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Consultancy to Build Capacity in 
Dealing with Uncertainty in  

Law Enforcement
STEVE.LONGFORD

This chapter is based on research and anecdotal feedback aggregated over the 
past eight years in order to develop some of the training that New Intelligence 
provides to law enforcement, compliance and national security agencies, as well 
as the higher end of the corporate sector. It highlights the main kinds of issues 
that have driven the development of this training—both about the problems 
police face and about methods they can use to enhance their ability to deal with 
uncertainty. 

Everyday, in all aspects of their lives, people are constantly making decisions. 
These decisions are an integral part of life, and the outcomes will be a reflection 
of each person’s decision-making ability and technique. Sometimes individuals 
are called upon to justify important decisions, while at other times the decision 
is as simple as what they are having for dinner and requires no justification at all. 
The consequences of a decision tend to dictate how important it is and this may 
or may not affect how it is derived. As with most human interactions, individuals 
have varying ability to make decisions and the outcomes reflect how good the 
decision was. An individual’s ability to explain how they arrived at a particular 
decision can be a significant indicator of their capabilities. This difficult and 
complex area constitutes the key area of exploration of uncertainty in terms of 
developing training and capacity building for agencies and organisations. 

Making critical decisions represents the greatest source of uncertainty 
experienced by law enforcement officers in the investigation of serious and 
organised crime for a number of reasons including:

• the public rely on the decision-making capability of law enforcement

• the outcomes of many law enforcement decisions are life or death

• there is a perception that law enforcement officers are excellent decision-
makers, whereas in reality law enforcement officers do not receive adequate 
training in decision-making

• the consequences of decisions made by law enforcement are not always open 
to examination, nor are they obvious
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• scrutiny of law enforcement decision-making is at its greatest when things 
go wrong.

Compounding these issues are the hidden factors in decision-making, including 
the effects of bias which distort how decision-makers perceive and deal with 
inputs to decision-making. Such hidden factors include: 

• the propensity to use personal and organisational avoidance mechanisms in 
the face of uncertainty

• the effects of uncertainty on the confidence of decision-makers 

• the way that decisions are assessed both individually and organisationally 
and how that contributes to uncertainty. 

It does not require any substantial research to assert that decision-making is a 
significant component of the function of law enforcement. It is our experience 
that decisions also represent the greatest source of uncertainty experienced by 
law enforcement officers in the investigation of serious and organised crime. 
The essence and aim of our courses and the research that underpins them is 
to increase understanding of how biases impact upon decision-making and 
to provide a framework, guidelines and tools that assist with more effective 
decision-making. This chapter therefore examines some of the key points that 
link decision-making with uncertainty. It concludes with a discussion about 
how a consultancy service such as ours deals with insights identified in the 
other chapters in this book in order to improve our ability to build capacity 
among police to make good decisions in the face of uncertainty.

Decisions
We define a decision as: ‘a choice made among alternative courses of action’. 
Both uncertainty and a decision are psychological constructs and cannot be 
seen but only inferred from behaviour. In practice, an integral part of the role 
of the critical decision-maker is decision-making under conditions of both 
certainty and uncertainty. There are a number of tools and techniques for 
reducing uncertainty. Before they can be understood and applied, however, it is 
important to understand what a decision actually is and how uncertainty arises 
throughout the decision-making process.
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Decision process
In order to increase the validity of a decision, an officer should ensure that they 
utilise a reliable and valid process and that it sits within a logical framework. 
Decision-making can be viewed as the process involved in making a choice 
between alternatives that have varying consequences attached to them. 

Choice can be defined as the opportunity to make a selection from a number of 
alternatives. If there is no choice, there is no decision to be made.

Alternatives can be defined as possible courses of action or situations from 
which a choice is made. If there are no alternatives, there is no choice to be made 
and hence no decision to be arrived at. 

A consequence can be defined as something that logically or naturally follows 
from an action or condition, or more simply, the outcome of an action or 
situation. If there are no consequences to an alternative, it is most likely an 
invalid alternative and therefore should not be under consideration.

There are often limitations to what can happen and these can impact on the 
decision process by restricting or eliminating alternatives. There are also factors 
that must be taken into account when assessing risk associated with both the 
likelihood of something occurring and its impact.

Finally consequences are assessed against criteria which are defined as 
characteristics or requirements that a consequence must possess to a greater 
or lesser extent. Usually the validity of a consequence is dictated by how 
many criteria it possesses and often these criteria are associated with a certain 
outcome. Another way of viewing criteria is as the characteristics of a good 
decision. Potentially the most important aspect of decision-making revolves 
around not only establishing criteria but prioritising these criteria. This is the 
area of decision-making process that tends to require the greatest effort. 

As highlighted in Figure 1, any decision is not simply a matter of choosing 
between alternatives. Each alternative has consequences and some alternatives 
may result in shared consequences or even consequences that are exactly the 
same. A decision is made by comparing each of the consequences against the 
relevant criteria and choosing the alternative that possesses the greatest number 
of valid consequences bearing in mind factors, limitations and risk. Uncertainty 
can arise at any of the points in the process but tends to be most prevalent when 
trying to forecast consequences, assess risk, and most importantly, establish and 
prioritise criteria.
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Figure 1: Decision process model

Bearing each of the attributes of the Decision Process Model in mind, there are a 
number of decision situations that can be more fully explained and understood. 
The most significant of these is the situation in which decision-makers believe 
or state that they ‘had no choice’. If there are truly no alternatives to a course 
of action then there is no choice. If, on the other hand, there is simply an 
apparent lack of alternatives, it may be an indication that there is an insufficient 
amount of information or a lack of thoughtful application to identifying more 
alternatives. Similarly, it may be that the officer does not like the consequences 
of an alternative and so removes it from the options. Finally, the criteria that the 
officer is setting for the alternatives may be too narrow, uninformed or derived 
from a set of untested assumptions.

Difficulty in decisions
Decisions themselves are often characterised by how difficult they are to make. 
We tend to see some decisions as being easier to make than others, yet there is 
an important distinction to be made. There is a difference between the ease with 
which a decision can be made and the ease with which it can be implemented. 
Although the two are connected, this chapter will not attempt to address 
implementation issues. This section will talk about the factors that influence the 
ease with which a decision can be made, known as decision factors or decision 
attributes. The following section will deal with how the decision environment 
contributes to decision difficulty by creating uncertainty.

The relative difficulty of making a decision is influenced by the following 
factors:
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• previous decisions made

• nature of problems and solutions

• existence of alternatives

• impact of consequences

• reversibility

• rules.

These factors have been identified through research and analysis of various 
decision-making situations and are a symptom of the decision itself. Generally, 
easier decisions tend to be described as programmable, whilst more difficult 
decisions are described as unprogrammable. 

Programmable.decisions

Programmable decisions are routine and repetitive. The response can be decided 
ahead of time, and the action taken is the same each time the decision has to be 
made. Definite systematic procedures can be established for making the choice. 
The difficulty is to judge whether or not the decision is sufficiently routine to be 
classified as programmable. Despite the fact that a programmable decision might 
be routine, it must nevertheless not be taken too lightly. Circumstances change 
continually and, accordingly, each decision must be addressed individually. 
However, if it can be determined that a decision falls within certain standard 
parameters, a routine procedure can be used.

A programmable decision can be made by applying a set of rules. These rules 
can be determined as a result of experience with other similar problems or 
situations.

Unprogrammable.decisions

Unprogrammable decisions are less structured than programmable decisions.  
A completely unprogrammable decision is unique in that it has no rules; it has 
a completely individual set of circumstances, consequences and alternatives. 
There are no rules or guidelines for handling this kind of decision and therefore 
the unprogrammable decision requires better decision-making ability. Often, the 
consequences of this type of decision are far more serious than those pertaining 
to the programmable ones.

By determining whether a decision is programmable or unprogrammable, 
the decision-maker can allocate time accordingly. Unprogrammable decisions 
will generally require more time and examination and obviously tend to 
create more uncertainty. Importantly there is a tendency for decision-makers 
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to try to transform unprogrammable decisions into programmable ones, 
usually by engaging emotion, succumbing to bias, applying rules (criteria) or 
oversimplifying the process. Another option is to manage the environment in 
which the decision is to be made.

Decision.environment

The environment within which a decision is made can strongly influence 
the speed, accuracy, validity and reliability of the decision. Not only can the 
environment trigger situational biases, but it can also corrupt the decision-
making process by interfering with the proper application of the various steps 
of the process. 

The decision environment is influenced by the incident(s) around which the 
decisions are made. For example crossing the road in the face of oncoming traffic 
is what is known as a fast burn decision. That is to say, the incident requires 
a quick decision, the consequences of which will be known in the very near 
future. On the other hand, buying a new apartment off the plan is a slow burn 
decision, where there is more time to make the decision and the consequences 
of it will not be known for some time. Problems arise when the two become 
confused especially when slow burn decisions are treated as fast burn decisions.

The decision environment is also made up of:

• decision layers

• complexity

• ambiguity

• sensitivity

• context 

• preparedness.

The decision environment contributes to the difficulty of making any particular 
decision and directly contributes to the most common confounding factor of 
good decision-making—uncertainty. 

Bias
The definition of bias is a preference or an inclination (mental leaning), especially 
one that inhibits impartial judgment. Bias has been most practically examined by 
Heuer (1999) as applied in the role of intelligence analysts. Signficantly, bias can 
contribute to decision-making by both increasing and reducing uncertainty, 
however where bias reduces uncertainty it tends to be at the expense of validity.
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There are a variety of types of bias. In our research and training courses, we 
concentrate on the following:

• cognitive bias

• situation bias (also known as situational bias)

• personal bias

Cognitive.bias

Cognitive biases are consistent, predictable mental errors caused by implementing 
simplifying strategies to ease the burden of mentally processing information to 
make judgments and decisions. However, even if the person is aware of these 
mental errors or cognitive biases, this will not necessarily increase the accuracy 
of their perception or objectivity. Cognitive biases are those biases that are built 
up by an individual, that they may or may not be aware of, and that influence 
behaviour and attitudes both consciously and unconsciously. 

For example, Moston et al. (1992) found that if a police interviewer knew an 
interviewee had previous convictions, they were less likely to give them the 
benefit of the doubt and more likely to try to obtain a confession as opposed to 
the truth, often using an accusatorial interview style.

Situation.bias

Situation bias is where particular situations can impact upon a person and the 
decisions they make. In short, the effects of the people, circumstances, pressures 
and factors that make up every situation have the potential to change the way 
a person behaves. Often people have to work and collaborate with others, 
which has many benefits, limitations and biases that stem from the working 
environment. In and of itself this enviroment can create within an individual a 
tendency to behave in certain way and one of the most common yet powerful 
examples of this is ‘group think’. Group think describes a psychologically 
proven principle that states that individuals will tend toward consensus despite 
evidence that contradicts such a postion. Whilst there are many examples of 
this, the position taken by the American military (before their entry into the 
Second World War) that Pearl Harbour was unlikely to be attacked is one of the 
most famous. 

Personal.bias

Personal bias is a product or an outcome of situational bias. In other words, 
personal biases are shaped by the world in which we live or the situations that 
are present in everyday life. Unfortunately, personal biases are formed from a 
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very early age but become more dominant and entrenched through puberty 
into adulthood. As with cognitive biases, personal biases can be explained 
by referring to the theory of bounded rationality which states that there is 
too much information in the world and that in order to process some of it and 
remain sane, people must take short cuts (Simon 1972). One of the most common 
examples of this type of short cut is the evolution of ‘isms’, or stereotypes, 
for example racism, sexism and ageism. Stereotypes and prejudices tend to 
occur after exposure to an issue that deeply impacts on the individual and they 
tend to judge all similar future experiences by those same criteria. Although 
considered to be the exception rather than the rule, prejudices and stereotypes 
can be subconscious or even unconscious. More commonly, however, they are 
known to the individual but are suppressed due to ‘political correctness’ or for 
other social reasons. 

Personal biases tend to be deeply ingrained and influence thinking at a 
fundamental level. Prejudices and stereotypes are not necessarily wrong or bad, 
but they are powerful. The best way to deal with personal biases is to be honest 
about issues that obviously impact on the individual, but more importantly to 
try to gain awareness of those that are not so obvious. However being aware 
of personal biases is not enough. Conscious steps are required to effectively 
manage such biases. 

Decisions under conditions of certainty and 
uncertainty
Most decisions require the decision-maker to estimate or predict the future 
consequences of alternatives under consideration. This estimation or prediction 
can be based on information such as historical trends and data about current 
situations. Crystal ball gazing is always dangerous because predictions made 
about the future are necessarily based on past and current information. This 
means that all decisions, even programmable decisions, carry with them a certain 
degree of uncertainty. Therefore the conditions under which decision-making is 
performed can be classified in terms of certainty or uncertainty.

To be an effective decision-maker, however, it is important to understand just 
one fact about certainty and uncertainty. Both are a state of mind—a cognitive 
state. People do not live in an uncertain world; the world is certain enough. How 
individuals deal with the potential for change over time creates uncertainty. 

Without delving too far into the psychology of confidence, it is not difficult 
to recognise that conditions of uncertainty tend to diminish the confidence 
of those experiencing the uncertainty. Extrapolating this observation, it is 
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possible to draw an inverse correlation between uncertainty and confidence—
as uncertainty increases confidence diminishes and vice versa. It is important 
to note that operating under conditions of low confidence increases stress and 
reduces effectiveness for most people. Techniques for increasing confidence 
alone do not tend to be effective or practical in critical situations. Dealing with 
uncertainty, on the other hand, can be achieved through clear understanding of 
the decision process in conjunction with use of various guidelines or principles.

Under conditions of certainty, the decision-maker feels they have enough data 
to be able to quite accurately predict the outcomes of the various choices. 
Generally, decisions made under conditions of certainty are programmable.

Most decisions, however, are made under conditions of uncertainty. In these 
situations, there are a large number of factors to consider and there is likely 
to be an additional group of unidentifiable factors. The circumstances are also 
probably in a state of change or flux. The decision-maker must use greater 
judgment, intuition and experience to assign the correct probabilities to 
different alternatives and their consequences. There are five main factors that 
increase uncertainty in decision-making. They are:

• the type of decision to be made

• the process used for making a decision

• the filters (biases) 

• the framework (critical thinking) 

• the inputs (information).

Decisions made under conditions of uncertainty may be either programmable 
or unprogrammable, but are more likely to be unprogrammable. Knowing what 
type of decision the decision-maker is faced with can assist in determining how 
the choice or problem should be approached and help reduce uncertainty. 

Mitigating uncertainty

Problem-solving

Traditionally, problem-solving has been taught as a fundamental aspect of 
analysis and, whilst many aspects of problem-solving are important in terms of 
tools and techniques for use during analysis, it is important to delineate between 
problem-solving and decision-making as functions. Simply stated, problem-
solving is about finding answers—the solution—whilst decision-making is 
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about choosing the best alternative in light of the information at hand. On one 
hand good problem-solving is an important part of decision-making, but on the 
other there is no substitute for critical thinking in decision-making.

Good problem-solving requires problem definition followed by problem 
breakdown. This should result in a series of questions that, when correctly 
answered, provide a solution to the overall problem. If done properly, the 
problem-solving technique should result in a series of specific questions that 
the decision-maker seeks to find specific answers for. These answers, when re-
aggregated, provide a solution as opposed to a product. 

When information is incomplete or missing the decision-maker can use one of 
the five basic types of problem-solving:

1. analogy—evidence found in parallel cases

2. deduction—identify patterns from a reasonably complete set of data (move 
from the general to the particular)

3. extrapolation— forecasting process whereby data are extended beyond a 
series

4. induction—identify patterns from a limited set of data (move from the 
particular to the general)

5. interpolation—providing the missing link in a set of data.

Critical.thinking

Critical thinking should not be confused with being argumentative or being 
critical of other people and their ideas. Although critical thinking skills can 
be used in exposing fallacies and bad reasoning, critical thinking can also play 
an important role in cooperative reasoning and constructive tasks. Critical 
thinking can help decision-makers acquire knowledge, improve theories, and 
strengthen arguments. As a general rule, critical thinking involves developing 
some emotional and intellectual distance between the decision-maker and ideas, 
whether their own or those of others, in order to better evaluate their truth, 
validity, and reasonableness. 

Critical thinking is an effort to develop reliable, rational evaluations about what 
is reasonable to believe and reject. Critical thinking makes use of the tools of 
logic and science because it values scepticism over gullibility or dogmatism, 
reason over faith, science over pseudoscience, and rationality over wishful 
thinking. 

Critical thinking is the ability to think clearly and rationally. It includes the 
ability to engage in reflective and independent thinking. Decision-makers with 
critical thinking skills are able to do the following:
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• understand the logical connections between ideas 

• identify, construct and evaluate arguments 

• detect inconsistencies and common mistakes in reasoning 

• solve problems systematically 

• identify the relevance and importance of ideas 

• reflect on the justification of one’s own beliefs and values.

Critical thinking is not a matter of accumulating information. A decision-maker 
with a good memory and who knows a lot of facts is not necessarily good at 
critical thinking. A critical thinker is able to deduce consequences from what 
they know, and they know how to make use of information to solve problems, 
and to seek relevant sources of information. 

Critical thinking is a skill. Like the acquisition of many other skills, there are 
three main factors involved in learning critical thinking: 

• theory

• practice

• attitude.

Decision-makers differ in their natural talent for good reasoning. Psychologists 
have discovered persistent biases and fallacies in human reasoning. Acquiring 
explicit knowledge of these cognitive limitations and the principles of good 
reasoning can help us improve our critical thinking.

However, merely knowing the principles that distinguish good and bad 
reasoning is not enough. One might acquire an understanding of the theories of 
good tennis, and yet fail to apply and make use of such theories in actual game 
play. Similarly, to improve critical thinking skills, it is necessary to develop 
the ability to internalise the principles decision-makers have learnt in normal 
reasoning, and to develop the disposition and ability to apply such principles 
in daily life. 

Good critical thinking skills require more than occasional practice and 
knowledge of theory. Persistent practice will bring about improvements only if 
a decision-maker has the right motivation and attitude. To improve a decision-
maker’s thinking they must recognise the importance of reflecting on the 
reasons for belief and action. They must also be willing to engage in debate, to 
make mistakes, to break old habits, and to deal with linguistic complexities and 
abstract concepts. 

There are a number of key skills and tools which are necessary for thinking 
critically. I deal with each of them in turn.
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Open-mindedness

A decision-maker who wishes to think critically must be open-minded. This 
requires being open to the possibility that not only are others right, but also 
that the decision-maker may be wrong. Often decision-makers argue their point, 
however, it is in reviewing or developing their analysis, without taking any 
time to consider that they may be mistaken in some element of their thinking or 
the process involved where the problem is caused. 

It is possible to be too open-minded, as not every idea is equally valid or has 
an equal chance of being true. Although decision-makers should allow for the 
possibility that others are correct, all claims should be supported to a sufficiently 
high level or else they should be dismissed. 

Differentiate.emotion.from.reason

Even if decision-makers have clear, logical and empirical reasons for accepting 
an idea, there may also be emotional and psychological reasons (i.e. cognitive 
biases) for accepting it. As discussed earlier, it is important that decision-makers 
learn to separate the two, because the latter can easily interfere with the former. 

A decision-maker’s emotional reasons for believing something may be quite 
understandable, but if the logic behind the belief is wrong, then ultimately 
their belief is irrational. If decision-makers are going to approach their beliefs 
in a sceptical, fair manner, then they must be willing to set aside their emotions 
and evaluate the logic and reasoning independently—possibly even rejecting 
their beliefs if they fail to live up to logical criteria.

Argue.from.knowledge,.not.ignorance

Because decision-makers often have an emotional or other psychological 
investment in their beliefs, it is not unusual for them to step forward and try 
to defend those beliefs, regardless of whether the logic or evidence for them is 
weak. Indeed, sometimes decision-makers will defend an idea even though they 
really do not know a great deal about it—they think they do, but they do not. 

A decision-maker who tries to practice critical thinking, however, should avoid 
assuming that they already know everything they need to know. Decision-
makers should recognise that someone who disagrees with them can teach them 
something relevant and refrain from arguing a position if they are ignorant of 
important, relevant facts. A general maxim ‘There is always someone better’ is 
relevant.
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Probability.is.not.certainty

There are ideas that are probably true and ideas that are certainly true, but 
while it is nice to have an idea that belongs in the latter category, decision-
makers must understand that the latter group is far, far smaller than the former. 
However preferable it might be, decision-makers cannot be absolutely certain 
about the bulk of matters—especially those matters that are the focus of many 
intelligence debates. 

When a decision-maker exercises scepticism and critical thinking, they should 
remember that just because they can show a conclusion is probably true, that 
does not mean they have shown or can show that it is certainly true. Certain 
truths require firm conviction, but probable truths require only tentative 
conviction—that is to say, decision-makers should believe them with the 
appropriate strength that the evidence and reason allow. 

Possibilities.and.probabilities

Extrapolating that probability is not certainty, it is important that decision-
makers deal in probabilities rather than possibilities. The propensity of some to 
explore what might be possible is a constant source of uncertainty, especially in 
light of the fact that nearly anything is possible. The requirement to state any 
potential situation or scenario in terms of probabilities limits the potential for 
extreme and highly unlikely scenarios to impact on decision-making. It does 
not preclude extreme or highly unlikely scenarios, but just forces the officer to 
recognise the potential rarity of the scenario and to express the reasoning and 
support for that particular decision in terms that can be readily compared. 

Occam’s.Razor

Occam’s Razor, stated simply, posits that all things being equal, the simplest 
explanation for a given situation is the best one. Looking for the ‘hard’ or clever 
answer can often be a waste of time and effort, especially considering that, for 
a large proportion of time, decision-makers are ‘satisificing’, that is finding the 
immediate good-enough solution that deals with their specific issue rather than 
the best solution.

Intelligence.and.evidence

The last 20 years has seen the advent of intelligence as a mainstream tool 
used by law enforcement. Its relatively recent arrival, however, has dictated 
that understanding of both the intelligence process and any resulting product 
are limited, especially by investigators and those who manage them. This can 
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best be expressed as follows: evidence can be intelligence but intelligence can 
never be evidence. In simple terms, we define evidence as anything that can be 
proven, or more specifically proven in a court of law, and we define intelligence 
as anything that supports the discovery or evidence, or provides direction and 
focus to an investigation. The sometimes murky divide between the two often 
forms the basis for poor decision-making when attempts are made to apply the 
certainty of evidence to the fluid, dynamic uncertain nature of intelligence 
(Longford 2008). 

The.role.of.anchoring

Nothing happens in a vacuum, especially decision-making. Therefore it is 
important to understand how some of the information we use to make decisions 
affects us. There are many ways in which this occurs but one of the most common 
and powerful is that of arbitrary coherence. Arbitrary coherence refers to the way 
that an initial piece of information that is arbitrary, which becomes established 
in our minds, tends to shape how we view any subsequent information. In 
other words this piece of information becomes an anchor around which all other 
information is assessed.

Anchoring is an attempt by the brain to help reduce uncertainty but is in reality 
partly a cognitive bias and partly lazy thinking. Anchoring can be very subtle 
and often unperceived by the decision-maker.

Decision quality
Unfortunately decisions viewed in this way tend not to differentiate between 
false positives and false negatives. A false positive is when a result is shown 
or believed to be positive when in fact it is negative and vice versa for a false 
negative. These two terms tend to be used when speaking about the validity of 
a scientific test, experiment or process. If decision-making as a process is viewed 
as either valid or invalid, then the quality of a decision can be rated more fairly 
despite the outcome. 

This view of decision quality becomes increasingly important as the potential 
or actual requirement to defend a decision escalates. There is a direct correlation 
between the validity of a decision’s underlying process and its ability to be 
defended. The Decision Quality Matrix (Figure 2) shows that an actual positive 
and a false positive may not need to be defended, however an actual negative 
as well as a false negative will. It is very difficult to defend a bad decision, 
however, it is possible to defend a false negative decision that has been perceived 
as bad. Decision-makers should seek to increase the validity of their decisions 
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accordingly because this tends to ensure two things; a higher probability 
of achieving a ‘good’ decision and greater defensibility when a decision is 
perceived as ‘bad’. 

For example after getting a tip and deciding to bet on a horse, a punter confuses 
the race number 2 and horse 3 and bets on horse number 2 to win in race 3. The 
horse wins and pays a handsome dividend, however, for the actual tip, in race 2, 
horse 3 came second last. This was a good outcome but the underlying process 
was flawed. On the other hand, the same punter gets another tip for another 
horse and two days before betting checks the form of the horse. He discovers 
that it runs well on wet, slow tracks and is at very long odds of 100 to 1 and 
rated as very unlikely to win on a standard dry, fast track. The two favourite 
horses are at odds of 2 to 1 and 3 to 1 one, respectively. On the day of the bet he 
contacts the course to discover that it has rained over night and that the track 
has been rated as slow, and the odds of the horse have come in at 20 to 1. He 
makes his bet as an each way bet (win and place) and the horse comes in third 
and pays a reasonable dividend. Although the outcome was not as good, the 
decision was based on sound process.

Therefore it is possible that a ‘good’ decision may not be a valid one in terms of 
process and a ‘bad’ decision may be very sound as far as the manner in which it 
was arrived at was concerned. Figure 2 shows how this can occur.

Figure 2: Decision Quality Matrix
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Decision.practice

The practice of decision-making tends to be unconscious except when the 
criticality or difficulty of it becomes so overbearing that it is impossible to miss. 
When confronted with a decision, officers should first try to understand the 
importance of the decision. 

In order to determine the importance of a decision, answering the following 
questions can assist the decision-maker:

• What effect will the decision have on the goals of the unit or organisation? 

• Will the decision further the achievement of those goals?

• How many people will be affected?

• What resources are involved?

• What are the ramifications of the decision? 

• Will the decision create other problems in other sections of the organisation 
or will it create other problems within the immediate unit or task force?

• What is the relative frequency of the decisions? 

• What is the time pressure? 

The amount of time and effort spent making a decision should directly correlate 
with the importance of that decision. Decision-makers work with limited 
resources, particularly in terms of available time. Time must be budgeted carefully. 
It is pointless and inefficient for decision-makers to spend a disproportionate 
amount of time on decisions of minor importance and yet make major decisions 
without properly examining the circumstances or all the alternative choices.

When an urgent decision is required, a decision-maker can only immediately 
choose among the alternatives that they have identified. Due to time constraints, 
the choice may be an ‘either/or’ situation. In these cases, it is quite possible 
that a less than optimal decision is made because not all the alternatives have 
been identified. Therefore, it is preferable that the decision be structured so that 
later, if necessary, further action can be taken to begin to reduce the uncertainty 
under which such decisions are made.

Biases,.frameworks,.inputs.and.decisions

As the level of criticality or difficulty of the decision increases, so does the 
possibility of the introduction of an extra dimension that cannot be ignored—
sometimes decisions are just not made. In some situations the decision maker 
does not resolve the issue of choice and fails to complete the process. In many 
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cases the impact of not making a decision outweighs that of making a bad or 
invalid decision. Therefore in every case there are six potential outcomes as 
shown in Table 1.

Table 1: Decision quality
Process Outcome Quality

Valid Successful Positive

Valid Unsuccessful Positive

Invalid Successful Negative

Invalid Unsuccessful Negative

No Decision Successful Negative

No Decision Unsuccessful Negative

Table 1 highlights four decision processes that have negative quality ratings. 
For these types of decision processes, ‘invalid’ and ‘no decision’ tend to be the 
result of errors, flaws or undue influence in terms of biases, frameworks and 
information.

Biases, as described earlier, are the unconscious processes that are continuously 
occurring within people’s heads and are indicative of their mental patterns and 
cognitive processes. Frameworks that support decision-making revolve around 
critical thinking. Critical thinking refers to those kinds of mental activities that 
are clear, precise, and purposeful and aimed at achieving a real or potential 
outcome.

Input issues, primarily those related to information, can include factors such as:

• information overload

• information quality

• too many alternatives

• insufficient alternatives

• low visibility of consequences

• unattractive consequences.

Ultimately these factors contribute to uncertainty which, as a cognitive state, 
is subjective for the individual. This tends to be a personality or bias issue that 
can be difficult to deal with. There are, however, tools and techniques to help 
deal with these factors and they all tend to fall under the banner of intelligence, 
including behavioural intelligence and intelligence analysis. 

Behavioural intelligence allows officers to understand the impact of their 
own biases and to mitigate and manage for them. Intelligence methodology 
creates greater visibility of new or better alternatives that may not have been 
considered, and subsequently illuminates potential consequences that were not 
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previously apparent. Utilising the intelligence process, a good decision-maker 
will be able to readily define the scope of alternatives immediately available and, 
drawing on a wide range of resources, generate further imaginative, innovative 
and practical alternatives. The potential consequences of these alternates can 
have increased visibility and subsequently levels of uncertainty can be reduced.

Where to next?
How does our education and research intersect with the insights from the other 
chapters? Clearly some of the topics are more relevant than others.

Robyn Attewell’s (2010) work on statistics has provided some very useful 
insights. Reasoning by analogy she draws very interesting comparisons between 
disease and crime. There is clearly room to draw further upon this comparison 
in order to try to understand how tools and techniques used to deal with 
disease, especially identification of root cause and subsequent spread, could 
have application when dealing with uncertainty in crime. More practically, 
her approach to statistics—and how they both contribute to uncertainty but 
may be used to help reduce it—is significant. This is especially so when we 
consider that the use of statistics within the intelligence arena has been crude 
and in many cases misleading. Clearly there is a role for the use of statistics in 
reducing uncertainty and the challenge is to devise ways to use them to easily 
and practically enhance decision-making.

While the chapter by Carmen Lawrence (2010) deals with issues that are largely 
outside the sphere of decision-making that we work in, she highlights some 
important synergies. One is her statement that, ‘[i]n reality, the developed world 
has never been safer’ which is in line with our position that uncertainty is a 
cognitive state, and that, whilst external events contribute to uncertainty, the 
uncertainty itself originates in the mind. Where we would disagree, however, 
is on the value of problem-solving as a tool to reduce uncertainty. It is our 
experience that whilst problem-solving can be helpful, it is often problem 
identification that contributes more significantly to reducing uncertainty.

Lawrence’s examination of how fear contributes to uncertainty and the way this 
is used in politics would seem to warrant more research. In our consultancy 
work on decision-making we explore the role of fear through avoidance and the 
impact of emotion. Lawrence demonstrates that police have to deal with the fear 
of others (politicians, other police, the public), as well as their own fear and this 
is something we will explore further in our training programs.

A number of other papers spend varying proportions of their time positing 
risk management as a mechanism for reducing uncertainty. Anecdotally 
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there appears to growing evidence that effort put into risk identification may 
contribute more significantly to reducing uncertainty, especially in policing. 
This point is inadvertently alluded to by Neil Fargher (2010) in the conclusion 
of his paper, and more succinctly by Richard Jarrett and Mark Westcott (2010). 

Jarrett and Westcott also make a very interesting attempt to provide a better 
understanding of uncertainty by quantifying some of the contributing factors 
such as risk and consequence, both of which are key to the decision-making 
process. They identify both alternatives and consequence as key factors in 
uncertainty, both of which our model (Figure 1) of decision-making posit as key 
components. 

Of most interest is their formula for quantifying risk which ultimately multiplies 
consequence by likelihood. The formula itself appears valid, however, as with 
their attempts to reduce many situations to simple outcomes such as cost, their 
position fails to account for the complexity and difficulty associated with 
assessing likelihood. Evaluating and accounting for likelihood is one of the key 
areas that can be earmarked for future research. 

Similarly, Sue Wilkinson’s (2010) assertions in regards to interoperability 
present an obvious avenue for research. Anecdotally, most interstate or national 
operations elevate the levels of uncertainty for individual police, especially 
when two key issues arise: competing priorities and failure to share information. 
A greater understanding of exactly how these two issues impact on uncertainty 
would provide a significant springboard for more pragmatic approaches.

Finally, Michael Smithson’s (2010) paper generates more questions than it 
answers, yet provides the most significant avenues for exploration. The practical 
value of these may not be immediately obvious, yet they have the greatest 
potential for modifying how we approach uncertainty in general and decision-
making more specifically and certainly warrant further examination. The ideas 
that call for discussion are:

1. The relationship between uncertainty and ignorance, including Smithson’s 
1989 taxonomy. From the perspective of the work we undertake, there is no 
doubt that ignorance can contribute to uncertainty, but they differ in so far 
as ignorance tends to describe a discrete lack of knowledge or information 
whilst uncertainty describes a cognitive state. 

2. The focus on alternatives, especially partitioning. From a decision-making 
perspective, this highlights the problem of decision-makers failing to pursue 
consequences. Whilst the examination of partitioning is entirely valid in 
terms of alternatives, it fails to provide any direction for those engaged in 
the assessment of consequences, specifically about risk and limitations. Yet 
it may be that very examination that results in a more clinical approach to 
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what could be considered one of the more subjective aspects of decision-
making. 

3. The exploration of guilt and innocence tends to fall outside the purview 
of police, however, it is important to recognise that even the inclusion of a 
‘third option’ fails to account for a system which has always been based on 
the paradigm that it is better that ten guilty men go free than one innocent 
man be convicted. In effect the system is designed for this. 

4. The exploration of the issues of probability, as they relate to the decision 
to investigate a homicide, correctly discredits any attempt to develop any 
formula for the instigation of an investigation. On the other hand it supports 
the concept of Standard Operating Procedures as a set of guidelines to be 
interpreted according to the individual situation each decision-maker 
encounters. 

The rest of Smithson’s paper either subtly, or inadvertently, supports the role 
and function of intelligence as an essential tool to support the management of 
uncertainty in the investigation of serious and organised crime. He identifies 
and articulates, in some deal of complexity, issues and factors that will never 
be examined by many decision makers, yet they speak to the heart of how 
intelligence may change the way decisions are made in law enforcement. 
Intelligence provides tools to assist with the reduction, evaluation and collation 
of raw information and thereby increases its utility in managing uncertainty. 
Smithson has started to provide some of the questions that, if answered 
effectively, could guide the development of the way intelligence is used to 
reduce uncertainty. Of greater significance is that an increasing understanding 
of Smithson’s proposals illuminates the void between the worlds of academia 
and officers, and how the narrowing of this chasm may be the most important 
outcome of this book. 

Finally, there are assertions by some of the papers that humans either do not 
know or do not want to know certain things. This may be true and, in effect, 
may constitute an attempt to deal with uncertainty by reducing the amount 
of information a particular individual has to deal with in to order to make a 
decision. It does fail to take into account that, whilst the amount of information 
may contribute to levels of uncertainty, it is the way each individual deals with 
the amount of information that is at the core of how uncertainty affects decision-
makers. Uncertainty is a cognitive state and the relationship between it and 
the key to many human interactions—confidence—is an inversely proportional 
one. Ultimately it will be research into the mechanisms and techniques 
whereby individuals manage and mitigate their own levels of uncertainty and 
subsequently deal with their own levels of confidence, or indeed self esteem, 
that will provide the most important and pragmatic inroads into how uncertainty 
can be dealt with.
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Conclusion
If, as a result of this chapter, it becomes apparent that decision-making 
constitutes one of the most significant contributions towards the inherent 
nature of uncertainty in law enforcement, then it should be obvious that any 
measures that seek to make decision-making either easier or more accountable 
have a reasonable degree of value in dealing with uncertainty. The real value of 
this chapter and, more importantly, the approach of this book lies in attempts to 
engage a multidisciplinary approach to improving decision-making and dealing 
with uncertainty. As Smithson and others rightly point out, the emphasis 
should not be so much focused on eliminating or even reducing uncertainty, 
but learning to deal with it in a way that is efficient, effective and justifiable. 

Uncertainty is a constant factor in life. It makes life, particularly that of a law 
enforcement officer, difficult. A multidisciplinary approach has great potential 
for making life easier. 
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