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What is a decision
• 2011 – 2013: Defense Science and Technology 

Laboratory – Social Psychologist for the Armed 
Forces 

• 2014 – 2017 – PhD Military Decision-Making
• 2017: Director Center for Terrorism and Security 

Studies 
• Present: Professor, School of Criminology and 

Justice Studies 
• Funded research for Department of Homeland 

Security, United Kingdom Ministry of Defense, 
Office of Naval Research, National Institute of 
Justice, Defense Advanced Research Projects 
Agency

• Research Expertise: Decision-making in high-
stakes environments, individual differences and 
decision-making, human-AI interaction and 
decision-making. 

ABOUT ME
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WHAT IS A DECISION
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What is a decision

• The goals of todays talk are three-fold:
• Learn the strategies of decision-making 

and where they are relevant 
• Identify the cognitive processes that 

underpin each of they and why they are 
different

• Self-assess how we (and others) may 
vary in these processes

• Three ways this is relevant – (1) 
assessing the self, (2) assessing others, 
and (3) empathy and evocation. 

GOALS



All  Copyright to  ORBIT and associated training materials is copyright Alison and Alison 2012. 
Materials must not be used without express permission.

Cohen and Lipshitz – trimodal model 
of decision-making: 
• Matching (policy)
• Re-commitment (experience)
• Choice (uncertainty management) 

Each one starts from a different 
question (what are they supposed to 
do vs., what do they want to do, and 
why?) and they vary in intensity and 
frequency, and how they are trained 
(and how often). 

WHAT IS A DECISION
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LUCIFER
A field to measurement sandbox

• Interviews with practitioners in the field, extraction of 
key processes, measurement of relevant 
traits/concepts, and testing of hypothesis 

• Personality, values, environment, sleep, physical strain, 
uncertainty, technology. 
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LUCIFER
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Three core functions  
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WHAT DO HUMANS NEED  

Oreg & Bayazit (2009)
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Sensing Choosing  Doing  

Three different processes, three different 
systems, three opportunities for variance  
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Sensing 
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Evolutionary drive to understand 
what is going on.

Uncertainty blocks action and is 
uncomfortable 

We engage in many strategies to 
overcome uncertainty and enable 
action (from information requests 
to bias)

SENSEMAKING
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MAXIMIZING WHAT WE HAVE AND WANT

Step 1: On the paper in front of you to quickly answer these 6 questions on a 
scale of 1 “not at all like me” to 5 “Absolutely like me” .

• In the car I often change song, station, etc., to see if something better is 
available, even if I am relatively satisfied with what I’m listening to.

• No matter how satisfied I am with my job, it’s only right for me to be on 
the lookout for better opportunities.

• I often find it difficult to shop for a gift for a friend

• Picking movies/TV shows is difficult. I’m always struggling to pick the 
best one.

• No matter what I do, I have the highest standards for myself.

• I never settle for second best.
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VALUES AND TRADEOFFS

Values are deeply held beliefs about the world, and 
ourselves. They include factors such as the need to 
be kind, belief that the world is just, everyone's’ 
right to free will. 

Overall values can be thought of in two ways, based 
on how important they are to you;

• Secular Values: Important values that, ideally, you 
would like to support 

• Sacred Values: Non-negotiable values that you 
refuse to sacrifice (e.g., religion)

The combination of values in a decision dictates 
how hard that decision will be for you, and the 
consequences of making a choice.  

Are you here? Or are you here? 
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In our work with soldiers, it impacts 
situational awareness time, 
decision difficulty and willingness 
to approach problems (Shortland et 
al., 2021).

With individuals who conduct 
medical triage it impacted the 
amount of patient information they 
wanted to see, and their 
willingness to black tag. 

MEDICAL/MILITARY 
MAXIMIZATION
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We have individual differences in 
our comfort with uncertainty, the 
intensity of effort we will exert to 
have certainty, and our thresholds 
for action. This is impacted by 
mindset and situation

Inertia comes from not being 
certain enough (and wanting to be)
Maladaptive behavior comes from 
wanting too much, or too little 
Adaptive behavior comes from 
knowing how much is reasonable 
to have in that situation. 

SENSEMAKING

“The quest for a 
positive is a negative 
and the quest for a 

negative is a positive”

Alan Watt’s Reverse 
Paradox
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Choosing 



All  Copyright to  ORBIT and associated training materials is copyright Alison and Alison 2012. 
Materials must not be used without express permission.

VALUES AND TRADEOFFS

Values are deeply held beliefs 
about the world, and ourselves. 
They include factors such as the 
need to be kind, belief that the 
world is just, everyone's’ right to 
free will. 
Overall values can be thought of in 
two ways, based on how important 
they are to you (sacred and secular)
The combination of values in a 
decision dictates how hard that 
decision will be for you, and the 
consequences of making a choice.  
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Step 1: On the paper in front of you rank these values in terms of most to 
least important (noting that all are likely very important)
Step 2: highlight those that are absolutely non-negotiable to you. 

• Protecting the life of a teammate/partner (1)
• Pursue a known enemy (2) 
• Protecting the life of people under my command (3) 
• Completing the mission (4) 
• Protecting the life of a civilian (5) 
• Avoid blame for my actions (6)
• Obey the orders of a superior (7)
• Everyone’s right to free will (8)
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VALUES AND TRADEOFFS

Person A Person B
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Values

Item Factor 1 
Loading

Factor 2 
Loading

Factor 1: Egocentric Sacred Values (alpha = 0.72)
Pursue a known enemy 0.74
Completing the mission 0.70
Obey the orders of a 
superior

0.70

Avoid blame for my 
actions

0.66

Need to exert my 
authority over others

0.65

Act within the law 0.34 0.31
Factor 2: Empathetic Sacred Values (alpha – 0.72)
Protecting the life of a 
civilian

0.80

Protecting the life of 
people under my 
command

0.78

Protecting the life of a 
fellow soldier

0.78

Everyone’s right to free 
will

0.58

Avoid negative 
consequences for your 
action

0.31 0.34

Estimate Std. Error z value P-value

1. Do you sent a helicopter to rescue a soldier (yes/no)

(Intercept) 1.20748 0.90586 1.333 0.1825

Egocentric -0.13196 0.06432 -2.052 0.0402*

Empathetic 0.07474 0.05269 1.418 0.1561

3. Are you going to launch an airstrike (yes/no)

(Intercept) -0.04357 0.84065 -0.052 0.9587

Egocentric 0.12741 0.05809 2.194 0.0283*

Empathetic -0.09848 0.04875 -2.02 0.0434*

5. Are you going to authorize an airstrike (yes/no)

(Intercept) 1.49438 1.05752 1.413 0.1576

Egocentric 0.15826 0.06578 2.406 0.0161*

Empathetic -0.11916 0.05897 2.021 0.0433*
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High-stakes decisions require us to 
choose between competing values. 
What values someone holds 
impacts (1) what they are likely to 
choose, and (2) how difficult they 
will find different decisions. 

Inertia comes from the inability to 
decide what to do
Maladaptive comes from 
prioritizing the wrong value
Adaptive behavior comes from 
protecting and prioritizing the right 
value (to you and/or the 
organization).  

CHOOSING (Values)
“He was telling me that 

I was disobeying a 
direct order and he was 
gonna bring me up on 

charges and I just 
looked at him and said 
‘well, you do what you 
have to do Sir and I’ll 
do what I have to do.’ 
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DOING 
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TIME URGENCY
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ACTING 

We have individual differences in 
our feelings for the need to act. 
These can be driven by (1) a worry 
about time (time urgency), (2) a 
need to seize a positive (positive 
urgency), or (3) our need to escape 
a negative (negative urgency) 
Inertia deciding too late or not at 
all. 
Maladaptive deciding too slow or 
too fast 
Adaptive is using the right amount 
of time in the right way, for that 
specific decision. 
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Improving decision-making requires 
two critical functions.

(1) Self-awareness: Understanding 
the individual differences that we 
possess that interact with the 
decision-making process

(2) Self-control: Being able to 
override the effect of these factors, 
when necessary (and lean into them 
when necessary) to make sure we are 
adapting properly. 

TWO CORE PROCESSES 
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LUCIFER – HOW 
CAN WE HELP? 

Training  what skills to train and 
how (e.g., MoD Hercules 
program) 
Assessment – what traits to 
assess and what it means (e.g., 
ARI)
Decision Support – integrating 
and designing decision-support 
systems and aids (e.g., DARPA)

Email: neil_shortland@uml.edu
l.j.alison@Liverpool.ac.uk

mailto:neil_shortland@uml.edu
mailto:l.j.alison@Liverpool.ac.uk
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LUCIFER – HAVE A GO 
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