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ABSTRACT

How we see decisions has changed significantly over the past few decades. However, what has
not changed is that any decision requires knowledge, and this knowledge needs to be validated.
In a traditional view, choice is preceded by intelligence and design, more recently, it has been
argued that choice is often the first step, followed by intelligence and design to provide an
explanation to the stakeholders. We introduce a process of knowledge validation for decision
making, useful in both types of decision situations. In this paper we suggest a process of knowledge
validation for decision making that comprises three facets: consistency, relevance, and
applicability. The increased transparency of the validation process, however, does not enable
competitors to copy knowledge, as due to the personal nature of knowledge and decisions only the
stakeholders will be able to make sense of the consistent, relevant and applicable knowledge.
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Introduction

INTRODUCTION

In this paper we explore decision making as applying knowledge in a decision situation. Our quest
is a methodological one, namely we are looking into the methods of making decisions. The aim of
the paper is to gain insight about one of the most important and also most problematic
methodological concepts: validation. Our departure point is not a gap in the literature but a gap
between what the literature says and what we have experienced in our consulting practice
supporting decision makers.  This idea follows the principle of phenomenon-driven or
“phenomenal” theorizing (Fisher et al., 2021; von Krogh et al., 2012; Ployhart & Bartunek, 2019).
We do not theorize but problematize the phenomenon, so we are not offering a solution to a problem
that has been identified, instead, we describe what we see in the real world, compare it with what
the literature says about decision making, and we offer some insights that will help formulating a
research problem, or several research problems, in the future (cf Bas et al., 2022). Providing a
platform for formulating new problems is the less tangible contribution of this paper. The more
tangible contribution, which is directly relevant to both scholars and practitioners, is bringing in the
philosophical notion of validity into the area of decision making. Of course, academics validated
their solutions for problems in the research area of decision making before, what is new is that we
bring validation into the decision-making process (method). In order to achieve this in a way that
practitioners can also make use of, we reinterpret validation in a way that is not less rigorous but
utilizes a streamlined argument; admittedly, we do not claim that the same approach would work
in an area beyond decision making research and practice.

In another sense, we could say that this paper is the beginning of our engagement with the
toughest problem we came across during the past few decades of our academic life: the problem of
validity (Dorfler, 2016; Velencei et al., 2016). The positivist philosophy of science has recognized
the problem of validity for a long time, and it is dealt with in a manner that suits this particular
philosophical position. However, this approach is of limited use, as soon as we step out of either
the positivist worldview or the scope of scientific disciplines. We step out of both. Our aim is to
examine validity of idiosyncratic (subjective) knowledge and we are interested, apart from the
academic realm, also in the applied context. More precisely, we are interested in new knowledge,
produced within or outside the scholarly arena, that business practitioners use or could use.

As a first approximation, validating some knowledge can be described as figuring out
whether that particular knowledge works or not. Knowledge cannot be regarded in a complete
isolation, so validation always occurs in a particular context. This context is called the scope of
validity. As we are interested in how practitioners adopt some new knowledge (which is not
necessarily newly created knowledge but it is new for that particular practitioner) and consider
making use of it. The problem of validity is one of the toughest problems that scholars need to
engage in, and it is an essentially philosophical-methodological problem. In contrast, it seems that
practitioners are doing validation on daily basis; for them validating seems to be applied practice.
In this paper we attempt to resolve this paradox — not solving the problem of validity for scholars
but making sense of it for practitioners, which hopefully also yields some insights for scholars.

In what follows, we start providing a brief overview of the recent developments in the
scholarly understanding of decision making in order to lay the foundation for the subsequent
discussion. We continue by unpacking the concept of validity, re-interpreting it to suit our scope
of interest in this paper. In the next section we zoom into how validation is done at the highest level



The Changing world of decisions

of abstraction that is relevant to our inquiry; this level belongs to the realm of knowledge philosophy.
Then we close up on the particular use of knowledge in decision making; we could call the field in
which this takes place decision philosophy. Finally, we provide concluding remarks rather than a
conclusion, signifying that we are at the beginning rather than at the end of a philosophical and
methodological but necessarily applied journey.

THE CHANGING WORLD OF DECISIONS

The purpose of this section is to offer a brief overview of how the conceptualizations of decisions
have evolved in the recent times (see also Dorfler, 2021). The most significant advancement in
understanding decisions was James March’s (1991) seminal ‘How Decisions Happen in
Organizations’. After that a few other important reconsiderations took place; namely the role of
intuition was taken more seriously (Kahneman & Klein, 2009; Sinclair & Ashkanasy, 2005),
rationality was questioned further (Ariely, 2009; Ariely & Trower, 2019), and various aspects of
choices, that were substantially neglected before, have been brought to focus of some explorations
(lyengar, 2011).

The dominant view of decisions from the Enlightenment until the mid-20"" Century was
‘total rationality’, with the assumption of fully measurable and calculable variables, complete
information, including the knowledge of consequences of alternative actions, and computing power
that allows for optimization. That is why this era is also referred to as the Age of Reason (cf Polanyi
& Prosch, 1977; Simon, 1983). Then Herbert Simon (1947, 1955, 1956) introduced the notion of
bounded rationality, offering an approach that is closer to real world decisions. In the real world
not everything is measurable and even what is possible to measure may not be on the same scale.
What cannot be measured is not necessarily less important than what can be measured, so leaving
the unmeasurable out of consideration, is likely to lead to bad decisions. Information is incomplete,
while there is too much of it at the same time. Finding relevant information and selecting it from
the abundance of available information, are equally difficult, often impossible. We face severe
limitations regarding time and computing power, in spite of the ever-increasing computer speed,
partly because obtaining and recording information is expensive as well as time-consuming. But if
we did have all the information that may be relevant, and we had to figure out what is relevant, the
fastest computers on earth would not be sufficient. Furthermore, decision alternatives may not be
readily available, or the decision makers want to create additional ones, and while they examine the
existing ones, someone else may create new alternatives that should be considered. Goals may
often contradict each other, and the decision maker may want or be expected to follow all or, at
least, several of them. Finally, the consequences of different courses of action are typically not
known, as by the time the decision is implemented the context may change in ways that are
impossible to predict at the time of the decision. In short, we are, more often than not, missing all
the requirements of total rationality, and it is sufficient to miss one in order for optimization to
become impossible.

Between total and bounded rationality, a variety of approaches has been developed to
handling risks and conflict. This is also what an MBA course on decision making would typically
cover. Only occasionally we come across classes on heuristics and biases (Kahneman et al., 1982;
Tversky & Kahneman, 1974), decision traps (Hammond et al., 1998), and perhaps of superficial
mentions of intuition and emotions, usually limited to what Simon (1987) said on the topic.
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Uncertainty is usually conflated with risk, the Knightian conceptualization of uncertainty (Knight,
1921, 1923), if mentioned, is described as a minority view, although there is ample argument for
regarding today’s business context as baseline uncertainty (Shubik, 1954; Spender, 1989, 2014,
2018, 2021). In other words, we could say that we live in the Age of Unreason (Handy, 1991). In
terms of what is available in the scholarly literature, each of these topics has enough content for a
full semester class each; they simply did not make it into the mainstream.

All the previously mentioned approaches to decision making focus on the thinking of the
individual decision maker; and it can be argued that scholars have by now achieved a decent
understanding of individual decision makers’ mindsets. Although the different approaches are often
mutually exclusive or, at least, partial, together they paint a reasonable and more or less complete
picture of the individual and isolated decision maker who does not have any other concerns, for
whom nothing else exists in the world. However, in reality decision makers rarely exist in complete
isolation and they are concerned with a lot more than the particular decision at hand. To account
for these, March (1991) suggests that that decisions ‘happen’ rather than ‘being made’ and therefore
the organizational processes that result in decisions “may be poorly comprehended by a conception
of intentional, future-oriented choice” (March, 1991: 97).

As the first iteration of reconsidering the (boundedly) rational choice approach, March
suggests looking into the expectations faced by the decision maker, which may take the form of
rules (organizational procedures), traditions, cultural norms, the notions of what is appropriate in
that context, obligations, and duties; furthermore, there are others taking actions that affect the
decision maker, may provide advices, etc. According to March, decision makers often follow these
expectations and advices and consider others’ actions, while, at the same time, they ignore their
own, fully conscious preferences. What further complicates the situation is that, there are always
too many rules that apply in any particular situation and, similarly to the goals, they are often in
conflict. Therefore, March suggest the logic of describing any decision situation using all the rules
that apply and then the decision makers consider which ones are most consistent with their
respective identities. The essence of this approach is that it shifts the focus from the consequences
of choices (rational or otherwise) to the starting point of the decision situation. A more recent
development of this line of inquiry suggests that decision makers may chose not to do what is
expected from them, instead they misbehave (Baracskai & Dorfler, 2017; Thaler, 2015).

The first step of reconsidering decisions suggested by March was about shifting the focus
from the consequences of the choice to the starting picture, to the decision situation. However, in
this first reconsideration a decision is still about the choice. As the second step, March (1991: 107-
108) suggests that if we are to talk about real organizations, we need to move away from the notion
of choice. He lists a number of reasons for this. First, in a real organization there are many things
happening at the same time, the decision at hand is only one of them. And, of course, at least some
of those many other things can be related to the decision at hand. The many other things do not
only include other projects, other decisions and such, but also people, ideas, problems, solutions,
alliances and adversaries, and all these are also changing all the time. Note the parallels with
Lakatos’ (1978) argument to consider research programs rather than research projects in philosophy
of science. Furthermore, the decision maker’s perception and preferences are also changing all the
time, as do the perceptions and preferences of all the other people involved or just being around.
These changing perceptions and preferences will also alter who is an ally or an adversary, where
the networks are, who is in which network, etc. The context is not only changing but also
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immensely complex, problems, solutions, opportunities, ideas, people, and outcomes are mixed
together in ways that their connections become unclear and their interpretation uncertain. The
complexity and the change together describe turbulence, or dynamic complexity, where the
momentary situation is complex and it is also changing in complex ways. March also specifically
highlights the role of technology in this situation, technology itself being complex and rapidly
changing and it is also typically poorly understood by the decision makers. Today the most
significant technology relevant to decision making is artificial intelligence (Dorfler, 2020, 2022b,
2022a). These together lead to a weird picture of organizations and the decisions that take place in
these organizations. Adopting an ‘organizing’ perspective, i.e. a process view of an organization,
we would find that individual actions are only loosely coupled to each other. When problems are
solved, the solutions seem to be only more-or-less related to the problems that they solve. Often
the solution lead to policies that are never implemented. Finally, the decision makers are considered
to be solid points who are exactly where they are supposed to be, while in reality they seem to
wander in and out of a variety of decisions.

From this initial description, March derives at a series of interim conclusions. His first
assertion is hardly surprising, i.e. that decisions do not happen in hierarchies, as organizational
charts describe them, but rather in continuously changing and partially overlapping networks of
people within and in-between organizations or parts of organizations (cf Mintzberg & van der
Heyden, 1999). The second, less obvious, point is that orders, whether intentionally set or
emergent, tend to be temporal (time proximity relevance) rather than consequential (cause-effect
relevance). The reason for this is that decision makers are simultaneously involved in many
different networks, problems, issues, etc. Furthermore, problems and solutions, decision situations
and decision alternatives, and even decision makers are time-dependent. This has two aspects, the
first when they arrive and get noticed, and the second is their life span, meaning how long they are
around, and how long they are valid. In addition, decision makers are human, therefore they will
find some people, activities, ideas, etc. to be more attractive than others. While they can certainly
explain why they are attracted to one rather than to another person or activity or idea, there is a great
deal of subjectivity and value judgement involved. The attractiveness is often ephemeral but it
always has a temporal dimension. This also means, that attention becomes a valuable currency —
when the decision makers attend to some things, they do not attend to other things (cf Davenport &
Beck, 2001). As a consequence, problems and solutions, decision situation and decision
alternatives get linked not because they are in means-ends relationship, but because of their close
to one another in time. The third point that March raises relates to the subjectivity and judgement
of the attractiveness perceived by the decision maker; it concerns symbols and values in the
construction of meaning. Very eloquently, March (1991: 110) observes that “/i/ndividuals fight
for the right to participate in decision processes, but then do not exercise the right. ” March explains
this by positioning decisions as opportunities for the decision makers to demonstrate their virtues
or explain what is going on, to reconsider or reaffirm their alliances and make new ones, to rub
shoulders with the right people, to educate newcomers (about and within the lines of the
organizational traditions) and ultimately also to simply have a good time being involved in the
decision.

The three points raised by March, together, portray an unusual and perhaps surprising
picture of decisions in organizations. Decision makers request great deal of information (outcome
of analyses) for their decisions, but then they barely use them, at least as an input to their decisions.
If used at all, these analyses are typically used to post-rationalize decisions that have already been
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made by other means — or paraphrasing March, that have already happened. Instead of attending
to the information requested from and provided by the analysts, decision makers seem to be
primarily occupied by scanning the horizon for ideas, opportunities and people. Outcomes of
particular decisions seem to be significantly affected by things outside the scope of those decisions,
often with no apparent connection to them. It is again the temporality that plays a role: it is decisions
and other activities that are happening around the same time. Values propagate through multiple
and overlapping networks, so what others in those networks find particularly interesting or
particularly non-interesting will affect the decision at hand. The culmination of March’s (1991:
110) argument is suggesting that “decision processes are only partly —and often almost incidentally
— concerned with making decisions. ”

So, a lot has changed in how we regard decisions since the time when optimization and tools
of operational research could find the best solutions. However, at least one aspect of decisions did
not change: every single decision is about implementing knowledge in the scope of the particular
decision at hand. Successful decisions can only happen if the implemented knowledge is valid in
the scope of the corresponding decision. Therefore, we continue our argument by exploring the
problem of validity; starting from a very generic level but quickly getting to what this means for
decision makers.

UNPACKING THE PROBLEM OF VALIDITY

In order to clarify a common misunderstanding surrounding the problem of validity, we begin with
an illustrative example, from the realm of science. When Isaac Newton figured out gravity in the
17" century, he first realized something we can call a rule; namely, that bodies attract each other.
In time, he identified a ‘scope of validity’; namely, he figured out that gravity works for bodies that
have weight. We emphasize that it was ‘a’ scope of validity, so one well-defined area in which the
rule works. A rule together with an identified scope of validity makes a law. From knowing one
scope of validity, we do not know whether there are any other scopes in which the rule is valid, and
we know almost nothing about under which conditions the rule does not work. Only some 250
years later, it was Albert Einstein who worked out under what conditions Newton’s rule does not
work and under what conditions it does: If the speeds are great, close to the speed of light, Newton’s
rule is invalid. As long as the speed is significantly lower than the speed of light, gravity works as
Newton specified. Only since this point in the history of science we can talk about Newton’s theory
of gravity. Theory defined this way is the highest level of scientific achievement, meaning that we
have a complete understanding of any scopes of validity, so we know exactly under which
conditions the newly created knowledge works and under which conditions it does not. From this
starting point it would be easy to criticize the academics in human and social studies in general and
management and organization scholars in particular for their inappropriate use of the term theory
(for a rare positive exception see Weick, 1995b), not to mention the notion of paradigm (cf
Mintzberg, 1978). However, our focus in this paper, are practitioners, and practitioners are rarely
interested in creating a theory; they are typically interested in whether the knowledge works for
what they want to use it. In other words, they are usually satisfied with a Newton-level knowledge
of gravity, where the scope of validity is wherever they want to apply that knowledge, and therefore
they do not need the Einsteinian extension.
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With this initial clarification that also exemplifies the significance of the validation process
in applying knowledge, we now embark on exploring what validity means in science. In the
positivist philosophy of science, that is, in the context of experimental and quasi-experimental
research, there are four aspects of validity: internal validity, construct validity, external validity,
and statistical validity (Campbell & Stanley, 1966; Cook & Campbell, 1976, 1979). The last one
is easy to deal with: when the population consists of 1 (cf March et al., 1991), i.e. in the case of
idiosyncratic knowledge and one-off decisions, statistical validity does not make sense. In this
section we further examine the other three aspects of validity in more detail, trying to figure out
what they mean for our inquiry. We are going back to the well-defined positivist approach to
validity, even though, we clearly cannot adopt this approach in its current form. However, we want
to start from the basis, from the root-concept of validity, in order to keep clarity of how we build it
up for our particular purpose.

There are non-positivist approaches that embrace or, in some case, even focus on,
idiosyncratic research, and many of them engage in the problem of validity. Prominent examples
include Chester Barnard (1938), Henry Mintzberg (1973), Andrew Pettigrew (1973), Max van
Maanen (1973), Colin Eden (1978), and Catherine Cassell & Gillian Symon (2011). We do not
adopt any of these as our starting point, although we admit that these are closer to our view and
need than the positivist conceptualization from the realm of hard sciences. The reason for not
adopting one of these possible starting points is that each of these non-positivist approaches starts
from the positivist notion of validity, each pursues a particular direction, which may or may not be
in full harmony with our specific interest in this paper. In addition, we do not intend to limit our
inquiry to the realm of research, and we cannot foresee at this point what the consequences of this
extended context are. Therefore, we go back to the original, positivist notions of validity, trying to
figure out the essence of validity and the role it plays in the problem area we are currently interested
in.

One aspect of this inquiry is the personal approach of the practitioner who is engaging in
validation; we use this personal aspect to provide the reference point for validating. By doing so
we actually avoid one of the greatest difficulties scholars face in scientific inquiry based on an
objectivist ontology (which is wider than the variants of positivism as realist approaches, including
different versions of critical realism, also hold an objectivist ontological basis); namely the process
of validation in those approaches should also deal with finding an adequate ‘objective’ reference
point. In order to implement the personal perspective as a reference point, we make use of the ‘four
egocentric particulars’ introduced by Bertrand Russell (1923: 100); these are: 1, this, now and here.
Russell emphasizes two characteristics of the egocentric particulars: they are “centrally important”
and “semantically mysterious”. This essentially means that we cannot get rid of them, we cannot
think in any other way than through the egocentric particulars and yet, they seem to be extremely
difficult to define adequately. However, for the purpose of this paper an intuitive understanding of
the four egocentric particulars will suffice.

There is an important lesson that we can learn from the previously mentioned examples of
both Newton and Einstein, and also from more or less any great scientific achievement: only the
knowledgeable should validate. What happened in any of the cases of top scientific achievements
was that someone, who achieved an understanding that no one else did before, was able to identify
a rule and a corresponding scope of validity (science is a good example for this as without
identifying at least one scope of validity one is unlikely to succeed in publishing the results). So,
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in that specific, often very narrow, domain it was a particularly knowledgeable person who was
successful in validation. This is how we can identify the first one of Russell’s egocentric particulars,
the ‘I’, it is the knowledgeable validator.

VALIDITY OF PERSONAL KNOWLEDGE

Our starting point for examining the validity of personal knowledge is the Polanyian dictum
(Polényi, 1962, 1966) that all knowledge is personal and that all knowledge is therefore either tacit
or rooted in the tacit dimension (Polanyi, 1969; Polanyi & Prosch, 1977). This also implies that all
personal knowledge is idiosyncratic. The notion of personal goes beyond the notion subjective;
more precisely, it “transcends the disjunction between subjective and objective” (Polanyi, 1962:
316). The notion of personal knowledge entails intentionality, drive, and passion, while subjectivity
simply involves enduring our feelings. The four egocentric particulars are consistent with the
Polanyian concept of personal knowledge. On the basis of Figure 1 it is clear that the egocentric
particulars can also help personalizing the validation process.

validating the validating the lidating th
consistency relevance valicating e
; . applicability
of accessible of consistent
of relevant knowledge
knowledge knowledge
this now here

Figure 1: Three facets of validity

The (positivist) scientific apparatus is, with rare exceptions, inadequate to handle
idiosyncratic knowledge (Tsoukas, 1989), not to mention handling ‘extraordinary’ cases
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1997; Dorfler & Stierand, 2019; Gardner, 1997; Maslow, 1971). Furthermore,
the discussions of validity are typically focused on the validity of research results. In contrast, we
need to deal with new knowledge that may or may not originate from within the realm of science —
it will often originate from business praxis and links closely with the concept of phrénésis
(Antonacopoulou, 2019). It can often be the case that the new knowledge qualifies as
‘extraordinary’. In either case, what we are interested in is how business practitioners adopt new
knowledge and this involves abandoning the scientific rigor in favor of a not less rigorous logic of
business praxis. The starting point of describing what the three facets of validation mean for
personal knowledge is accessible knowledge (cf Dorfler, 2010). This may include knowledge
created by the knowledgeable validator but it will more often simply be knowledge the
knowledgeable validator finds in the realm of accessible knowledge (knowledge that the
knowledgeable validator does not have access to, cannot enter the validation process).

The internal validity of some accessible new knowledge is concerned with the extent to
which a coherent reasoning can be delivered that is sufficiently convincing for the user (Gibbert et
al., 2008). Using the four egocentric particulars we can say that | can make sense of this knowledge
in a purely intellectual context. It is not simply the accessible knowledge in isolation that is getting
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validated here, but the obtained accessible knowledge as part of the personal knowledge of the
knowledgeable validator. In contrast with the positivist notion, internal validity understood this
way does not need to be fully organized (well structured), it is not necessary to understand all the
elements of it and all the relationships between all the elements, it can contain some unknown and
even some contradictions, as long as the knowledgeable validator can make sense of it. We call
such knowledge consistent.

Construct validity of consistent knowledge is concerned with the extent to which knowledge
corresponds to the phenomenon that it refers to (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Gibbert et al., 2008).
Using the egocentric particulars, we can express this asking whether this knowledge helps me make
sense of the phenomenon | am interested in now. Therefore, construct validity does not require a
complete description of the phenomenon of interest, it will typically help the sensemaking process
by highlighting the phenomenon or a detail of it from a particular perspective which is relevant for
the knowledgeable validator (cf Weick, 1979, 1995a, 2012). As the consistent knowledge of the
knowledgeable validator is validated against the phenomenon (s)he is interested in, we do not step
out from the realm of personal knowledge. Henceforth we call such knowledge relevant.

External validity is what most researchers associate with generalizability. In other words,
external validity is concerned with the ‘intuitive truthfulness’ (cf Gibbert et al., 2008) of knowledge
about a phenomenon beyond the setting in which the phenomenon has been studied (e.g. Austin et
al., 1998: 165; Calder et al., 1982; Eisenhardt, 1989; Gibbert, 2006; McGrath & D, 1983; Scandura
& Williams, 2000). By definition idiosyncratic knowledge only applies to a single context, to the
one from which it originated. However, we can observe that an experienced psychoanalyst becomes
better and better, moving from one idiosyncratic case to another. The same is true for an
experienced business decision maker or an experienced executive coach. The reason is that with
the next case it is not the results or findings of the previous case that is applied for the new case but
the knowledge acquired through an iterative learning process that occurs from the multiplicity of
idiosyncratic cases (cf Cassell et al., 2009; Keegan, 2009). The knowledgeable validator makes
sense of the phenomenon now and here using all her/his previously acquired knowledge. Using the
egocentric particulars, we could say ask whether this knowledge about the phenomenon | am
interested in now works here (i.e. in the unigue context of the current case). This is still all in the
personal knowledge of the knowledgeable validator. Knowledge that is thus judged to work in the
current case we call applicable.

As we have shown, the four egocentric particulars can help understanding the validation
process in the case of the personal knowledge of the knowledgeable validator, and it emphasizes
the personal nature of the validation process. Perhaps it does not take a stretch of imagination to
say that the personal knowledge of the knowledgeable validator also changes in this process; this
can lead to the argument that validation is a never-ending process. We will get back to this point
later on. We have shown that if we identify the ‘7’ egocentric particular with the knowledgeable
validator, then the remaining three can help explaining the three facets of validation. This’ plays
the most important role in consistency, mow’ is most important for relevance, and ‘here’ is
primarily associated with applicability. Of course, this is a somewhat artificial delineation, and
each egocentric particular plays a role in each of the validation facets. However, the emphasis is
strongly shifting. When validating consistency of some chosen accessible knowledge, the
knowledgeable validator cannot help but thinking about a phenomenon, and a phenomenon cannot
be imagined in a complete isolation from its context. The same applies for validating relevance,
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which, in turn, also affect the sensemaking of the chosen accessible knowledge. Finally, when
validating applicability, the knowledgeable validator will make new sense of the knowledge and
also may become interested in different aspects of the phenomenon, understand it better (or, at least,
differently), etc. With this we simply wanted to emphasize that the validation process is not some
sort of three-step well-defined process but rather an organic process with numerous iterations and
with mutually overlapping aspects — which is why we call the three facets of validity, rather than
three steps or three stages, even though it is true that only consistent knowledge can be validated
for relevance and only relevant knowledge can be validated for applicability. This organic nature
with mutually overlapping aspects and iterations taking place back and forth, makes validation
similar to any other processes of knowing.

It is interesting to find that what we started to describe as the toughest problem for scholars,
is something everyone engages with all the time — and apparently without having major difficulties
in carrying it out. We constantly validate and revalidate personal knowledge for the sheer interest
of it, for what it describes or for what we want to use it. However, if we asked people whether they
validate or not, very few would admit engaging in something apparently so complex (although we
did not conduct a controlled study, we have asked a few dozen random people, and nobody
answered positively). We believe that the reason is that nearly all validation happens intuitively,
and thus remains in the tacit domain (cf Dorfler & Ackermann, 2012). This makes it even more
interesting to examine the process of validating undertaken by decision makers, as in decision
making intuition also plays a significant role. In the following section we explore the process of
validating in the context of business decision making.

VALIDITY OF PERSONAL DECISIONS

As March (1994) says, the first question any decision maker asks, consciously or unconsciously, is:
‘Who am I?° Very few decision makers are as strong as Don Quixote to claim the identity of
‘knight-errant’. The identity is defined by using all four egocentric particulars: ‘Who am I in
relation to this decision, now and here?’ This is what we mean by the notion of personal decisions.
This way, using the four egocentric particulars, we conceptualize personal decisions on the analogy
of personal knowledge, which is an established concept. Due to the flattening organizational
structures and the ever-shortening times available for the particular decisions, we can find that in a
sense everyone is a decision maker. Simply because decisions need to be made quickly, with the
right expertise; this situation is consistent with the notion of subsidiarity (Handy, 2015: 199-202).
However, we could also say that nobody is a decision maker, as there are prescriptions (policies,
procedures, rules) or, at least, organizational routines to be followed in nearly any situation (cf
March, 1991). In order to understand personal decisions better, we need to look at the wider
decision-making process.

There is a perhaps surprising aspect of the answer to the “Who am I?” question: It seems
that nowadays the decision making process often does not follow Simon’s (1977: 40-43) 4-step
cycle. What we can often see is that the decision taking (choice phase) becomes the first step, and
this is followed by the intelligence and design phase; the role of the intelligence and design is to
provide justification to the decision that has already been taken. What becomes important then, is
to describe the reasoning of the decision maker, so that the decision can be explained to the
stakeholders. Next we examine the roles of the three validation facets of personal knowledge in the

10
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personal decision making process; the decision maker now takes on the role of the knowledgeable
validator.

Our starting point is that any decision making requires knowledge. We narrow this down
to accessible and fresh knowledge, without getting into the details of how the decision maker gains
access to this knowledge. Velencei et al. (2016) argued that it is often a coach who brings about
the new knowledge and it may originate from a guru (leading thinker in the problem area, as
identified by Prusak & Davenport, 2003). What is important is that the decision maker can access
this knowledge and it is sufficiently fresh to possibly be of interest for the decision at hand — which
does not mean that it has to be brand new.

First the consistency of this accessible and fresh knowledge is examined. The validation of
consistency happens in the context of pure (abstract) thinking. This is a sensemaking process
(Weick, 1979, 1995a) that is rigorous but not precise, which means that it does not rely on
definitions but follows the art of poetry:

“Don’t confuse rigor with exact definition. Too many definitions kill rigor, which is
why poetic knowledge is more rigorous than scientific knowledge” (Nicolescu, 2016:
76).

The thinking context is that of the business praxis; the corresponding egocentric particular,
as previous is ‘this’ with reference to knowledge. High consistency is achieved if the knowledge
make sense to the decision maker with no reference to the decision at hand at this time. The decision
maker’s consistent knowledge takes the form of a conceptualization.

Next the decision maker examiners the relevance of the consistent knowledge to the
decision at hand. In this process the conceptualization is translated into a description which needs
to be relevant. This validation takes place in the context of thinking of the decision maker,
incorporating the ‘now’ egocentric particular. This means that the decision maker is this time
explicitly focusing on the decision at hand; the ‘now’ provides connection between the knowledge
and the decision. The ‘now’ also emphasizes the ephemeral nature of knowledge; if it was at a
different time, the decision maker may interpret the decision situation differently. As the decision
maker is learning the consistent knowledge, her/his knowledge is changing, which immediately
may give rise to a new sensemaking of the decision situation. This means that the role of time
cannot be overemphasized. Furthermore, not all conceptualizations will yield descriptions that are
relevant, and the same conceptualization may result in different descriptions some of which may be
relevant and some not. This all highlights that decisions are personal.

Finally, the relevant knowledge, which is now in the form of a description, is contextualized
in business praxis in order to achieve applicability. This happens utilizing the ‘here’ egocentric
particular, which refers to the applied context of the decision in which the decision maker is
interested ‘now’. Itisimportant that this applied context is multi-dimensional due to the multiplicity
of stakeholders (cf Ackermann & Eden, 2011). During the validation of applicability, the
description is transformed into an implementation. In order to produce a viable implementation,
the knowledge has to satisfy all the dimensions of the applied context. For every single decision
the context is unique, emphasizing the impossibility of transferring any knowledge that was
successfully applied in the case of one decision to another decision which is in its own context. So
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even if the ‘now’ egocentric particular indicates that it is the ‘same” decision that needs to be taken
multiple times, which means that the description could be the same, the ‘here’ points to the
uniqueness of the applied context, meaning that the implementation will be different. Again, this
is something that we want to emphasize with the notion of personal with reference to decisions.

It is interesting that the validation process (comprising all three facets) is as much about the
decision as about the knowledge used in this decision. By this we mean that at the beginning of the
validation process the decision maker typically cannot articulate what the decision is about. For
example, a person can say that (s)he is buying a car — but such decision does not exist. What the
real decision is depends on the purpose of buying that car. Someone may need a vehicle (means of
transportation) to get from one location to another, someone else may aspire for a symbol of status,
again another person may desire a toy to spend her/his weekend on (waxing, fixing, polishing...).

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Decision makers often tell us that they do not make decisions in the sense described in this paper.
They usually argue that such ‘real’ business decisions are very few and taken by a very small
number of people — often unknown to those that are in managerial positions that we would
traditionally associate with decision making. This is particularly apparent in globalized
organizations: in the subsidiaries decisions are, more often than not, prescribed by a usually
unspecified ‘center’ rather than being taken locally. This is what March (1994) describes as
decisions ‘happening’. However, decision makers still make choices about: which rules | should
follow, with reference to this knowledge, for the decision of interest now, in the context given here.
Therefore the above described validation process at both levels will still make sense (see summary
on Figure 2) in such situations as well. If the decision maker is supported by a consultant who uses
modelling as a decision support tool, including knowledge-based expert system but also quantitative
or qualitative operational research models, these can be useful as validation tools; this will add
another set of items to be validated for consistency, relevance, and applicability. A more detailed
exploration of this issue, however, is a topic for a new inquiry which we intend to undertake for our
next study.

o g
ey = applicability
of accessible of consistent
of relevant knowledge
knowledge knowledge
this now here

Personal knowledge consistent knowledge O relevant knowledge () applicable knowledge

Personal decision conceptualization O description O implementation
Personal knowledge model  conceptual model O descriptive model O applied model

Figure 2: Levels of validation
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