Problem Types

Government leaing ratesdepend cruciallon the typs of prblems to be sobd. They
also cepend(in waysthat are still somavhat unclear) on wtho is tryingto solvethem. Ackoff
(1978) notes, and we have seen eatlnat, implicit constaints in the cognive and
intuitive processes of the knower, as well as his or her level of motivation, characteristics of
identity, and perceied norms,esources;onstraits, and isks inthe sociadnd politcal
location (and so forth) need to be included in the model. Asgrmeng to the problem of
differentiation, | will brieflysketch 14 problem typesabhmay generically be ane or less

difficult forgovernment tsolve.

No Prolem

The frst type ofprobkem, fo whid therewill be litle progres, @curswhen the
agendasnd ircentve sytems ofjobsand thebelids het by oher peple n the
organization Berger & Luckmann, 1967) create the understanding that there is no
problem. That is, one condition which applies to many people inyrabs in Washington
is that theysee nomportant problems to slve @ lean about The pb isroutine,the
individualfeelshis o her ®le esposibiity and appopriate ole b jus to do the pb. The
surounding or@gnizaional identity, cuture, and rorms kgitimate thestatis quothe
interest groupsCongress, and bureaucratic supesiare either safiied with, orindifferent
to, the wak. Thus,even if he individualis not ontext embedded (se@.p33-34 above)
and feels a personal drivor better solutins, and even if he ghe attributes to leanmy
the potential of providing a better solution, there are no resources or support to make
headway. And thendividual will likely anticipate (probably realistically) that even if he or
she made peoral headwgathee is 0 recetive acton moodthat an be usd to mwe the

organization.

TethinobgybepadentProlens

It is likely that mostpeopé do no try to learn abat how b sole prdolems i the
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current technologies (intellectual, data generation, andipudation) seem unlikely to

provide an aswer. On the dter hand, there ecabe a miniatue stampede when an

important new technology makes progrpessible. In the swal scienceshé development

of statistical time series has been the basis for most of the work in economics, with
important impacts also on governmentrdeag. Another example is from psychology,

where one of the major spurslearning is when someone conceptuedia new and

interesing variab? (i.e, discoers variace or argulates an aggt of rality in Werners

sense) and evelops a gootheasurenent instrument. This usudly sets into motion a flurry

of research (e.g., on authoritarianism, Machiavellianism, locus of control, fear of success,
field dependence). Ore of the nmetaprobdems of gvernnment andsocial-sciace leaning is

what new technologies woulage useful to increase learning rates.

ResorceDependet Prdolens

A third class of problesiare those wich can be aswered in principléut wherethere
are inadequate resources allocate@aoning activigs. For example, the executive
branch wanted to give serious national priority learning about voting behavior, it could
probably increase learning rates substantially by funding segaratrs to compete with
the Suvey Resarch Ceter atthe Unwversty of Michigan and poviding eah with the

money necessary to do long-range planmng conduct national probability studies.

Similarly, many tleories, measement tediniques, andraining instruments are
availabledr reseatt on how to mprove cris decigain-making pocesses ah¢ politcal
level in foregn-policy or nuaar (e.g.Three Mile Island) crisesyrao diagnose and
potentally amelorate he goupthink sydrome outined byJans (1972) These pobdems
could probablye solved wit enough resourcel these ad many other casesontinued
government ignorance does not se® depend on the ad®ence of good ideas or
technologies but rather tetts low or nonesgtent action moodseVels of aspiran, and

thus, commitment of resources.
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KnownAnswe Prdlens

A fourth type of problem is that where answers are known byeom but the people
who need to knowhem do not. f it is aknown expetype of problem, learning is easy -
call up or hie the experto tell you the answellf it is afragmemed and elisge expertisigpe
of probem, where many peoptave pieces tlie puzzle orelevant kowledge and view-
points, then the answer will be more difficult and require sophisticatathgement,
multiple channel¢Landau, 1969/ 1978gnd alertnest® the rsk of beng game planned
by one set of experts.eNistadt and-inebergs (1978) study of the Ford Admistration
swine flu decision is a recent case study of top government decision makersukdh
easy havedarnednore tha theydid if they ha accuatelydiagnsed theai needsand the

functioning of their own organizations.

Unpraucivdy Camcepualzed Prdblens

A fifth type ofproblem ishat which can be desbed in a genal way, but wherwhat
is laking is auseflispedicaton ofthe pocesss ivolvel which ould ender he
symptoms withn a treatableramework (Etheredgd,976a). For emple, to sathat
government does not learn ¢euse bureaucrats atender-motivated, deferential,
conservative, unimaginative, wbaccept responsibility, and have no curiosity could imply
that the peop involvedand the recrament practces, arehte problem - and thdittle can
be done. Altemative defiitions, howevemight conceptuate these behawis as
intervening variables with the real nature of the probleeing, among others, fear of
authority poorjob designpoor leadeship, leamed helplessnessid withdrawaln bureau-
cratic environmentdyigh stress, low iss, inadequate compaeti, and so on.
Conceptualizing the nature oi¢ problem in these terms may be a better alternative

because it add allow oned do something é&ctive.

Thus, arother metaprodem of government leaning is to identify when the true problemis

a curent wayofthinking almutthe rature ofthe poblem.
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Problems Amenable to Full Scientific Method

Some prblems (., h chemisty, physs,engineeng, a plantbiolagy) canbe
investgated with thedll power @& the scietific method; thats, riggous expemental
conditions and contis applied to phenomena whose natures can be expetyied and
precisely measured, multiple expegntal trials can be done at low ¢amtd constant
coefficientscan be gpected Since thescientific method gpears to b absoltely relisble in
ascertaining causatiqat least where there are good and cameflsearchers), gonenent
learning ates should be highteshen resoumes are devoted these typesf prdolems, as

in the impressive growtmiweapons technology or puigg a man on the moon.

Strang-Nom-Sytem Pobéms

A type d problem whid isreltivelyeasyto learnabou isbehaiorin ocial ysems
with strong norms (i.e., where the answer is obvious because the legitimacy of tlse norm
their salience, andthe costs of deianceoverride othe varialdes ard idiosyncratic variance).
In the army, for example, if you want to learn why people shine their shodanggyou
probably need to look no further to find an answer than the norms of the sySteme

shining in civilian life, however, isgrably devilishly complicated to predict.

Another xkample of strong-rorm systens is ecaomic-rationality sysems where prdit
or utility maximization is a strong norm, the major benefits and costs are normatively
specifiedand fully monetized to albw the ators to appy the noms. Here, at leasin
principle, government can leam the reasors for belavior by analzing \ariations of a
(relatively) small number of variables and can sgeaif prnciple, the appropate policy
changes. (I do not mean to imply thé&tet American economy is the full economic-
rationality system of the textbooks - norm changes away from profit maximization to
satisfiang, or fron monetary rewards to leisure adtes, fo example, may be at work, and

so forth.)
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Plumlist,Low-Nam-Sdience nRapd-Chang Pobéms

An eighth type of problem, common in theitman behaior area of government activity
in pluralist scieties like Americas oppose from the preceding type refedom, or absence
of strong totalitarian control and thus of simple invariant norms, can multiply enormously
the number of vaables that an be relevanpérhaps in dierentways fodifferent people,
Etheredge, 19%a) among people wise behavior constitutes the problem. At one time you
could pedict he likelhood that a marmage would eshin divworce {t wouldn t) because
almost everyone agreéldlat marriage vows shoulcelbinding. Today, learning how to
predict or solvehte problem of divorce can be much more complicated, espenially i
country like the United States whermlted government reduces the capacity to produce
authoritative norms (see Emery &rist, 1965; Trist, 1976, on the causal texture of

environments; see o LaPorte, 1975; Sproul, Weiner, & W olf, 1978).

Forecasting with Uncertd#recedents

A ninth type ofproblem s foecastig (Asche, 1978;Choucri & Rohnson 1978;
Kahn, 1975, especially forecasting effects of menémental chang or novel innovations.
To the extent that this is a qualitatively changing world, govesntnmay not be able to
forecastccuratelyThus, learmig will alwag lag, evemithe ideal casehere all prewus

experience is codified and retrievable, until new experience ataigs

Problems Unanswerable or Unpo§aoh Brain Constraints

A tenth type of prdolem may be that which, bacse of the prblem s essentia
structurethe human mind is irgpable of undstanding.Chomsky, forexample, has
argued that an explatian of the functioning of the brain may fall outside the domain of
theories we are able to understanite@in Restak, 1979, p8323-326). Permuting
Chomsky s idea, it is also possibleahthere are seful questions@vernmer officials are
incapable oéven posig. These would befawo types: thos that cannobe thought of but
which we couldanswer, ad thosethat camot be thought of and couldnot be asweredin

ways the humahbrain ould compehend.
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Sercy Peptation Prblens

Foreignpolicy deaions afen presenspecial ppblems of gaiing accesotsecret
information.Secrecy-blocked learningusitions not on} affect currenAmerican planning
but, perhaps more seriously, turn the inference process into a partial projective test
(Etheredge, 1978) with resulting overca®ince and added difficulty interpreting

feedback from past experiend&af/, 1973) to learn in the long run.

Differat Pe®pé andifferat Cutures Prblans

People usually have a strong edgmtuitive understanding of others who are like
themselves (Cronbach, 1955, 1958; Wrightsman, 1977, pp. 104-112). Presumably then,
government will lag more si@usly in learning to understanding people or countries whose

personalities or cultures are qualitatively different.

TimeCon¢raint Prdolens

Learning seems to require calentime, not just hard-work time, possibly because of
naturalupper bainds to the speedf physiologcal processes of DM\ memory-protein
resynthes and neuron fh rewirings (analoges to the caleshar time whichgeven under
the best of conditions, is necessary to develop physical fitness). If some sectors of the world
change mee rapdly than p@ple @n rehink, therewill be a graving $ortfall in the

growth of intelligence that can be translated into effective policy.

Incderat-Pdicy Privlens

It is presumably easiter learn from expeence when you know what you arc doing and
why you are doing itf goals, theogs, and overall logicafructure of govement
programs are incoherent, people should find it difficult to know what is succeeding or

failing, in what ways, and why (Richardson, 1975; Spreud!.,1978).

94



