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Introduction 
 
Environmental decision-makingτit 
sounds complicated. It sounds like 
something that should be left to the 
experts. And environmental issues can 
be complicated. But environmental 
decision-making in a society shares 
some of the key processes that 
individuals use to make shared 
decisions on a daily basis. If we 
compare the societal decision-making 
process to that of a family, the issue 
becomes a much more manageable 
concept. 
 
Picture a typical family problemτa 16-
year-ƻƭŘ ƎŜǘǎ Ƙƛǎ ŘǊƛǾŜǊΩǎ ƭƛŎŜƴǎŜ ŀƴŘ 
his parents have told him that he will 
need to pay for his own gas and car 
insurance. Until now, his weekly 
allowance from household chores has 
been adequate for his expenses. He decides to get a part-time job to pay for the extra expense 
of driving a car, and his parents approveτa fairly straightforward problem, decision, and 
resolution. 
 
More often, however, solutions are not this simple. What may at first seem like a 
straightforward decision can be affected by variables that complicate the matter considerably. 
Imagine the same basic problem, this time with added factors. In this family, one parent works 
second shift and the other parent takes frequent business trips. The 16-year-old boy has the 
responsibility of watching a 10-year-old sibling most evenings, and a part-time job would 
require that he work in the evenings. In this instance, there are more people involved in the 
problemτmore stakeholders. The solution in this case is less obvious and will need to respond 
to the concerns of all stakeholders.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Members of Congress and those they are entrusted to serve.  
Credits (clockwise): White House, U.S. Census Bureau, Walter 

Bratton, U.S. Census Bureau 
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Public decision-making about 
environmental management 
tends to involve many 
stakeholders and complicated, 
often unexpected, challenges. 
In the case of an oil spill, such 
as the April 20, 2010 
Deepwater Horizon oil spill in 
the Gulf of Mexico, it seemed 
relatively simple to determine 
that the spill must be  
cleaned up and that the 
responsibility for doing so lies 
with whomever caused the oil 
to be spilled. Yet a closer look 
reveals far more complexity. A 
spill of this type and magnitude 
had never occurred before, so 
the crucial immediate problem 
was how to stop the oil and gas 
from escaping the well. There 
continues to be controversy 
over how intense the cleanup 
should beτsometimes the 
cleaning does more 
environmental harm, and is 
more costly, than leaving the 
oil to the forces of nature. The 
assignment of responsibility 
was also complexτwas it 
British Petroleum, owner of 
the Macondo oil well, that should be held accountable? Transocean Horizon, the drilling 
contractor and owner of the oil rig? Halliburton, the company that maintained/repaired the 
well? Initially all denied responsibility, and eventually all shared in the economic responsibility. 
 
In a slightly different scenario, if an area of the ocean becomes contaminated through nonpoint 
sources of human activity, both the identification of the problem and its remediation are likely 
to be complicated.  
 
Many of the decision-making processes that confront society are complex and shaped by a 
multitude of scientific and social factors. Science, technology, economics, politics, public 
opinion, and cultural values all play a role in the decision-making process. Yet environmental 

Deepwater Horizon 
oil spill.  
Credits: Upper, 
Wikipedia ; lower 
USGS 
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decision-making involves at least three particularly challenging twists. When society makes 
decisions about the environment, those decisions affect: 

¶ resources that many communities hold in common,  

¶ determining value of non-monetary aspects of a resource, and 

¶ the range of possibilities that will be available to generations to come. 
 
Environmental technicians, most often on the front lines of the day-to-day environmental 
compliance efforts, find it necessary to solve problems and participate in decision-making on a 
regular basis. This module provides instructors with a technicianΩs overview of the factors 
involved in environmental decision-making, allowing the instructor to teach contextually, 
placing technical decisions in the real world of overall environmental concerns. It may 
sometimes be frustrating to see situations in which an advanced technological solution is not 
implemented to solve a problem. At these times, it is helpful to understand that technology 
may not be the best or only solution, when put into the context of other factors. 
 
Society has responded to the complexity of environmental decision-making by developing a 
variety of structures, approaches, and tools to help make the process of decision-making more 
manageable, as well as to help make the resulting decisions more effective and durable. 
Whether the challenge they face is personal or potentially global, decision-makers should make 
use of as many available resources as possible and take all relevant factors into account to 
determine the most appropriate and effective course of action. 
 

Module Purpose 
 
ά9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ Decision-Makingέ ƛǎ ŀn instructor resource for exploring many factors that go 
into decisions on environmental issues, especially by government bodies, and for examining 
how environmental decisions are developed within a range of contexts, particularly in the 
United States government. Though national government decisions are the centerpiece of this 
module, these resources will inform views of other governmental processes and even decisions 
made in the private sector, including corporations. 
 
Using the other learning modules in the Technology and Environmental Decision-Making series 
as case studies, this core module illustrates the multidisciplinary nature of environmental 
problems and problem solving. The goal is to help instructors of environmental technology, 
natural science, social science, and other disciplines understand the social, economic, and 
political contexts as well as the scientific and technological dimensions of environmental issues. 
This understanding will, in turn, be passed onto their students to help them cope with the 
policy process and need for multidisciplinary teamwork they will encounter when faced with 
tough environmental problems. 
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Links to the other three modules in this series highlight the scope of environmental decision-
making, from the local to the international level. At the same time, they also provide a sense of 
the breadth of the issues, from a specific, identified ground water contaminant to the multiple 
challenges of global climate change. Links to relevant websites provide instructors with 
additional information and resources. The module also features suggestions for class activities 
to increase student understanding. 
 

Module Organization 
 
In attempting to explain environmental decision-making, this module first looks at the 
pluralistic nature of U.S. society and the corresponding design of its decision-making structure. 
Examining the structures and processes in greater depth, the module then identifies the 
decision-makers and the influences they encounter. Finally, it provides information on the 
decision-making approaches and tools available to help practitioners with key components of 
the decision-making process. ά9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ Decision-Makingέ ƛǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ 
studies contained in the other three learning modules in the Technology and Environmental 
Decision-Making series. 
 
Examples and links to additional information are provided to enhance the learning experience, 
as are the additional resources and activities in the Aids to Understanding section.  
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Decision-Making in a Diverse Society 
 
The U.S. Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎƭȅ ŀǎ ŀ άƳŜƭǘƛƴƎ Ǉƻǘέ ƻǊ ŀ άƳƻǎŀƛŎέ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ 
backgrounds and interests. The roots of this nation are fundamentally pluralistic, meaning that 
a basic value of our democratic government is to respect and cultivate the coexistence of a 
variety of groups. The melting pot metaphor has 
generally been used to describe the racial and 
ethnic makeup of our country. However, it also 
accurately describes the wide variety of needs, 
concerns, and interests that differ with every 
individual. Depending on factors such as location, 
income, profession, age, family status, race, and 
personal history, citizens will have widely 
divergent views on many issues, including those 
that affect the environment. 
 
Many times technology specialists wonder why 
simple technical solutions are not quickly 
implemented to solve environmental problems. 
But technology affects different people in different 
ways. When faced with issues that affect a 
ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ 
environment, decision-makers must account for 
differences in values or priorities even when 
implementing a relatively straightforward 
technical approach. 
 
The challenge of making environmental decisions in a diverse society is to find a timely solution 
that balances the concerns and views of conflicting interests. In a pluralistic and democratic 
society, participants in public decision-making analyze the concerns of all parties and try to 
resolve conflicts through a process of discussion and compromise that is open and fair. In 
general, this may be the ideal goal, though it may not be the goal of all of the stakeholders 
involved in the process all of the time. 
 
Within the context of diverse social values and priorities, an optimal decision-making process in 
such a society is one that systematically includes all stakeholders and is informed by current 
science and technological developments.  

Pluralism 
 

άThe group is the primary working unit 
for the system. The system works 

through the push and pull of many 
groups that seek to advance their 

interests by using their resources to 
maximum advantage. Assumes that 

power and resources are widely 
dispersed (although not necessarily 

evenly distributed). Assumes that 
consensus on basic democratic norms is 
necessary to control conflict and permit 
harmonious resolution of differences.έ 

 
Robert Reich,  

former U.S. Secretary of Labor 

http://www.amazon.com/Power-Public-Ideas-Robert-Reich/dp/0674695909/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1444942769&sr=1-1&keywords=The+Power+of+Public+Ideas
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Interests: rights, claims or legal 

shares 

AHC dictionary 

Clash of Values and Interests 

Environmental decision-makers may strive to examine all the facts, analyze the available 
solutions, and then make the best decision possible. However, even the most optimal solutions 
do not always satisfy all parties. Many public disputes, including those concerning the 
environment, involve conflicts of closely held, contrasting values and interests among the 
stakeholders. 
 
The personal values and interests held by stakeholders in environmental decision-making 
processes affect how they participate as individuals as well as how they align themselves with 
various groups that are also active in the process. 5ŜǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΣ ŀ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ 
can be related to many things, including: 

¶ economic interests 

¶ political and economic power 

¶ quality of life (high, middle, low, desire to change) gender, ethnicity, age, family 
structure 

¶ community values, religious and social norms 

¶ history 
 
²ƘŜƴ ƻƴŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ŀnd values differ from those held by other groups, conflict often 
ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎΦ 9ŀŎƘ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ŀǊŜ ǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅ ƘŜƭŘΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇǊƻƳƛǎŜ Ŏŀƴ ǎŜŜƳ ŜƭǳǎƛǾŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ 
reason why many environmental disputes result in legal action. 
 
 

Clashing Views 
 

ά!ǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƭƭ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛǎǎǳŜǎΣ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻƴ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘŜ ǎƛŘŜǎ ƻŦ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŘƛǎǇǳǘŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘƛƴƎ 
personal values. On some level, almost everyone would admit to being concerned about threats 

to the environment. However, enormous differences exist in individual perceptions about the 
seriousness of some environmental threats, their origins, their relative importance, and what to 

do about them. In most instances, very different conclusions, drawn from the same basic scientific 
evidence, can be exǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎΦέ 

 
Theodore D. Goldfarb 

http://www.amazon.com/Taking-Sides-Clashing-Controversial-Environmental/dp/0072430974


 

 

 

Environmental Decision-Making 7 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Thoughts from 1787τ 
Conflicting Interests and Values 

 
άΧǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŘǳǊŀōƭŜ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ŦŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ 
[i.e., divisiveness] has been the various and unequal 
distribution of property. Those who hold and those 

who are without property have ever formed distinct 
ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΧ ! ƭŀƴŘŜŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΣ ŀ 

manufacturing interest, a mercantile interest, a 
moneyed interest, with many lesser interests, grow 
up of necessity in civilized nations, and divide them 

into different classes, actuated by different 
sentiments and views. The regulation of these 

various and interfering interests forms the principal 
task of modern legislation, and involves the spirit of 

party and faction in the necessary and ordinary 
ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΦέ 

 
James Madison,  

The Federalist Papers, 1787 
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Global Interests vs. Community Interests 

 
.ǊŀȊƛƭΩǎ !ƳŀȊƻƴ wƛǾŜǊ .ŀǎƛƴΦ /ǊŜŘƛǘΥ NASA 

 
The issue of deforestation in the Amazon Rainforest is a longstanding example of a conflict of interests 
and values. From the perspective of many scientists and environmentalists around the world, the rapid 
and unmanaged removal of trees in South American rainforests is having an adverse affect on 
biodiversity and the global climate; the global community has a strong interest in reducing 
deforestation. From the perspective of South American developing nations and their local communities, 
the change in forest land use (e.g., food and biofuel crops, cattle grazing) is crucial to the development 
of their countries; they ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǳǘƛƭƛȊŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΩ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ǘƻ 
ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎ ƻŦ ƭƛǾƛƴƎΦ Each side feels that they have a legitimate and pressing 
interest. No definitive compromise between interests has yet been reached in this case at a global level; 
many efforts to address the issue are active at the local level, with varying degrees of success. This 
particular dispute is just one of a multitude of conflicting issues at play in the context of Amazonian 
rainforests.  

For more details on the complexities of this issue, refer to the Amazon Conservation Team website, a 
non-profit organization that works in partnership with indigenous people of tropical America in 
conserving the biodiversity of the Amazon Rainforest as well as the culture and land of its indigenous 
people.  

http://www.amazonteam.org/









































































