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Abstract 

Standard prescriptive theories of decision-making and the use of information for making decisions in organi 
zations presume that decisions serve the purpose of choice. In this article it is argued that organizatIonal 
decisions sometimes play one or more of three other roles: mobilizing organIzatIonal action, distributing 
responsibility or providing legitimacy. Different roles imply dlifcrent designs of decision processes, dlffe- 
rent usages of information, different costs and dilTerent needs for making decisions at all. The degree of ra- 
tionality in decision processes tends to vary according to the roles adopted. High degrees of rationahty can 
be interpreted as attempts to prevent action, evade responsibility or support organiz.ationaI legitimacy In 
a complex environment. 

Decision-making has long been an important 
field for research on organizations. Perhaps as a 
partial result of this, decisions are also an import- 
ant organizational activity: organizations often 
say that they make decisions and they sometimes 
behave roughly in accordance with what is de- 
scribed in decision theory: they look for alterna- 
tive future actions, they predict consequences, 
they compare consequences with preferences 
and they designate one alternative as the one de- 
cided. The contents of decision theories tend to 
vary depending on whether they are prescrip- 
tive or descriptive - descriptive theories typi- 
cally report less rationality in actual decision 
processes than what is recommended in pre- 
scriptive theories. However, standard decision 
theory, both prescriptive and descriptive, is 
based on a common assumption - that deci- 
sion-making and decisions serve the purpose of 
choice. Decisions have been described as 
choices and organizational choice has been 
analysed by describing decisions. In the same 
tradition, accounting has been considered an im- 
portant source of information for decision-mak- 

ers whose sole purpose is to choose the best 
action among a set of alternatives. 

Recent descriptive studies (Brunsson, 1982, 
1985) have questioned the empirical validity of 
the equating of decision and choice and pointed 
at another role that organizational decisions 
sometimes play - the role of mobilizing organi- 
zational action, a role that requires less rational- 
ity than choice. But choice and mobilization are 
not the only roles of decision-making and deci- 
sions in organizations. In this article it will be 
argued that two additional roles exist - deci- 
sions may allocate responsibility and legitimacy 
to decision-makers and organizations. Consider- 
ation will also be given to how the different roles 
can explain the design of decision processes, the 
use of information and the number of decisions 
in organizations. 

One way of learning about the roles of deci- 
sion-making is to study organizations or organi- 
zational subunits that have specialized in this 
activity. For some organizations, decision-mak- 
ing constitutes one of their most time-consum- 
ing and most important activities, and decisions 
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one of their most important outputs. Such or- 
ganizations can be named decision-oriented: 
examples can be found among parliaments, 
councils, governments and boards. The discus- 
sion in this article is based on empirical studies 
of decision processes in such organizations: in 
local governments, national governments and 
company boards. The eight decision processes 
studied were all long and complicated. They 
concerned city budgets, investments and disin- 
vestments, and governmental programs. At a Brst 
glance they all could be interpreted as dealing 
with choice - preferences, alternatives and 
consequences were discussed and they led to 
the presentation of one alternative as the one 
chosen. Intense studies of the processes and the 
decision-makers’ arguments led to other in- 
terpretations, however; the details of the deci- 
sion processes revealed them as dealing with 
mobilization, responsibility allocation and legiti- 
mation rather than or in addition to choice. 

DECISIONS AS CHOICES OR MOBILIZERS 

The standard assumption that the purpose and 
main result of decision-making is choice is com- 
posed of a series of minor assumptions. The deci- 
sion-makers are assumed to search for the best 
action among several alternatives. Decision- 
making can be described as problem-solving 
where the problem is constituted by the exis- 
tence of more than one action alternative. The 
basic uncertainty thus relates to the alternatives. 
Normative decision theory prescribes how this 
problem should be solved by following the rules 
of rational decision-making: by establishing a 
preference hmction, listing all possible alterna- 
tives, describing all relevant consequences and 
comparing them with the preference function. 
In practice, the problem may be more dilIicult, 
since the decision-makers may be uncertain or 
lack information not only about which alterna- 
tives there are and about the consequences or 
the preferences. Some aspects of these compli- 
cations are handled by normative theories, but 
not all, and this may be one reason why actual 
decision-makers do not always follow the norms 

of rationality. Most decision-makers lack capac- 
ity or competence for the complicated informa- 
tion processing that rational decision-making re- 
quires (March & Simon, 1958; Huysmans, 1970; 
Kahneman & Tversky, 1973; Nisbett & Ross, 
1982). Alternatively, decision-makers, problems 
solutions and choice opportunities may interact 
randomly, producing a certain randomness in 
choices of alternatives (Cohen et al., 1972 ). 

Such explanations of deviations from the ra- 
tional norms imply that even ifthe deviations are 
common, they do not undermine the norms 
themselves. If the purpose of the decision-mak- 
ing is to choose the best alternative, there is no 
reason for not trying to adhere to the rational 
norms, although it is not possible always to suc- 
ceed. Deviations are not functional. 

This is different from theories in which deci- 
sions are seen as ways of finding out the choice 
prerequisites rather than the other way round. 
Decisions may also forego the recognition of 
preferences or consequences; we may decide in 
order to find or develop our preferences 
(March, 1976) and we may decide and imple- 
ment the decision to find out what conse- 
quences are attached to one alternative. There- 
fore, instead of waiting for uncertainty to be dis- 
solved before the decision, the decision can be 
used for dissolving uncertainty. But sometimes 
decisions may not be connected to choice or the 
choice prerequisites at all. 

Organizations have more problems than 
choice. Another fundamental organizational 
problem is to achieve co-ordinated, collective 
action. It has been argued that decision-making 
and decisions are sometimes used for solving 
that problem, and that this affects the design of 
the decision process (Brunsson, 1982,1985). In 
order to mobilize organizational action, it is im- 
portant to secure commitment from presumed 
actors. Commitment links the actor to the action 
in advance, it is a kind of promise of personal 
support to an action; committed actors can be 
supposed to contribute to the organizational 
action. Decision-making may be used as a way of 
forming commitments, both directly and indi- 
rectly. Decision processes can be instruments 
for the participants to express their commit- 
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ment to the action decided on. They can also be 
used to create motivations and expectations for 
an action, strong enough for making actors be- 
come willing to commit themselves to the 
action. 

Decision processes oriented to commitment 
building deal with uncertainty as to actors rather 
than uncertainty as to alternatives. This has im- 
plications for the design of the decision process 
(Brunsson, 1982). The formation of commit- 
ment is facilitated by decision processes that sys- 
tematically do not follow the norms of rational 
decision-making. Decision processes that deal 
with few or just one alternative and a biased set 
of positive consequences for one alternative ex- 
press the decision-makers’ commitment to the 
action alternative considered. The limitation to 
one or a few alternatives and to a biased set of 
consequences is facilitated if preferences are 
adapted to the alternatives rather than the other 
way round. The last step in the decision process, 
the formal designation of one alternative, is also 
important for expressing the commitment of the 
participants. So the involvement of the actors in 
a decision process following norms of irrational- 
ity is one instrument of expressing commitment. 
Decision processes following the rational 
norms, where the decision-makers describe sev- 
eral alternatives and both pros and cons with 
each alternative, can easily be used for avoiding 
commitment to any one action alternative. 

Irrational decision processes can also make 
presumptive actors willing to commit them- 
selves regardless of whether they are involved in 
the decision process or not. It has been argued 
that their commitment is dependent on their 
motivation and expectations. If the actors be- 
lieve that the action is a good one and if they ex- 
pect it to be carried out by the organization they 
are more apt to commit themselves to the action 
than if motivations and expectations do not exist 
(Brunsson, 1985). Strong motivations and ex- 
pectations for a specific action are enhanced by 
irrational decision processes which glorify one 
action and clearly designate it as materializing. 

Rational and irrational decision processes 
have different needs for information. The ration- 
al model is greedy for data. It deals with many 

action alternatives and many consequences The 
task is to predict the effects of dil&rent altema- 
tives on predetermined goals. When these goals 
are very abstract, such as the goals of profltabll- 
ity or return on investment, a large number of dI- 
verse factors have to be predicted, as prescrip- 
tive models for investment calculation de- 
monstrate. It is easy to see that fine-grained ac- 
counting data describing past performance can 
be highly valuable for making such predictions 
in a realistic way. 

Irrational decision processes use fewer alter- 
natives and thus less data. Since objectives are 
adapted to alternatives and data and not vice 
versa, there is less need for extensive informa- 
tion search. The data used are systematically 
biased towards Eavouring the action one is going 
to undertake. So not only is there less need for all 
the data that can be found in the accounting sys- 
tem, but also the presentation of unbiased ac- 
counting data may threaten the process, driving 
it towards more rationality. If accouting data are 
used at all, they should be used in a biased way 
and simple measures should be preferred to 
more complicated ones (Swieringa & Weick, 
1987). 

The rational process expresses a predictive 
attitude towards the future, while the irrational 
process is closer to planning than prediction, 
closer to the task of determining what shall hap 
pen than to the task of guessing what will hap- 
pen. When results are planned, information 
about the past is less relevant than when the task 
is prediction - the very purpose of the plan may 
be to change the results. The degree of rational- 
ity is an important determinant of to what extent 
and how accounting data can be used. In the fol- 
lowing sections consideration is given to how 
the degree of rationality varies not only with the 
roles of choice versus mobilization but also with 
other roles. 

The interpretations of decisions as choices 
and mobilizers both give the decision-makers an 
attractive role. They are supposed to aiTect the 
decision and subsequent actions. But when 
these are realized, there is nothing left with the 
decision-maker. This is often too rosy a picture 
of the role of decision-makers in practice, as will 
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be described in the next section. 

DECISION-MAKING AS RESPONSIBILITY 
ALLOCATION 

Uncertainty may not only be connected to 
alternatives and actors, it may also concern deci- 
sion-makers. Decision processes are sometimes 
used for handling that uncertainty, for clearly 
pointing out who are the decision-makers. This 
is the case when the decision processes are used 
for allocating responsibility. 

Responsibility is a concept with several con- 
notations, all describing a perceived relation 
between human beings and actions (Edwards, 
1969; Spiro, 1969). One connotation has to do 
with the attribution of causes. If a person is per- 
ceived as being the cause of an event, he or she 
is considered responsible for it. This definition 
of responsibility is fundamental in law where it is 
closely connected to the concept of culpa and 
guilt and used as a basis for discussions of punish- 
ment (Ross, 1975; French, 1984). The causal de- 
finition of responsibility is also important in 
moral philosophy and can be argued to be the 
basis of other connotations, such as the that of 
duty or obligation (Helkama, 1981). In both 
western law and western moral philosophy 
since Aristotle responsibility has been consi- 
dered to be dependent on the existence of vol- 
untariness - only a persgn who actually wants 
to pursue an action is causing it; if the actor is 
forced by other people or things or the actions 
are just by chance, he or she is not causing them 
and therefore is not considered to be responsi- 
ble. The question of voluntariness was already 
viewed by Aristotle in terms of choice. Actions at 
least look like voluntary ones if“at the time they 
are performed they are the result of a deliberate 
choice between alternatives” (Aristotle, Book 3, 
Chap. 1). Later it has been argued that the exis- 
tence of free will and self-identity through time 
are additional requirements for responsibility, 
but the basic connection of voluntarity and 
choice to responsibility have been com- 
monplace in philosophic discussions into our 
time (Edwards, 1969). 

Psychological experiments under the label of 
attribution theory demonstrate no dramatic dif- 
ferences between the basic rules of moral 
philosophers and the rules laypersons use for de- 
signating persons as causing actions (Kelley, 
1972). Researchers have identified causes with 
responsibility to the extent that most empirical 
studies have not differentiated between the at- 
tribution of causes and the attribution of respon- 
sibility. However, the results still indicate that 
laypersons have the same basic tendency as 
philosophers and legal experts to relate causes 
and responsibility (Fincham & Jaspers, 1980). It 
seems safe to assume that causal attribution is an 
important condition for responsibility allocation 
in practice although it may not always be suffi- 
cient. 

In classical administrative theory the connec- 
tion between power or authority and responsi- 
bility was considered to be a strong one: “where- 
soever authority is exercised responsibility 
arises” (Fayol, 1949). Authority at high hierar- 
chical levels is a means for individuals at lower 
levels to reduce their responsibility for their 
actions (Barnard, 1938, p. 170) and the 
authority of higher levels is accepted just 
because it gives rise to responsibility (Simon, 
1965, ch. 7). 

To sum up, responsibility is given to individu- 
als who are observed (by themselves or others) 
to have alfected events (or just their own 
actions) by having freely chosen and carried out 
one of several possible actions or inactions. 
People hold others responsible if they believe 
that they have made decisions intluencing 
events and if they think of these decisions as 
choices. But such beliefs are not necessarily 
shared - the inlluence on events as perceived 
by the decision-makers may not be equivalent to 
the influence as perceived by the observers; ex- 
perimental research on attribution has de- 
monstrated that there may even be some sys- 
tematic perceptual differences between these 
groups (Jones & Nisbett, 1971). Also, actors can 
actively influence others’ perceptions of their 
responsibility by dramatizing their choices to a 
different extent. By making decisions which 
look like choices and displaying them for obser- 
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vets, individuals or groups are able to acquire re- 
sponsibility; by avoiding such decisions they can 
avoid responsibility. 

This points to an important role for standard 
decision theory: by describing decision-making 
as procedures for choice, standard decision 
theory puts responsibility on the decision-mak- 
ers. Since they have made a choice they must 
have had several alternative actions to choose 
from. By choosing one, they have established 
themselves as at least one important cause of 
th,at action. Therefore, whenever the standard 
theoretical conception of decision-making as 
choice is used for understanding actual decision- 
making, it tends to allocate responsibility to the 
decision-makers. When the ideas and ideals of 
standard decision theory are spread, it makes de- 
cisions produce responsibility. 

There is, therefore, a paradoxical. relation be- 
tween the choice and the responsibility in- 
terpretations of decision-making: decision-mak- 
ing can work as a responsibility allocator only if 
observers perceive it as dealing with choice. The 
responsibility paradox may be one important 
reason why the choice interpretation of deci- 
sion-making is popular - it is useful for produc- 
ing both choice and responsibility. 

The role of responsibility allocation has impli- 
cations for the design of the decision process. If 
the decision process is to designate who is caus- 
ing an action, it must clearly point out some per- 
sons. This means that the decision process as 
well as the decision-makers must be highly visi- 
ble. The visibility of the final decision where the 
action to be realized is pointed out, is particu- 
larly important. Organizations often use specific 
procedures for making these final decisions 
which stress visibility, such as formal meetings 
with minutes telling what decisions were made 
by whom. Voting can be used not only as a way 
of finding out which alternative is preferred by 
most decision-makers but also for demonstrat- 
ing exactly who is making the decision. Entering 
of reservations can serve the same purpose. The 
prominence of formal decisions is in sharp con- 
trast to what can be expected from decision- 
making which serves the purpose of choice only; 
such decisions can be very difficult to observe - 

the discussions of alternatives sometimes trans- 
form into actions without any decision meeting 
or statement (Danielsson & Malmberg, 1979). 

If the decision process is to work as a responsi- 
bility allocator, it must also clearly establish the 
decision-makers as causes. It needs to produce 
the perception that the decision-makers have 
made a choice between two or more altema- 
tives, and that they made the choice themselves 
and are personally and strongly connected to the 
alternative realized. The decision process must 
give the impression that a choice has been made 
but the procedure may well look irrational: the 
decision-makers’ personal connection to the 
action to be realized is increased the more they 
stress their preference for it. This can be done by 
focusing on positive consequences only and by 
inventing general goals and values that fit the 
action. 

Responsibility can also be established by argu- 
ments. Decision-makers can claim not only that 
they were among those who made a decision but 
also that they had influence on what was de- 
cided, that they actually made a choice. Their re- 
sponsibility can also be reinforced by arguments 
- such arguments stress that it is the decision- 
makers’ own values, beliefs and perceptions that 
determine the decision and that determining 
values, beliefs and perceptions are not objective, 
automatic or controlled by others. 

All these methods can be used in reverse if 
decision-makers do not want responsibility. 
They can use rational decision procedures. Ra- 
tional decision procedures easily produce un- 
certainty at the same time, as they can be used 
for demonstrating that uncertainty in public; in 
this way the decision-makers can demonstrate 
that they are not strongly attached to the altema- 
tive decided upon and that the choice of one al- 
ternative is the result of logical - and therefore 
objective and impersonal - reasoning out Born 
general goals and values. Ifthese goals and values 
can be argued to be shared by many people the 
decision-makers’ attachment is further reduced. 
At the extreme, decision-makers may reduce 
their responsibility by substituting formal cal- 
culative models and computer programs for 
their own reasoning, thus demonstrating that 
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they did not choose but the model or computer 

did (Brunsson & Mahner, 1978). 
Decision-makers may also evade responsibil- 

ity by making the decision or their roles as deci- 
sion-makers less visible, for instance by avoiding 

a formal decision ritual. They may evade respon- 
sibility by claiming that they were not participat- 
ing in the decision; they may point out that they 
formed a minority, voted against the decision or 
entered reservations. Decision-makers can also 
try to show that they had no choice, that there 
was just one possible alternative. Even without 
using impersonal rationalistic models they can 

argue that they did not influence the decision, 
that they were compelled by external forces. 
Studies of city budgeting in economic stagnation 

(Brunsson & Rombach, 1982) give rich 
examples of this technique. 

City budgeting is a highly visible decision pro- 
cess and a budget decision equally highly visible. 
Leading politicians are clearly pointed out as the 
decision-makers. In periods of strong growth, 
the resulting responsibility may be a relatively 

light burden but when cut-backs have to be 
made it might be both wise and attractive to try 
to avoid responsibility, both for “guardians” and 

“spenders” in Wildavskyk (1975) terms. In the 
cities studied, the leading politicians who played 
the role of the guardians of the treasury thought 
that cut-backs of money for different services 

were necessary for over-all economic reasons, 
but they did not want to be responsible for such 
cut-backs. One strategy was to avoid making in- 
dividual cutback decisions. They tried to dele- 
gate cut-back decisions to lower levels, to the 
qendetqthusewhoaskedandarguedformoney 
fortheirdejmtments.Forinstance,thegua&ans 
asked every department to reduce its expenses 
by a certain percentage per year without giving 
any advice on exactly how this should be done. 
The m argued that the reductions should 
be made by minor changes in service levels and 
by increasing efficiency. Such minor things were 
normally decided by managers at lower levels. 
By making the reduction percentage equal for 
everybody, the guardians even avoided making 
an active choice of how much each department 
had to cut down. The counter strategy from the 

spenders was to argue that minor reforms were 
impossible or unreasonable, and instead they 
proposed cut-backs that meant the closing down 
of whole offices or programs. Important deci- 

sions such as discontinuing services were nor- 
mally made by the top, i.e. the guardians. The 
spenders hoped (as it appeared, correctly) that 
the guardians would not make discontinuing de- 
cisions, since such decisions would give the 
guardians too much responsibility for strongly 
negative and highly visible actions. 

Thus, what decisions were proposed and 
made was intluenced not only by the decision- 
makers’ preferences but also by the responsibil- 
ity allocation effects of different decisions. In ad- 
dition, responsibility was allocated by argu- 

ments describing decisions as choices or not. 
The guardians described their situation as one of 
no choice - they were forced by economic 
facts or the national government to cut down, 
they did not want it themselves. By just tranfer- 
ing the figure of necessary expense reductions 
to all departments equally, they argued that they 
made no choice as to the distribution of cut- 
backs over departments. The spenders argued 
that even if there were externally determined 

necessities, the guardians had made a choice 
when they decided to cut down on a specific de- 
partment - they could have chosen other dis- 

tributions than the equal one. The spenders’ ar- 
guments had the purpose of demonstrating that 
the guardians were making or intending to make 
decisions, involving choices, on highly negative 
actions and they tried to make these decisions 
highly visible. 

The amount of responsibility residing with 
one decision-maker can also be affected by the 
total number of decision-makers - it may be di- 
luted to different extents. The greater the num- 
ber of decision-makers who have responsibility 
for an action, the less is the share of each deci- 
sion-maker. If there is only one decision-maker, 
he or she carries all the responsibility but if 
everyone is responsible, no one is: in public re- 
ferenda, to take an extreme, the vote of one indi- 
vidual normally does not change the majority, so 
there is no individual who is responsible, only 
more abstract entities such as the majority or the 
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electorate. Responsibility can also be diluted 
over time; by splitting up one major decision 
into a series of minor ones, the amount of re- 
sponsibility for each decision is reduced. 

One of Sweden’s largest industrial invest- 
ments in the last decade was decided upon by a 
process involving strong responsibility dilution 
over both organization and time (Brunsson, 
1983). Due to its heavy financial needs it had to 
pass through one company board, one corporate 
board, the national government and the parlia- 
ment. In addition, the decision was divided into 
a’ series of subsections, each one concerning 
further investigations or investments involving 
relatively minor costs or expressed in condi- 
tional form (such as “we accept if others do”). 
Each decision-making unit then made several de- 
cisions at different points in time. The responsi- 
bility for each such small decision was easier to 
accept than the responsibility for the decision to 
make the whole investment. There was no single 
decision to make the investment. 

Thus the investment could be made, although 
almost all the decision-makers were very scepti- 
cal or even negative about it. The investment 
turned out to be an economic disaster but after- 
wards neither those involved nor external ob- 
servers were able to point to anyone having any 
considerable responsibility for it. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR DECISION-MAKERS 

In the choice and action perspectives the 
decision-makers are given the attractive role of 
affecting future actions without being affected 
themselves. The vast propagation of the theory 
of choice can be assumed to have increased the 
popularity of decision-making positions and pro- 
cesses. However, when consideration is given to 
the fact that decisions tend to affect the decision- 
makers by making them responsible, the deci- 
sion-maker’s role appears a less attractive one. 
When the success of the action to be decided on 
is uncertain, responsibility may be perceived as 
a negative quality of decisions. Whenever deci- 
sion-makers consider the balance of iniluence 
on actions and responsibility for them to be un- 

fair, they have incentives to try to change the ba- 
lance or to leave their roles. The responsibility 
aspect sometimes explains why individuals or 
groups retrain from participating in decision- 
making. But decision-oriented organizations can 
seldom avoid decisions - they are expected to 
make some - and so they easily become respon- 
sible. 

For the governments and hoards studied, the 
responsibility aspect seemed to be more import- 
ant than the choice aspect. This was evident in 
the city budgeting case where responsibiity was 
avoided by affecting the content of the budget. 
Many indicators suggest that responsibility 
rather than choice was the normal result of the 
decisions made by the organizations studied. 
Most of their decisions were made highly visible 
by a series of techniques: the decision-makers 
made clear that they made decisions and what 
these were, minutes where the decisions were 
listed were prepared and in the governments’ 
case information about decisions was actively 
spread among the public by these protocols, by 
opening meetings to the public or by other chan- 
nels. By voting or reservations it was made clear 
who made the decisions. The decisions were 
preceded by processes through which they ap- 
peared as choices - discussions of problems, 
preferences, alternatives and consequences. Ex- 
ternal observers such as the press or people af- 
fected by the decisions described the decision- 
makers as influential - the decision-makers 
were supposed to have influenced the content of 
the decision, at least as long as they belonged to 
the majority. But the organizations concentrated 
on making the final decision; other parts of the 
decision proccess was delegated to others. Ex- 
perts, administrators or special committees in- 
vestigated preferences, alternatives and conse- 
quences and the same or other groups were to 
implement the decisions. The important choices 
were normally made before the issue reached 
the decision-makers or the alternatives were for- 
mulated in a way that made the choice obvious 
- for instance one and only one alternative fit- 
ted the majority. Other studies of similar organi- 
zations demonstrate that choices can be made 
after the decision, for instance when decisions 
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are formulated so vaguely as to permit a wide 
array of subsequent actions (Baier et al., 1986). 

These observations are not unique. There is 
ample research showing that boards and coun- 
cils making formal decisions often have little in- 
fluence on the decisions’ content - this ‘has 
been determined during the preparation of the 
decisions by experts (Brunsson & Jonsson, 
1979). In spite of this fact, members of boards 
and councils seldom officially complain that 
they lack influence. In the organizations studied 
no decision-maker tried to alter the public pic- 
ture of them as influential, even though some of 
them complained about their lack of influence in 
private discussions with the author. 

Even if the decisions are not inlluencing the 
choice of alternatives to any important extent, 
they are publicly presented as both aiming at and 
resulting in choices. Any glance at management 
or political science textbooks reveals that deci- 
sion-oriented organizations are expected to 
make choices and exert influence. This discre- 
pancy between presentation and actual be- 
haviour can be explained by the responsibility 
paradox: if you claim inlluence, you will get re- 
sponsibility. Decision-makers and decision-mak- 
ing units who are anxious to fill their role as re- 
sponsibility acceptors must argue that they had 
inRuence on the choice. Those who argue that 
they had no inlluence actually communicate 
that they did not cause the action decided and 
thus have no responsibility for it. Whatever their 
actual intluence, decision-makers must be consi- 
dered intluential if they are to be responsible. 
Participation in decision-making processes is 
supposed to give intluence. Giving organizations 
the power to make decisions is to give them the 
ability to absorb responsibility. The choice per- 
spective is used as an argument for employees’ 
participation in decision-making processes 
oriented towards the achievement of industrial 
democracy or for politicians’ decision-making in 
political democracies; the purpose of the politi- 
cians’ role as decision-makers or the unions’ par- 
ticipation in management decisions is often de- 
scribed as being to give these groups inlluence 
on what actions are chosen. The responsibility 
aspect of decision-making makes it equally possi- 

ble to interpret these appointments as attempts 
to place responsibility on the group in question, 
for instance giving unions responsibility for 
necessary restructurings of industries and 
thereby smoothing their completion. 

By making some organizations, groups or indi- 
viduals absorb responsibility, the responsibility 
of others can be reduced or deleted, and the de- 
cision-makers become potential scapegoats or 
heroes. Decisions can thus serve as instruments 
for control; they make clear to whom should be 
given rewards or punishments and this can be 
used for influencing people’s decisions. When 
their decisions alfect actions, for instance by 
choosing them, action can be controlled in this 
way. The notion of a fair balance between re- 
sponsibility and intluence is important also for 
controllers; if decision-makers are not inlluen- 
tial, the control of decision-makers is futile and if 
inlluential people are not decision-makers and 
thereby responsible, they may be difficult to 
control. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR ACTION 

Responsibility provides a link between 
actions and decision-makers. It not only affects 
the decision-maker but also the actions. Actions 
may be alIected by being given legitimacy: by 
making decisions and accepting responsibility 
decision-makers with a high degree of personal 
or role legitimacy provide actions with legiti- 
macy. For example, politicians decide on many 
actions of administrating subunits, thereby mak- 
ing them socially legitimate. Such legitimation is 
important if highly controversial actions are to 
be completed. By making the decision and stick- 
ing to it in spite of criticism and protests from 
the environment, the politicians protect the ad- 
ministration and its action Ram the turbulence 
of the environment, for instance from changes in 
social values and factual conditions. This is par- 
ticularly important for actions that are long-term 
and diificult to change once started. Local politi- 
cians have argued that having atough skin is one 
of their most important qualities (Brunsson & 
Jonsson, 1979). 
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Decisions may also provide events with mean- 
ing. By allocating responsibility, decisions meet 
the need of human beings to explain why things 
happen, a need which is fundamental for man- 
kind (Geertz, 1973). In western secularized cul- 
ture it is important to establish people rather 
than nature, chance or God as causes of events. 
This is exactly what decisions do. This can ex- 
plain why decisions are sometimes made about 
events that the decision-makers cannot possibly 
influence, for instance when governments make 
decisions about unsolvable problems such as 
drug abuse or business cycles. In traditional Afri- 
can societies witchcraft and ‘witch-detectives” 
are used for exaggerating the responsibility of 
persons for unfortunate events (Gluckman, 
1972). In western societies politics and politi- 
cians may play a similar role. 

The responsibility results of decisions can be 
used for linking the organization to parts of its 
environment. Organizations may decide about 
events and actions in their environment, thereby 
accepting responsibility for them. Western 
national governments have been observed to 
deal with more and more societal issues. Their 
main way of dealing with the issues is to make 
decisions-about payments of money, about re- 
sources to public administration units or about 
laws. By these decisions they may not only be- 
come responsible for the actions of the public 
sector but also for the results of these actions 
and thereby for what happens in the environ- 
ment. If organizations decide about areas which 
are generally perceived favourably -or that be- 
come favourable due to the organizations’ 
actions - they may gain legitimacy; govem- 
ments spending money in prospering industries 
demonstrate that they are responsible for suc- 
cess. If organizations decide about areas which 
are perceived as negative in spite of the actions 
they decide on, they may transfer some of their 
legitimacy to the area. A national government 
studied decided to launch a very expensive pro- 
gram with the official motive of solving severe 
unemployment problems in a region. However, 
the decision-makers privately did not believe 
that the problem would be solved and they did 
not find this important. Instead they considered 

themselves to have accepted responsibility for 
the situation and thereby influenced the at- 
titudes of people in the region who were now 
thought of as perceiving their (unchanged) situ- 
ation less pressing. 

Decisions may also serve as more direct in- 
struments for affecting organizational legiti- 
macy. This is the topic of the next section. 

DECISIONS AS LBGITIMATION 

A common denomination of all three aspects 
of decisions discussed earlier is that, in different 
ways, they connect decisions and actions. 
Actions are chosen, mobilized or given responsi- 
bility for by decision-making and decisions. But 
sometimes decision-making may not be con- 
nected to actions at all. There is ample evidence 
that decisions often are not followed by actions 
or that subsequent actions are not in sympathy 
with previous decisions. Such differences be- 
tween decisions and actions are often described 
as problems of implementation; decision-makers 
have not been able to force other people to be- 
have as decided and this causes problems for the 
decision-makers and the organization (Pressman 
& Wildavsky, 1973; Mayntz, 1976). A disconnec- 
tion between a decision and action need not be 
interpreted as a problem, however; it can also be 
interpreted as a solution, as will be discussed 
below. 

Organizational actions constitute one output 
of organizations which can provide legitimacy 
and support for the organization in its environ- 
ment as long as the actions reflect the values and 
norms prevalent in that environment (Parsons, 
1956). But decisions can also be considered 
organizational outputs; many organizations are 
anxious to publicly declare some of their deci- 
sions. If these decisions reflect external norms, 
they can serve as independent instruments for 
external legitimation. Many decision-oriented 
organizations such as parliaments, councils and 
governments even specialize in producing deci- 
sions and refrain from producing organizational 
actions at all. 

If environmental norms are inconsistent with 
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each other, organizations can act according to 
some norms and decide according to others, 
thereby reflecting a large part of external norms. 
This behaviour produces inconsistencies be- 
tween decisions and actions but these inconsis- 
tencies are solutions rather than problems; solu- 
tions to the problem of maintaining and gaining 
external legitimacy and support when external 
norms are inconsistent. Such decisions deal with 
uncertainty related to organizational legitimacy 
rather than uncertainty related to alternatives, 
actions or decision-makers. The literature on im- 
plementation problems reports many inconsis- 
tencies between the decisions made by pariia- 
ments, councils and governments on diRerent 
levels and actions taken by public administration 
units. This is no coincidence. Such organizations 
typically have to deal with many inconsistent 
norms (Edelman, 1971) and they may ac- 
complish this by letting some units specialize in 
decision-making and others in action. Decisions 
can then reflect some norms and actions others. 
Decisions can compensate for action. Rombach 
(19B6) found that cities facing stagnation de- 
cided to rationalize their activities in order to 
decrease expenditures, but he found no such 
rationalizations carried out. Instead expendi- 
tures wereincreased and expansion continued. 

When used as legitimating devices, formal de- 
cisions must be clearly visible to the environ- 
ment. When organizations use decisions in this 
way, they can be expected to be anxious to pub- 
lish their decisions. But organizations do not 
only produce actions and decisions. A third or- 
ganizational output is talk - the spoken and 
written word with which the organization pre- 
sents itself to its environment (Brunsson, 1986). 
Talk can be inconsistent, with both decisions 
and actions, and compensate for them in situa- 
tions of inconsistent norms. For instance, the 
most extensive socialization of Swedish industry 
was made during a short period of liberal 
governments propagating ideas of free markets 
and less state intervention after 44 years of 
socialist governments. Also, socialist govern- 
ments have been observed to carry out relatively 
easily conservative policies such as fighting intla- 
tion by reducing wage increases. 

Decisions can also be a rationale for produc- 
ing talk; they can be described and explained. In 
situations where inconsistent norms prevail, dif- 
ferent descriptions of the same decision may be 
inconsistent and explanations of the decisions to 
the public may be inconsistent with their con- 
tents as described in protocols. In these situa- 
tions it is very clear that a decision has been 
made, but it is unclear exactly what the decision 
is; the decision is both evident and equivocal. 

Talk can also be produced by the process pre- 
ceding the decision. This provides a reason for 
organizations to make not only their decisions 
but also their decisi,on processes public. The 
purpose of reflecting norms may influence the 
design of the decision process. Different norms 
are consistent with different preferences, aher- 
natives and consequences. Rational decision 
processes where many preferences, alternatives 
and consequences are considered are therefore 
better instruments for reflecting inconsistent 
norms than more irrational ones. Again, budget- 
ing in public sector organizations is an example 
in point. There the decision process is typically 
open to the public and the struggle between 
spenders and guardians displays a great many 
conflicting preferences, alternatives and conse- 
quences. 

THE FOUR ROLES OF DECISION 

In this article, four interpretations of organiza- 
tional decision-making and decisions have been 
put forward (Fig. 1). It has been argued that the 
role of decision-making can be not only choice 
and the mobilization of organizational action but 
also responsibility allocation and organizational 
legitimation. Decision-making can reduce un- 
certainty related to alternatives, actors, deci- 
sion-makers or legitimacy. Decision-makers may 
adapt the design of decision-making processes to 
these different roles and to what the decision- 
makers want to achieve within the role. Diffe- 
rent designs as to the degrees of visibility and ra- 
tionality have different implications for the four 
roles, and different degrees of rationality pro- 
vide more or less need for accounting informa- 
tion. For instance, if accounting information is 
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TABLE 1. Four roles of decisions 

Role Choice Mobilization Responsibility 
allocation 

Legitimation 

Handle 
uncertainty as to 

Connection 
to actions 

Alternatives 

Connected 

Commitments 

Connected 

Decision-makers 

Connected 

organizational 
legitimacy 

Disconnected 

Design Rationality Irrationality Irrationality for 
responsibility 

acceptance 

Rationality in 
environments of 
inconsistent norms 

used more for defensive than for offensive deci- 
sions (Hackner, 1985) the reason may be that 
defensive decisions serve purposes that need 
more rationality. When decisions are highly for- 
mal and visible there are reasons for interpreting 
them as dealing with more or other aspects than 
choice. The extent to which decision processes 
follow the rational norms of standard decision 
theory should be expected to vary according to 
their role and the purpose of the decision-mak- 
ers. A high degree of rationality can be inter- 
preted as an attempt to solve the problem of 
choice, to prevent or stop organizational action, 
to evade responsibility or to legitimate the or- 
ganization in an environment where inconsis- 
tent norms are important. Rationality provides a 
distance between decision and action: rational 
decision-making deals with choice rather than’ 
mobilization, it decouples decision-makers from 
actions and it legitimates in situations where in- 
consistencies between the decision and actions 
are favourable. 

A high degree of irrationality is not necessarily 
a result of decision-makers failing to make a 
rational choice -it can also be interpreted as an 
attempt to create strong commitment, to accept 
more responsibility or to legitimate the organiz- 
tion in relation to a group of consistent norms. 
Irrationality produces a strong connection be- 
tween decisions and actions - it mobilizes and 
it ties decision-makers to action, and is useful for 
legitimation in situations when consistent 
norms apply, making consistency between deci- 
sions and actions important. 

In practice, decision processes may play more 
than one of the roles described here, sometimes 
all four. Different or the same decision-makers 

may want to use decision processes for different 
purposes or, whatever their own preferences, 
decision-makers may be aware of observers in- 
terpreting the processes in several ways. Budget- 
ing or other decision processes may even in- 
volve a battle between groups trying to establish 
it as playing one role or another. Such decision 
processes may become very complicated and 
seem extremely fuzzy both for participants and 
external observers and they are not possible to 
understand if analysed from the perspective of 
one role only. 

The four roles of decisions affect not only the 
design but also the number of decisions. They do 
not or&y indicate four different benefits of deci- 
sions but also point out four different possible 
costs. Potential decision-makers may avoid deci- 
sion-making since they expect it to leadto the 
choice of an alternative that they do not wish, to 
too weak a mobilization or a demobilization, to 
responsibility being placed on the wrong per- 
sons or to a loss of organizational legitimacy; and 
since they realize that there exist other means 
for making choices, for mobilizing, for responsi- 
bility allocation and for legitimating. Therefore, 
there is not always a need for making decisions, 
nor is there always a capacity for making them. 
The number of decisions can be affected by such 
things as the prevalance of rules, talk and pro- 
ducts. 

Choices can be made by reference to existing 
rules rather than by decisions where future con- 
sequences are considered. A large number of or- 
ganizational actions are chosen by rules at dilfe- 
rent levels of abstraction, from assembly lines by 
which individual hand movements are pre- 
scribed to organizational ideologies which con- 
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stitute shared ways of perceiving and interpret- 
ing even new situations and events occurring 
within the organization-or its environment. Or- 
ganizations that maintain many and strong rules 
have less need for decision-making as a way of 
choosing. Organizations that breed strong 
ideologies are able to make choices without de- 
cisions even in situations which are new for the 
organization (Brunsson, 1985). Rules are also 
means for mobilizing organizational actions - 
they can provide as much motivation and expec- 
tation as decisions can and commitment can be 
formed by other processes than by decision pro- 
cesses. This is true also for hierarchy: organiza- 
tions where direct orders Ram the top are highly 
legitimate do not need decision-processes as a 
means for mobilizing action. 

Rules can also affect the number of decisions 
by reducing the capacity for benefiting from de- 
cisions. If there are many and strong rules, it is 
dilRcult to use decisions for choice, for accept- 
ing responsibility or for gaining legitimacy; the 
rules will control the choice and the rules rather 
than decision-makers will be connected to 
actions. 

Similarly, the need for using decisions as 
legitimating devices is dependent on the organi- 
zation’s ability or possibility for using other 
legitimating instruments. Organizations that 
have problems in creating or maintaining legiti- 
macy by their products or by talk become more 
dependent on decisions b legitimating devices. 
For instance, most decision-oriented organiza- 
tions do not produce any products and it may be 
difficult to make people listen to their talk ifthey 
do not produce decisions (Rombach, 1986). 
Also, responsibility, whether desired or not, may 
be obtained without decisions-some organiza- 
tions have societal positions which give them re- 
sponsibility without their having made active 
decisions, as the debate on corporate responsi- 
bility tells us (Epstein & Votaw, 1978). A capac- 
ity for decision may produce a need for them. 
Organizations that are perceived as being able to 
make decisions in specific areas can become re- 
sponsible for events even without making deci- 
sions about them. By making decisions instead 
they have greater chances to influence exactly 

what they are to be responsible for. Govern- 
ments given responsibility for the economic 
situation in the country may be better off by 
making some positively perceived decisions 
about it (Brunsson, 1986). 

The variety of roles that decision-making can 
play has implications for both descriptive and 
normative research. They can be used not only 
for better understanding decision processes but 
also for gaining a better insight into the roles and 
behaviour of decision-oriented organizations. 
Boards, parliaments and governments are often 
supposed to be highly important for other 
people or organizations or for society at large. If 
this assumption is true, a better understanding of 
their decision-making becomes fundamental for 
understanding these larger systems. 

The choice interpretation of decision-making 
has led to recommendations of rationality, while 
the other interpretations of decision-making 
suggest that irrationality sometimes should be 
recommended. Organizations must often be 
advised not to use rational decision models or 
calculation techniques, Eke those produced by 
operations research, or not to use accounting in- 
formation too extensively or in an unbiased way. 
They can also be advised to continue emphasiz- 
ing budgeting procedures, even if these have not 
produced the right choices, ifresponsibility and 
legitimacy are more important. The choice in- 
terpretation has also implied recommendations 
to those who want to intluence actions that they 
should create decision-making processes pre- 
ceding action and that they should secure their 
own participation in these processes. The other 
interpretations lead to warnings that decision- 
making procedures may not be useful for gaining 
influence or may cost too much responsibility to 
be worthwhile. People who want intluence can- 
not always be advised to establish themselves as 
decision-makers, in particular if they are not 
ready to pay the costs of responsibility. Both de- 
scriptive and normative research should investi- 
gate decision designs that promote not only 
choice but also the other roles of decision pro- 
cesses and, of course, explore ‘ways other than 
decisions for producing organizational choice, 
mobilization, responsibility and legitimacy. 
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