necessary to prevent the pa rticipant ’ s pe rc e~-
tion of unlimi ted resources and the subsequent selection of the most accurat e
and expensive decision strategy rega rdless of the characteristi cs of the
situation. In order to do this , we used two decis ion tasks that had te be
completed within a specifi c , limi ted tine. The hi~ h and low levels of the
three independent variables were then associated wi th either the fi rst or t~~
second task. The actual experimenta l results focused on the ~artic ipants ’
behavi or on the fi rst task , wi th the second task used simply to establish a
budgeting requi rement.
Participants

One hundred and fi fteen undergraduate students enrolled in an organi~ a—
tion theory course participated (49 females, ~6 males ) . The experiment was
conducted duri ng class.
Experimental Ilateri al s

The fi rst task was s imilar to one used by )ra kc and ~itche11 (1077).
Participants were asked to decide on the potential marketability of six
sporti ng goods. Figure 1 oresents the work sheet for one of the products.

Each product was to be gi ven a ratinc~ o- s ix  cri ter ia ~s ~icll as recei vi nr ar~
overall rati ng.

Insert Fi anre 1 about here 
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The participants were instructed to review the fi rst two pro~ucts (~- d j Ch
had alread~’ been rated for them) and then proceed with the ratings for the
other four products. The six products were di vided into two sets of three
each and the participant had to decide whic h product in “ccli set had the
highest market Dotential.

Four Jecis ion stretegies were introduced to help them ~iake thi s con ipurisor .
The strategies varied from one another on the amount of iafor mation they
used , the diffi culty of computations involved in thei r use , and their past

r ,:ord for accuracy . The simp lest strategy asked the particioants to a~h~
together the score for the thi rd cri teri on (Place in ~arket—-supposed 1y r~os

im~.cortant) and the overall rating. The ?roduct wi th the kighest sum in eac h
set of three was judged to have the best marketing potential. The most
analytic strategy assigned importance weights to each of the six cri teri a
and the overall rating. The subj ect had to multiply the ratings by thei r
weight and sum over the seven scales . Again , the product with the highest

score was to be chosen. The participants had to choose one of these four
strategies to assist them in reachi ng their decisions.

The second task was composed of thr-~e of the ~)ecis ion cases used in
Experiments 1 and 2. The participants were asked to respond to these cases
and inciicate which decision strategy they would use. L~5 was me ’ ti oned
earlier the results for this second acti vi ty are of litt~e n~tual interest.
The activi ty was used only to provide a realisti c means for motivating the
subj ects to budget ~he time available for the resea rch , w it h the expectatio n
thet if one of the two tasks was percei ved as more signif icant or more
irreversible or more personally demanuing in terms of responsibility , then
the subjects would allocate their time accordingly, and spend rrore tim~ wi th

t :~t task.
Procedures

After all participants naJ arrived , each was given two packets of
material, one pac ket for each task. The experi mental manipulations we re
fO ,tJ in the instructions and introductory material for the fi rst tas ’ . A ll

participants were told that they would be parti cipating in two tasks regarding
research in decision making. The fi rst task would involve maki ng compariso~s
among snort ing goods and deciding which product had the hi ghest marketi ng

potential. The second task would involve three organi zational decisions

~ra~-in from the experience of practicing ntana~ers . For both tasks , they wou 1’~

L L 
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.e asked to selec L one of four decision strategies to help them kake their
final decisions . Both tasks ~ad to be completed during the 30 minute class
period.

Participants were then introduced to the four strategies ava i lahie for
task one and the use of each strategy was reviewed . After all partici~~intc
had unders tood the general nature of both tasks and had become familiar w i th
the four available strategi es, a short amount of ti m e was allowed for ques-
tions and clarification.

The participants were then asked to read the introductory material fc~-’~
in the packet for task one. This introductory ma terial gave additional ~ac.  -

ground information for the two tasks , and specifi ed the levels of the three
experimental variables for each participant. They were informcd in this
material that task one (or task two) was the result of a lon g peri od of
3xperimental work and was more likely to lead to important results whi le t e

other task was an introductory pilot study supported by a small grou7 of l c d
consultants and was expected to ha ve lit h e meanin g ful impact. This ~.as ~;c
signifi cance manipulation.

The participants also were informed that after they had rnade thei r
decisions , they would be asked to defend their responses in front of a snail
group of their Peers . dowever , because of the limi ted amount of time ava ilahL .,
only thei r responses to task one (or task two ) lJOLI 1:1 ~e rev iewe L This was
the accountability manipulation.

Finally, the introductory material advised the subjects that they woul d
be allowed to change their decisions in ei ther task one (or task two) at the

conclusion of tue research period . This was th~ reversibi lity manipulation.

lie should add that it was anticipated that some iarticipants respondi ng
to low levels of the i ndependent variables would finis h task one before other

participants , and that this differential finishin g rate might have an effect

on the pace of those other participants . It was to prevent thi s social effec :

that task two was discussed in the prelimi nary introductions and the pack ets
for task two were distr ibuted at the begi nning of the experi mental session.
As participants concluded task one, they were able to i mediately begin the

next task wi thout disturbi ng the other participants .
The ~easurcs for Experiment 3

L 

After the ora l introduction for the two acti vi ties, ann after readir .q

the additional introductory pages contain irm’ the experinonta i manipulations ,

-

~
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the oarticipants were asked to coeplete a plannin4~ guide questionnaire in
which they indicated the amount of time to be allocated to task one and
selected a strategy to use for task one. Allocated time and strateny selec-
tion were two of the major dependent variables.

After comple ting the planning guide , the participants roved imedi~~ely

to the work of task one requi ri ng the evaluation and comparison of s?orti ng
goods using their selected strategy . This work involved teo sets of three
products each , and requirad the participants to Jeteu’niine which product was

best in each set.
Following task one , the participants were asked to complete a question-~

#iaire whi ch incl uded the fi na l deoendent variable and the manipulations
check. The dependent variable of interest was the amount of tire actuall y
used , and this ~as assessed by havi ng the participants record their fi ni’~hinQ
time. A large clock was visi ble at t ie front of the room to assist them.
The manipulations checks were more speci fi c than in Experiments 1 and P. A
question was asked directl~ about the perceived significance , accou ntae il ity ,
and reversibility of task one. Again , seve n—point , cipolar scales we re u~~:’.

After the partici~.ants had completed this questionnaire , they oroceedod
immediately to task two. They continued worki ng on task two until all
partici pants had completed task one and the experi menter then stopped their
work and everyone as debriefed.

In summa ry , Experiment 3 differed from Experiments 1 and 2 in sore vcy’

important wa~s. First , each participant worked in only one experimental
condition , not all eight. Task one represented only one coitina tion of
significance , accountability an’~ reversibility for each participant. Se~nid.
the manipulations ~iere in the situation experienced by the participant direct ;:
as the decision na~er; there was no role playi ng. Task one was ei ther
signifi cant or not significant and the participait res either personall y
accountable or not and his or her answers could be changed or they could not.
Finally, in task one each participant nad to choose a stra tec” and then
ectuall y use it. Thus , Experiment 3 was a much more realisti c simulation of
actual decision ,aakinc’ than were xperimcnts 1 and 2.
Results

The manipulations we re appareitly sLccess fu l . For the perceived
signi ficance check there was a rain effect for sic !nificance (F = 37.26 1 ,

~~~h. -~~~~~ - — - -~~~~~~~~~~~ - -—~~~~~~~~ — - - —-~~~~~~
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p < .uQl ) and for accountability (F = c.ll( , p < .05), ~ut not for revers i—
uil~ ty. For the accountability c ueck there was a main effect for accountd-

~iiity (F 0.449 , p < .J05) but not for the other two vari ables. For the
reversibility check there was a main effect for reversibi l i ty (F =

p < .001 ) and accountability (F = 4. i1~, p < .fl5 ) but rot for significance.
There were no two-way or three—wa y interactions.

The content of the manipulatiens checks in Experiment 3 was more direct
than in ~xperiments I and 2. ~s was expected , the si~ nificance ar iipulat io
‘~d its major impact on the perce ived siqnific~ ice measure , the accoun ca bi l i
.anipulation had its major impact on the perceived accountabilit y measure ant :

~ie reversibility manipulation had its major impact on the perceive d reversi —

~ility measurc . Table 3 ,resents the means for these checks .

Insert Table 3 about here

Res~1ts for the three dependtet vari ables showed sor e support for our
ypothescs , but it was not as strong as the results for Exp e~inie ea 1 and ?.

For strategy selection there was a nai n effect for accountability (F
p < .02) and a marginal effect for si gnificance (F 3.063, p < .)G). re
as no effect for reversi bility or any t iu—way or three-way i nteractions .

are ana lytic stra tegies were chose n for task one when task one was signi il -

;ant than when task two was S ignifi cant , and more ana l, ~ c stra teqies were
-~ osen for task onc w hen the iecision maker was accountabl e than for when he

as unaccountable. The a l location—of—time dependent variabl e also producee
am effects fur sfqnif icancu and accountability . Jhen task one was signifi-
ant , more time was planned for it than ~-ihen it was •~ot signif icant (F = 22.~ l~- ,

j < .001) and ~~~~~~ the u~c iSiOn maker was accountable more time was planne~i
than when he ‘ias ~ iecc ount ab 1e (F = 7 .C~1, u < .001). There was no effec t
ar reversibil i ty and no two-way or three-way interactio ns .

The re~u1ts for actual time usec. follow the san e pattern . There was a
argiiial nai r i  effect f ur sijil ficanc e (F d.361, p < .i~) and a main effect
r accoun~abi ii ty (F = 7.00- , p < .(ll). T~ere was no effect for reversi —

~il it j or any int’ ractions. Thble ‘ presents th~ means for these comparison: .

isert Tab le e aLont here

-
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T able 3

I1eans and ilain Effects for the [~ariipu ati on ChecL~ : Experi~ ent 3

Percepti ons

I ~dependen t aV ’t r iable Leve l ~ Significance Accountabil ity Irre vers iLi1i~

ignifi cance ~1igh 59 ~.l53* 4.068* 3•7~

Low ~.96C /$.~?31 3.~62

-countaLi lity High 5~ C. 7l~ 3.707** 3. 45~
Low ~.39 7 /

~.707 4 .l3i~

.--rcversibility High 60 4.333 ~

Low 57 ~.070 ;.123 2.~l77

t~ote that the scores are reversed--a low sco re means more siq nif i cance ,

~re accountability and nore i rreversibility. The three boxed cells are where

;e would expect riajor th fferences .

*jjfference si nificant at .oc

**djffereilce significant at .00~
***djfference si gnificant at .001
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Table 4

fleans for ~ain Effects of Experi ment 3

Independent a
“ar able Level Strategy Selected Planned Time Actual Time

s ignificance High 2.983* 32.~J98*** 37.186*

Low 2.661 24.393 12.017

Accountability 1tigh 3.035** 31.29~*** 3~l.610***

Low 2.621 26.259 30.569

Irreversi bility High 2.379 28.931 35.017

Low 2.772 28. 570 31.263

a;~ote that higher strategy scores represent more analyti c strategies .

< .10

< .05

***p < .01

— ~~~



discussion and Conclusions
The primary purpose of this research was to determi ne how peonie reau

to the vari ables of i rreversibility , problem signi ficance, and personal
accountability in thei r decision maki ng behavi or. The results ere fairly
clear in their support of the argument that these three independent variables
nave a signifi cant effect on decision strategy selection and related behav -r
Except for irreversibility in Experiment 3, the three independent variables
had significant mai n effects on the dependent varia5les in all three st~die~.
anipulations checks indicated successful manipulation of these i ndependent

vari ables, providing addi tional confidence in the results. Apparently, wrie
decisions are signi fi cant , when the decision is i rreversible , and wh en the
decision maker is personally accountable , more analyti c strategies arc
selected than when the opposite condi tions exist.

The implicati ons of thuse results can be divided into two categories :
theoretical and practical. The fi rs t of the theoretical implications inv ” - ~
t;-e Beach and clitchell (1076) model. W hen the contingency theory of dec i~ ic

strategy selection was proposed , it inclu de) a s~mp l i f yin~ assum pti on tha : t a
independent variables of significance, accountabilit y , and irreversibility
would have signi ficant and sibstanti ve mai n effects which could be combin~’~ jr

a simple linear fashion. The noti ceable lack of interactions among these
variables combined with the highl y s i ia i f ican mai n a ffects in the three e~-~
nients presented here s~gges ts that t;~is sirrplifyi ng assumption is correct.

Another theoretical implication invol ves the chang ine and di ffzrenti a~
effects of the three va riables from one experime t to another. In Experinc~t
the effects of reversibility were approximately t !ice as strorq as t o  effeets
of signifi cance and accountability . In Experiment 2, the effects of al~
three variabl es were very close to equal. And in Exoeriment 3, the effects o~
accountability and significance were stron g, while the effects of revers i~ ili
were weak. The model might be more genera lizable if the differential effec~:
were constant. However , the coni~ined results of the three studies imply that
the strength of the variable is very much inf1uence~ by other, unique
characteristi cs of the decision situation.

From a practical oint of view , the implica tion of the thre e studies is
tha t decision mahers actuall” use a number of diffe rent strategies as the
engage in the process of making decisions . Furthermore , the selection of
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these decision strateqies is not random . ~ather , it is irtf l ue~ced by
diffe rent characteri s tics of t~e decision task , including , as t~~ researc~i

has demonstra ted, the levels of signifi cance , personal accoun tability , a,i~
decision irre versibi~~ty. Future research on this mode l should investia atc

how those characteristics of the decision envi ronn’ent combine w ith other
factors in the model , such as the characteristics of the decision problem and
the decision maker , in an attempt to increase the accuracy of our predi cti c- ;
about decision strategy selection.
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Footnote

~This research was partially supported by the Offi ce of naval Research
Contract IR 17G-7~l, r!000 l4-76—C-0l93 (Te rence R. ‘Itchell and Lee Roy ~~ac

pri ncipal investigators).
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