
5 TH E DECISION-MAKING PROCESS 

When wrestlin g wit h problem s lik e deforestation , wate r pollution , los s o f 
biodiversity and a fragile food supply, decision-makers are presented with a series of 
major challenge s relatin g t o information . Firstly , the y mus t lear n ho w t o 
discriminate betwee n informatio n sources , which ma y carr y differen t messages 
and vary in quality. Secondly , they must learn how to integrate different type s of 
information to formulate a proper perspective on the issues concerned. Finally, they 
need to clarify information into a series of practical options which may be evaluated. 
To address these challenges full y ma y require decision-makers t o liaise effectivel y 
with the scientific communit y and make appropriate use of information technology . 

The unprecedente d amoun t o f informatio n whic h i s no w availabl e t o 
decision-makers shoul d hel p the m arriv e a t sounder , faste r an d mor e transparen t 
decisions. However, these expected benefits often do not materialise in practice. One 
reason is that although the amount of environmental informatio n ha s grown, so has 
the apparent complexity of the issues which need to be tackled. This is most clearly 
evidenced in terms of the numbers of stakeholders who now expect to be involved in 
environment-related decisions, and the challenges this creates in finding a consensus. 

Realistically, environmental information i s only one factor influencing the way in 
which decision s o n livin g resource s ar e made , an d i t i s no t alway s th e mos t 
significant. Personal opinions, political and economic dogma, market pressures, and 
legal necessitie s als o influenc e decision-making . However , informatio n ha s th e 
power t o b e mor e objectiv e tha n othe r influences , especiall y whe n generate d b y 
recognised mean s such as the scientifi c method . The importance o f information t o 
decision-making wa s note d a t th e Earth  Summi t i n 1992 , in the for m o f a  whol e 
chapter of Agenda 21 (Chapter 40). The Convention on Biological Diversity also 
places information managemen t a s a top priority (see Articles 7 and 17) , notably in 
connection with the preparation o f national biodiversity strategie s and action plans 
(Article 6) , an d report s o n measure s take n t o implemen t th e Convention' s goal s 
(Article 26). 

The establishmen t o f a  modern theor y o f decision-making i s often attribute d t o 
Herbert Simo n (se e fo r instanc e Newal l et  al.  1958 ) who postulated a  three-stag e 
process: intelligence, design and choice. In the intelligence stage the decision-maker 
gathers information relevant to the subject or problem; in the design stage alternative 
courses of action (options) are identified and their consequences forecast on the basis 
of availabl e information ; finall y a  preferre d cours e o f actio n i s chosen . Th e 
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decision-making proces s i s considere d t o b e 'rational ' i f th e choic e i s base d o n 
objective criteria , such as the minimisation of costs or the maximisation of benefits. 

Whether truly rational or not, whether supported by computer systems or not, the 
decision-making process will usually be similar to that shown in Figure 4 (adapted 
from Brooke s et  al.  1982) . Important element s ar e the information sources , which 
enable options t o be evaluated objectively , an d a  feedback loo p to ensure tha t th e 
impact o f a  decisio n i s bot h monitore d an d reviewed . Th e rationa l argumen t fo r 
conservation and sustainable use of living resources is often very clear. What remains 
is to rais e awarenes s o f thi s argumen t ove r competin g interests , s o tha t th e 'gut ' 
feelings of decision-makers are influenced by objective, not subjective criteria . 

Brookes et al. (1982) point out that rationality becomes difficult whe n subjectiv e 
concepts suc h a s 'qualit y o f life ' an d othe r cultura l value s influenc e th e 
decision-making process. In such cases, there is a risk that rational options may be 
ruled ou t before the y have been properly  considered , by virtue o f their cultura l o r 
personal unacceptability . O f course , subjectiv e influence s d o no t alway s wor k i n 
opposition to the environment. Many indigenous peoples, for example , have belie f 
systems which are naturally sympathetic to conservation goals. 

12 WCMC Handbooks on Biodiversity Information Management 



Volume I Information  and  Policy 13 

Figure 4 Th e decision-making process 
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