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Barriers to DM 

• Decision-making is a key responsibility of senior people in 
business, and the higher up the chain you find yourself, 
the greater the impact of your decisions. 

• Each day we are all faced with making decisions, and 
whilst many are minor, almost insignificant, some are 
large - monumental even.  

• One of the skills that differentiate good leaders from the 
very best leaders is the ability to make critical decisions 
effectively and consistently. 

https://www.alembicstrategy.com/strategic-thinking/barriers-to-
effective-decision-making 



http://www.free-management-ebooks.com/news/barriers-to-problem-
solving/ 



Decision making and problem solving barriers  

Confirmation Bias 
 
•  This is about not following the problem solving method, and so 

introducing bias.  
•  This can be the result of missing steps out, or not using them 

correctly.  
•  Confirmation Bias arises when the approach taken is to confirm 

a preconceived solution. 
•  Basically, you would have found the solution before you found 

the problem, and perceive the problem solving method through 
this lens (perspective and intellectual blocks).  

•  For example, if you feel you already know everything about the 
problem, you won’t perform research, or only research things 
that confirm the appropriateness of the solution you want to 
use. 

Newton, P., Bristoll, H., Problem Solving for Managers” 



Decision making and problem solving barriers  

Mental Set 
 
•  This comes from relying too heavily on heuristics – the clichés 

of problem solving, like a ‘rule of thumb’ or ‘common sense’ as 
a way to solve a problem, rather than actively looking for the 
best or simplest solution. 

•  It is about reusing what has been successful in the past, rather 
than assessing and evaluating the problem. 

•  The heuristic for mental mind set could be called ‘why reinvent 
the wheel’. It relies on previous experiences to direct how a 
problem can be solved. This could be an intellectual block, as 
the problem solver is not prepared to learn new problem 
solving skills, and emotionally relies on familiarity to feel 
comfortable with a solution. 

Newton, P., Bristoll, H., Problem Solving for Managers” 



Decision making and problem solving barriers  

Functional Fixedness 

•  This is about not thinking creatively. It is a narrow mind-
set.  

•  Functional Fixedness comes from people thinking that an 
object has only one function. 

•  Functional Fixedness affects the time taken to make a 
decision.  

Functional fixedness is the inability to realize that 
something known to have a particular use may also be 

used to perform other functions. When one is faced 
with a new problem, functional fixedness blocks one's 

ability to use old tools in novel ways. 

Newton, P., Bristoll, H., Problem Solving for Managers” 



Decision making and problem solving barriers  

Unnecessary Constraints 
 
•  This barrier causes unwarranted boundaries to be placed on a 

problem. It links to trying to solve a problem using previous 
experience of what has worked in a situation and trying to force it to 
work in the current situation, rather than looking for a new solution. 

•  This inhibits creativity. The barrier can be removed by insight. Most 
problem solving methods focus on developing insight into a problem – 
through information gathering, evaluation and assessment. 

•  Unnecessary Constraints could be caused by an intellectual block, or 
an emotional one causing an over reliance on the known. An example 
would be trying to improve a service using current procedures and 
processes, rather than find a solution and design new procedures and 
processes. 
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Decision making and problem solving barriers  

Irrelevant information 
 
•  This is information that is not needed to solve the problem, often 

caused by people diverging from the problem itself, onto other topics 
they feel are related or presenting too much information. 

•  Irrelevant information hinders problem solving as it slows the process 
down, can cause confusion or misunderstandings. 

•  A brainstorming session can be impaired because people want to go 
off topic. This is why many brainstorming sessions have a facilitator to 
get things back on track. When gathering information, it can be 
getting distracted and looking at something that is interesting but not 
useful. It can result in too much information being collected, and 
people having trouble absorbing it. 
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Psychological barriers to decision-making 
•  Lack of information 

•  Limited information 
•  Limited time 

•  Lack of context 
•  Absence of values 
•  Required to examine own values and reconcile with seemingly 

conflicting values 

•  Too much information 
•  Overwhelming information can draw our ability to asses situations 

reliably 

•  Lack of feedback and practice 
•  From supervisors, peers or subordinates 

Newton, P., Bristoll, H., Problem Solving for Managers” 



Psychological barriers to decision-making 

• Cultural barriers 
• Misunderstandings 

• Psychological factors 
• Ego, emotions, patience, procrastination, 

biases 
• Unhelpful theories or use of wrong 
approach 



Problem-solving barriers 



Problem-solving barriers 
• Perspective 
• Perspective causes us to see the world in different ways, 

and from different viewpoints. A marketing officer is likely 
to see a problem in a different way to a service manager. 

• Perspective can cause potential solutions to be missed or 
ignored as unworkable based on our beliefs, attitudes and 
opinions. 

• Emotion 
• Emotional blocks are the things that we feel that stop us 

to problem solve accurately. This could be not suggesting 
an idea because it may sound stupid, and make us 
appear silly. 



Problem-solving barriers 
•  Intellectual 
•  Intellectual barriers can be caused by not having the 

training, skills or knowledge to solve a problem. For 
example, it could be a lack of skills in evaluation or 
research etc. 

• Expression 
•  This is about how we express ourselves. Poor expression 

of problems and solutions lead to misinterpretation and 
communication. 



Barriers caused by environment 



Problem-solving barriers 
• Cultural 
•  This works on three levels.  

•  One is about how we behave in relation to workplace culture and 
ethics. For example, in the workplace it may be discouraged to 
interrupt other employees, so you feel you can’t approach people to 
get their input.  

•  The next is about our own cultural bias. This includes all forms of 
discrimination.  

•  The final one is about how our own culture expects us to behave. 
•  If you come from a culture where it is encouraged to be 

reserved, you may have issues sharing your ideas. If you 
come from a culture where discussion is encouraged, you 
may diverge from the topic. This often starts with ‘By the 
way’, ‘Before I forget’, or ‘While I remember’. 


