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Abstract Ambiguity, the existence of multiple plausible (though possibly contested)

ways of making sense of the characteristics of decision situations, can present signif-

icant difficulties for a wide range of risk management tasks. We will argue that

ambiguity is present in risk management situations to a far greater extent that is

commonly appreciated. The concept of ambiguity has arisen in different forms across

disciplinary literatures and domains of practice. In this paper, we situate our experience

of finding ways of supporting planning and decision-making processes concerned with

ambiguous risks in the context of those wider perspectives. Our own efforts have

employed a hybrid form of problem structuring methods (drawn from operational

research and management science) and ethnography (drawn from sociology and

anthropology). These engagements with organisational and inter-organisational risk

management issues have led us to recognise that ‘untangling’ otherwise intractable risk

management problems may be regarded, in some sense, as a therapeutic process. In this

paper, we develop this therapeutic interpretation of the untangling of collective

ambiguities using illustrations from a concrete problem situation. We set this thera-

peutic reading of decision processes in the context of wider perspectives, including

those drawn from Habermas’ theorisation of communication, the sociology of science

and the literature on citizen engagement and deliberation processes.
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Jill can see Jack can’t see

and can’t see he can’t see.

Jill can see WHY

Jack can’t see,

but Jill cannot see WHY

Jack can’t see he can’t see.

R.D. Laing, Knots

Introduction and background

With this paper, we will review some cross-disciplinary aspects of the inter-

relationship between decision-making and risk management processes. We do so by

focusing on the concepts of ambiguity and therapy. Ambiguity characterises certain

kinds of decision problem which feature the existence of multiple plausible (though

possibly contested) ways of making sense of the ‘facts of the matter’. We will argue

that an important, and perhaps surprisingly large, class of risk management tasks

share these characteristics, so having the tendency to render them difficult,

confusing or possibly intractable. We go on to argue that such problematic

situations may be ‘untangled’ in ways reminiscent of the ‘working through’ of

problems in psychotherapeutic processes.

Our approach draws on our collaborative work, carried out over some two

decades, in which we have brought together ideas and methods from our main

disciplinary homes of sociology and operational research (Rosenhead and Horlick-

Jones 1995; Horlick-Jones et al. 1998, 2001; Horlick-Jones and Rosenhead 2002;

2007; Horlick-Jones and Sime 2004; Rosenhead 2005). Our initial interest in

ambiguity arose from our recognition of the apparent congruence in form between

two kinds of problematic decision-making situations, both of which were ill-suited

for orthodox decision support (Rosenhead and Horlick-Jones 1995). We came to

appreciate that both kinds of situation displayed ambiguity.

The first of these kinds of situation, which had been addressed in the risk

management literature, had led eventually to a realisation of the need for the

development of new tools to provide appropriate decision support (Funtowicz and

Ravetz 1985, 1992). The second kind, associated with the decision-making and

management literatures, had already generated an extensive programme of

empirical work on ‘soft’ methods (Eden and Radford 1990; Rosenhead and

Mingers 2001). The interesting question, it seemed to us, was whether these soft

methods which had been developed to provide decision support in the latter context

could be helpfully applied in the former context; namely in supporting the

management of ambiguous risks.

The risk management literature mentioned above highlighted situations featuring

multiple actors possessing plural rationalities, together with combinations of

systems uncertainty, high stakes, and urgency. Importantly, these situations invert

the classical combination found in decision theory of ‘hard’ science and ‘soft’

values; instead we have ‘hard’ value-laden decisions and ‘soft’ scientific inputs

(Funtowicz and Ravetz 1985, 1992). On the basis of this diagnosis, Funtowicz and
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Ravetz (1985, 1992) advocated the development of a new set of risk management

practices—‘post-normal science’—which would involve multiple stakeholders in

decision processes in dynamic and interactive ways.

The main argument here was that such messy risk management situations

necessitate the development of means to accomplish an integration and contextu-

alisation of multiple forms of knowledge. Engaging with a wider range of both

expert and informal sources of knowledge would allow contested values and sources

of uncertainty, as well as the possible impacts of related matters, to be incorporated

into the decision-making process (Horlick-Jones et al. 2001). At that time, it was not

entirely clear what sort of processes and techniques would be needed to accomplish

these tasks, although there are clear similarities between Funtowicz and Ravetz’s

vision and the form of some subsequent experiments in citizen engagement (Renn

et al. 1995; Horlick-Jones et al. 2007; National Research Council 1996, 2008).

The operational research literature had become progressively engaged with certain

kinds of problematic decision situations. These were variously described as ‘practical’ or

‘wicked’ problems’, ‘messes’, or ‘from the swamp’ (e.g. Ravetz 1971; Rittel and Webber

1973; Ackoff 1979; Schön 1983). Such problems are typically ill-defined, have many

stakeholders with distinctive perspectives or conflicting interests, and incorporate

intangibles and uncertainties. In response to the crisis they created for the traditional

operational research paradigm, a class of problem-focused methods with diverse

intellectual and practical lineages emerged during the 1980s as a unified candidate for that

alternative paradigm; these were known as problem structuring methods (PSMs).

Problem structuring methods are model-based approaches designed to assist

management groups to agree the nature and boundaries of the problems that they

must tackle, and to secure shared commitments to action. In technical terms, they relax a

number of assumptions that decision analysts have traditionally made about decision-

making. This results in uncertainties being captured as alternative possibilities rather

than as numerical probabilities. Value differences are embraced and accommodated,

rather than traded-off by means of an additive value function. Complexity is captured

and represented not by algebra but diagrammatically. Whilst this limits the mathemat-

ical operations that can be performed, it has a range of practical advantages. Factors

which escape quantification need not be excluded; the resulting more transparent

formulations permit fuller involvement of decision makers; and the resulting enhanced

‘ownership’ of the process tends to generate greater commitment to its outputs. Claims

are also made that the interactive and participatory nature of model development

encourages trust and understanding between participants (Checkland 1981; Horlick-

Jones et al. 2001; Rosenhead and Mingers 2001; Friend and Hickling 2005).

This paper draws upon the programme of work in which we set out to operationalise

post-normal science using PSMs.1 In practice, the main focus of our efforts became

organisational and inter-organisational risk management processes, rather than the

wider societal risk conflicts which were central to Funtowicz and Ravetz’s (1985, 1992)

interests. Our engagement with organisations was made possible by our provision of

consultancy-style support in which we attempted to assist them with the resolution of

1 See also the related efforts collected in the volume edited by Grauer et al. (1985), and the work of

Schön and Rein (1994).
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problematic planning and decision-making situations that they faced. In this way, we

were able to gain access to naturally occurring problem situations. We utilised

ethnographic methods to gain rich insights into the nature of these organisations, their

patterns of work, and their problems, which in turn supported the design and

implementation of our PSM-based interventions involving groups of key players.2

We appreciate that in developing our therapeutic reading of risk-related decision

processes, we have covered a great deal of territory in terms of disciplinary literatures.

Our main orientation is towards work contained in the decision-making, operational

research, sociology of risk, and various therapeutic literatures. However, we also consider

wider perspectives that draw upon social theory, in particular the work of Jürgen

Habermas, and the bodies of work that have developed around citizen engagement and

deliberation practice, and the sociology of science. In structuring the manuscript, we have

attempted to strike a balance between sufficient signposting and clarity about the inter-

relationship of ideas, and the avoidance of a cumbersome and over-pedantic text.

Our main objective has been to explore the plausibility of understanding real-

world risk management-related decision processes in terms of the notions of

ambiguity and therapy. We suggest that ambiguity, in some shape or form, afflicts

such processes to far greater extent that is commonly appreciated. We also argue

that the need for processes that are, in some sense, therapeutic are necessary to

resolve satisfactorily the tangled nature of such ambiguous risk situations.

It should be stressed that here we are deploying a therapeutic metaphor at the level of

collective interaction, rather than suggesting that the obstructions we sought to dissolve

were located ‘in the minds’ of individual stakeholders. This is an important distinction.

We are emphatically not advancing a psychological mechanism for the resolution of

decision problems. Rather, our analytic focus remains resolutely at the level of

collective interaction. As we will come to argue, the individual participants in the PSM

workshops we ran might be regarded as vehicles for socially shared ways of reasoning,

acting and accounting for actions, and the interventions may be seen as occasions for

working through collectively held tangles that obstruct consensual progress.

Conceptualising ambiguous risks

‘‘…as we know, there are known knowns; there are things we know we know.

We also know there are known unknowns; that is to say we know there are

some things we do not know. But there are also unknown unknowns—the ones

we don’t know we don’t know.’’

Donald H. Rumsfeld, February 2002

2 The manner of our ethnographic engagement with these social worlds of practice was shaped, to a

significant degree, by a style of investigation known as ethnomethodology (Garfinkel 1967; Button 1991;

Lynch 1996). As such, it was focused on making visible the processes of practical reasoning and action by

which the activities we were observing were practically accomplished. This style of sociological practice

is concerned with replacing a traditional emphasis on theorisation, with a focus on explicating observable

patterns of naturally occurring situations. Although we both operate within our disciplinary communities,

there is a sense in which we have found common cause in a shared primary interest in praxis rather than

theory. In that sense, our work could be regarded as exploring the contours of a transdisciplinary

engagement with real-world activities (Horlick-Jones and Sime 2004).
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Despite being greeted by parts of the media as confirming Donald Rumsfeld’s

capacity for gobbledegook, his presentation of the perils of uncertainty in decision

situations was, of course, basically sound. A situation of known unknowns is

classically recognised as a situation of decision-making under risk. Here, there

exists a set of possible outcomes of a given decision situation, to which probabilities

can be assigned. The occurrence of unknown unknowns, however, creates a

situation of decision-making under uncertainty, and an enormous literature now

exists which seeks to develop analytic machinery to support such decision-making.

Going one step further in terms of the difficulty presented are situations concerning

unknown unknowns where the information available to inform a decision is

inconsistent or, to make matters even worse, contested. Such situations have been

described as ambiguous or possessing ‘uncertain uncertainty’ (Kleindorfer et al.

1993; March 1988; Alvesson 2004).

How are these decision-analytic notions related to the real world of risk

management? Decision-making under risk, as defined above, assumes that

preferences and values can be stated without equivocation, and do not change. In

contrast, risk in real world settings is about managing multiple, sometimes dynamic,

contingencies in pragmatic and cost-effective ways, where the resulting outcomes

may be differently valued by multiple stakeholders; the action-consequence link

may be problematic; and where important factors and issues may be unquantifiable.

Moreover, such processes may take place in settings characterised by complexity,

urgency, and high stakes, about which the decision makers may have far from

perfect knowledge (see e.g. Benton 1990; Klein et al. 1993; Mandel 1996; Renn

2008; Tett 2009).

Two or three decades ago, the organisational theorist James March (1988)

noted the gap between decision theoretic conceptions of risk and the practical

understandings of risk commonly held by managers. His research suggested that

managers were more pre-occupied with specific performance targets than in

probability estimates, and with the avoidance of undesirable outcomes. More

recent work, on decision-making in real-world risk-related situations like those

that occur within aerospace, military, and surgical settings, has served to underline

the rather limited relevance of classical decision theory for actors facing real-time

choices concerning complex and ambiguous risks. Here, it has been recognised

that such decision-making processes are typically both dynamic and embedded

within a range of wider considerations. In such challenging circumstances,

effective decision-making becomes primarily a matter of experience-based

practical reasoning involving pattern recognition, rather than pure calculation

(e.g. Klein et al. 1993).

The role of ambiguity in, for example, escalating the cost of insurance against

certain risk issues, or in making some contingencies uninsurable, has been

recognised for some years (Kunreuther 1989; Kunreuther et al. 1995). More

recently, efforts within industry and elsewhere to find ways of managing ambiguous

risks in appropriate ways have focused on the need to broaden the knowledge base

and range of stakeholders involved in associated decision processes (UKOOA 1999;

AIRMIC 2000; Klinke and Renn 2002; Sharpe 2004; IRGC 2005; RSSB 2006).
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These recent developments concerning the management of ambiguity have

coincided with a period where a formal discourse of risk has come to play a central

role in codifying and regulating organisational and professional practices (NAO

2000, 2004; Power 2004). The satisfactory management of a portfolio of ‘key risks’

is now regarded by business and government alike as providing the basis for sound

corporate governance. Within this regime, a range of traditional organisational

concerns, not all of which might have previously been regarded as especially

‘risky’, for example the failure to manage a project adequately, or the loss of a good

reputation, have been re-cast in terms of risk categories. In this way, risk issues

might now be regarded as being constituted by the very discourse that purports to

offer a means to manage them. In this sense, risk is

‘not a first order thing … but is the product of specific social, organizational

and managerial processes by which various objects get recognised and

described as risks’ (Power et al. 2009: 303)

Although this view now has an influential role within the sociological,

management, and organisational studies literatures, serious questions can be raised

about its capacity to capture the totality of risk-related behaviours in organisational

settings. In practice, the new ‘risk management society’ has brought into existence a

rather more complicated organisational dynamics. As we will discuss below, there is

now an overlap between formally constituted risk issues and a range of other issues

that are, in some sense, ‘risky’. That this should occur is not wholly surprising,

given what has been known for many years about the role of informal behaviours

within organisations (e.g. Dalton 1959; Roy 1960; Goffman 1972; Jackall 1988).

Our empirical experience of working with organisations has served to highlight two

ways in which informal behaviours complicate the picture. First, there exists a slippage

between formal risk management procedures and the informal practices by which those

official commitments are practically accomplished. Second, there often exist multiple

informal pre-occupations associated with the ostensible risk issue, which serve to create

an ambiguity about the nature of the risk issue itself. In such real-world settings,

everyday risk-related practices are shaped by the informal logics that emerge through

actors’ practical engagement with the tasks at hand. In practice, issues of overload and

resource constraint, experience, wider agendas and concerns, and the micro-politics of

blame and social accountability all play their roles (Prior, 2001; Horlick-Jones 2005a,

b; Corvellec 2009; Broadhurst et al. 2010; Molotch and McClain 2008).

One of us has described this perspective on the dynamics of risk in organisational life

as constituting a decentred model of the nature of risk (Horlick-Jones 2005a, b, 2008; see

also related work by Molotch 2012). According to this view, risk is present not only in

the form of contingencies for which there is a formal shared appreciation of significance,

but also for those for which sectional, unofficial or personal interests exist among the

interacting agents. The presence of risk in its various forms creates a challenge to the

actors’ capacity to account—both formally and informally—for their behaviours in

satisfactory ways, so creating the possibility of a micro-politics of blame. Seen from this

perspective, there is a tendency for a kind of ambiguity to arise simply from the ongoing

practical accomplishment of risk management in organisational life. There is ambiguity

in the very nature of the ‘risk object’ to which actors are orienting at any given moment.
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So it seems that ambiguity in its various forms may be more common in

organisational life than might be expected. Renn (2008) and Klinke and Renn

(2002) draw a distinction between interpretative ambiguity (evidence is disputed)

and normative ambiguity (values are disputed). March (1988) goes further,

identifying four possible kinds of ambiguity in organisational decision-making:

about preferences, about links between actions and accounts of actions, about

connections between past and present, and of interpretation. His ‘garbage-can’

model of organisational decision-making sees ambiguity as having the capacity to

render organisations as ‘organised anarchies’, in which the convoluted behaviours

of actors can only be understood in terms of their local logics. Our work with

organisations in seeking to support their management of risk suggests that March’s

model is helpful in capturing the associated organisational dynamics.3

The literary critic William Empson (1961) famously asserted that there are

‘seven kinds of ambiguity’. His analysis identifies multiple nuances of purposeful or

accidental meaning that the presence of ambiguity in a text can achieve. Our

discussion of the role of ambiguity in organisational risk management suggests that

appropriate means of decision support need to have the capacity to be sensitive to a

similar range of formal and informal meanings and commitments.

Tangles in organisational risk management

Let us consider an empirical illustration of the sort of ambiguity-afflicted risk

management situation that we have in mind. The sequence of data at Fig. 1 is drawn

from a study we conducted, which was associated with the strategic planning of an

annual carnival. This study was supported by the UK Economic and Social Research

Council, as part of a major programme of research into risk issues. The carnival in

question was, in effect, a loosely controlled street celebration involving large

number of revellers (up to one million in number), loud music, dancing, various

artistic performances, a procession involving vehicles, and the local production, sale

and consumption of ethnic foods.

The data4 are drawn from a recording of a planning meeting which brought

together representatives of a diverse group of stakeholder organisations with an

3 There is a close similarly between Boden’s (1994) notion of ‘local logics’, which she uses to draw out

the resonance between the garbage-can model and her ethnomethodological view of organisational life,

and our own use of the notion of ‘informal logics’ which shape risk-related behaviours.
4 Here, we have used a simplified form of the transcription notation developed by conversation analysts

(see e.g. Peräkylä et al 2008) in order to capture the intricate dynamics of this exchange:

[ The point where current speaker’s talk is overlapped by another’s talk

= No gap between lines

(.4) Elapsed time in tenths of a second

(.) A tiny gap, probably no more than one-tenth of a second

() Presence of an unclear fragment on the tape

(()) Researcher comments within double parentheses

: Prolongation of immediately prior sound

score Some form of stress, via pitch and/or amplitude

* * Utterance at low volume in contrast to surrounding talk.

Ambiguity and therapy in risk management 269

123



interest in the future of the carnival. M1 is a local government officer who is making

a presentation. M2 is closely associated with groups involved in organising the

carnival, and he is sitting physically close to M1. Mod is the workshop facilitator.

At the time of our involvement, the scale of the carnival had grown to the extent

that its size was creating difficulties for a range of practical tasks concerned with

maintaining the safety of the revellers. In the discussion something of an impasse

had occurred about how best to deal with these difficulties. The sequence begins

with M1 setting out the advantages, as he sees it, of reducing the size of the carnival

crowd. At this point M2 engaged in non-verbal gestures which suggested he was

very unhappy about M1’s observations. At the end of line 3, M1 pauses, and then, at

the start of line 4, he utters M2’s name and a somewhat confrontational exchange

between them follows. Were M1 and M2 talking at cross purposes?

In seeking to make sense of what was going on in this exchange, we were able to

draw upon extensive ethnographic investigations of what one might call ‘the

backstage’ of this performance. In this way, we were able to generate an empathic

reading of what the actors had to say (or preferred not to say). Our understanding is

that M2 took the view that constraining the size of the crowd threatened the

historically fashioned function of the carnival as symbolically representing the

freedom, particularly among ethnic groups, to ‘reclaim the streets’. According to

this perspective, M1’s ‘downsizing’ proposal was simply unacceptable. Importantly,

M1’s argument seems to have been heard by some participants in the meeting as a

‘political’ statement reflecting an underlying hostility to the carnival. Some even

regarded his views as a cynical attempt to mask such sentiments in terms of

ostensibly ‘technical’ issues.

The planning impasse that we encountered reflected such conflicts and

misunderstandings. This was compounded by the carnival having a history of

various sorts of conflict, resulting in the stakeholder groups not really trusting each

1 M1 now in terms of the opportunity (.)I'll try to wind up quickly(.)because( )
2 (.4)I think(.)I want to talk about this question of down(.)down=
3 sizing(.)the audience(.)I think it's an opportunity(.)if you ( )(.)=
4 ((M2))(.)it's no good smiling(.)*commo:::n* you(.)=
5 [you know
6 M2 [it's a question that you asked and you're answering and nobody else
7 will ask a question about downsizing
8 M1 well I ( )that's why I'm raising it
9 M2 it's not a question(.)it's just another attitude statement of yours
10 (.2)
11 Mod I think(.)think we'd still like to capture all this(.)so
12 ? okay
13 M1 I think(.)fundamental(.)in which case then(.)I would like to say that I
14 think it's fundamental to the future of the Carnival(.)is dealing with the
15 question of what kind of event is it and what is your audience(.)and I
16 think an indefinite growth strategy is the road to ruin(.)I think that will
17 destroy the event(.)but that’s( )

Fig. 1 Talk from a planning meeting. Reproduced with permission from (Taylor& Francis Ltd).
(Horlick-Jones et al 2001; Horlick-Jones 2005a)
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other. Decisions could not be made in such a way as to command consensual

support from all the key stakeholders. In terms of Renn’s (2008) perspective, both

interpretative and normative ambiguities were present, suggesting the need to

involve stakeholders in an interactive decision process.

This particular situation was complicated by a diversity of stakeholder

understandings of the ostensible risk issue; namely the safety of the carnival.

Some, for example, regarded the precarious finances of the carnival as their chief

focus. We had also found clear evidence that some stakeholder groups were strongly

motivated by what they regarded as threats to issues like the symbolic significance

of the carnival. However, these latter concerns were largely unarticulated in the

context of multi-stakeholder planning meetings.

The complexity of this short sequence of data is striking, as indeed is the extent

to which overlapping nuances of meaning are woven together by the actors in a

situated moment-by-moment manner. This is a very different sort of situation from a

classically defined decision context in which preferences can be unequivocally

specified.

In this and other projects there seemed to be a clear resemblance between the

patterns of systematic misunderstanding in evidence and the pathologies of

interpersonal perception and interaction captured in the therapy-related programme

of Ronald Laing and his associates (1966; 1970). Inspired by Laing’s notion of a

‘knot’ (see the short extract at the very start of this paper), we began to think in

terms of ‘tangles’: collectively produced confusions of discourse and practical

reasoning that served to obstruct progress with the resolution of associated planning

and decision-making processes. We went on to consider whether there might be a

useful analogy between such tangled formations and the notion of a neurosis (or

‘blockage’) in psychotherapy (Horlick-Jones et al. 1998, 2001).

In practice, we were able to provide effective decision support for difficult

planning situations of this nature, using our hybrid combination of ethnography and

customised combinations of parts of PSMs. In so doing, it seemed that we were able

to help stakeholders ‘work through’ collectively held tangles, so as to achieve

practical and consensually acceptable ways of making progress. Our programme of

work has included major interventions concerned with the safety of a public

corporation’s fleet of vehicles and the production of a safety standard for use on a

national rail network. For the purposes of this paper, however, we will concentrate

on our initial work with the carnival which we have just described. That work was

instrumental in encouraging the establishment of a large-scale safety review, which

recognised our work in the following terms (GLA 2004):

‘…I would also like to acknowledge the decision-making support provided by

[the authors]. In 1997 and 1998 [they] carried out the first detailed analysis of

the organisational and inter-organisational risk management processes asso-

ciated with the [named] carnival. The importance of their work, particularly in

the context of the Carnival Review Group’s interim recommendations

provided the basis upon which the Carnival Public Safety Project was

founded’.
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In the remainder of this paper we will explore the extent to which such practical

decision support did indeed have a certain resemblance to therapeutic processes.

The task of drawing out connections between what was, in effect, an exercise in

consulting practice and the precise form of a therapeutic process is, of course, a non-

trivial undertaking. Therefore, it is unsurprising that at this stage we are able to

indicate only provisional findings.

The plausibility of the therapeutic metaphor

Introduction

We are not alone amongst those interested in decision-making in considering its

possible relationship with therapeutic processes, although our interest is rather

different in nature from that of other researchers. Such comparisons are necessarily

complicated by the wide range of psychotherapeutic methods in existence (Kovel

1978), and also by the contrasting nature of what one might call ‘mainstream’

decision analytic techniques and the ‘soft’ group decision support methods with

which we are concerned here. The work of Capurso and Tsoukiàs (2003) illustrates

this difficulty. They identify decision support’s use of formal models of rationality

to reduce ambiguity, and psychotherapy’s creative use of ambiguity as a resource, as

important contrasting features of these two spheres of professional practice.

Interestingly, according to this perspective, our work would appear to be far closer

to psychotherapy in nature than is mainstream decision support.

Fischhoff’s (1980) work also draws interesting comparisons between decision

analysis and psychotherapy; however, he is focused primarily on what decision

analysis can learn from psychoanalysis as a professional activity. He is concerned

principally with the deployment and evaluation of professional services, rather than

with specific features of the sorts of processes associated with these two areas of

practice.

Schein’s (1987, 1988) work on consultancy support for organisational develop-

ment draws extensively on ideas developed by the psychologist Kurt Lewin. Those

ideas were closely related to an application of psychoanalysis to organisations, and

they found their best-known expression in the form of T-Groups (de Board 1978).

Schein’s use of such groups, to engender mutual appreciation and understanding

within an organisation’s personnel, is strongly reminiscent of the PSM-based

interventions on which we report in this paper. Importantly, we share Schein’s focus

on paying particular attention to the informal behaviours by which formal

organisational procedures are accomplished in practice. The properties displayed

by groups in achieving such mutual appreciation have been highlighted by a number

of management authors, perhaps most memorably by Phillips and Phillips (1993).

These particular authors in turn draw upon the work of the group psychotherapist

Wilfred Bion (1961), who pioneered understanding of the ‘emotional life’ of

groups, and its capacity to allow group participants to identify mutual ‘enemies’,

and so develop shared commitments to action.
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Also within the management science literature, Holt’s (2004) paper is specifically

about risk management, and he shares with us a pre-occupation with the difficulties

that ‘wicked’ problems pose for associated decision-making. He, too, is interested in

therapeutic processes, but within a more conventionally Freudian framework.

Interestingly, based on the purely theoretical considerations, he advocates the

development of the very sort of conversation-based, interactive and exploratory

means of supporting the management of ambiguous risks that we discuss in this

paper. Indeed, he uses the term ‘organizational therapy’ (Holt 2004: 253), an

expression we introduced independently a few years earlier (Horlick-Jones et al.

1998, 2001).

Therapeutic ideas also feature in Habermas’ (1970, 1984) theorisation of

communication processes in society. He argues that such processes are systemat-

ically distorted, so producing irrationality and inequity. As part of an elaborate

examination of the nature and role of language, he identifies what he terms

‘therapeutic discourse’ as an important component of generating ‘communicative

competence’, in which interlocutors may be regarded as simultaneously adopting

‘therapist’ and ‘client’ roles. Much of this work is discussed at a level somewhat

abstracted from our focus on everyday interaction. Far closer to our concerns lies

the Habermas-inspired programme of citizen engagement, associated most closely

with the analytic-deliberative work of Renn et al. (1995). This has now become

incorporated into a broader programme of work on risk governance, which,

significantly, shares our interest in ambiguity (Klinke and Renn 2002; IRGC 2005;

Renn 2008; see also discussion in National Research Council 1996, 2008; Horlick-

Jones et al. 2007). We will return to this topic at the end of the paper.

The nature of therapeutic processes

What, precisely, do we mean by therapeutic processes? We have drawn the central

therapeutic metaphor from a variety of talk-based interventions that seek to address

behavioural pathologies, and which are deployed across a range of individual,

marital, family, and group settings. One might define the core, shared feature of

these activities as attempts to provide persons or groups with access to informal

knowledge that is in some way held by, yet hidden from, them; the lack of which

serves to create ‘problems in living’ (Storr 1979). The generic therapeutic process

might be regarded as constituting a ‘working through’ of obstacles to desired

actions.

There are a number of shared features of therapeutic processes that we wish to

highlight (discussed in detail in e.g. Storr 1979; Casement 1985; Peräkylä et al.

2008):

(a). The role of a therapist, who enters into an empathic and trust-based

engagement with the client(s) presenting the problem(s).

(b). A process of uninhibited exploration, or free-association, in which the client is

encouraged to explore their difficulties in the widest context, including in

perhaps unexpected and oblique ways.
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(c). A process of interpretation, in which the therapist helps the client to formulate

their views, acts as a ‘mirror’ to the client, observing possible contradictions

and inconsistencies in their views; and helps the client make perhaps

unexpected connections.

(d). The conclusion of the process, in which symptoms have been addressed, and

the therapist disengages with the client by mutual agreement. The literature

makes clear that therapeutic processes may take a very short time, or, more

likely, an extended period, in order to make satisfactory progress (Storr 1979;

Casement 1985). Our interventions took place in ways that were time-limited

by both the resources available and the access arrangements negotiated with

the organisations in question. In this respect, our work had a resemblance to

what has been termed brief therapy (Weakland et al. 1974), with its

characteristic focus on working with the client to identify specific goals and to

work towards their achievement.

Carnival intervention as a therapeutic process

We have described this intervention in detail elsewhere (Horlick-Jones et al. 1998,

2001). Here, we present simply an outline of the activity in order to bring out the

resemblance to key elements of a therapeutic process, as set out above. The research

grant from the UK Economic and Social Research Council which made the carnival

work possible provided us with research support for a period of 28 months during

1996–1999. During this time we worked closely with three main organisations,

leading to PSM-based interventions in two of these settings. One of these trial

interventions was concerned with the carnival, and this involved a number of

stakeholder organisations, in addition to our gatekeeper organisation.

Our work began with an ethnographic investigation, lasting around 12 months, in

which we followed two cycles of the planning process which leads to the annual

staging of the carnival.5 This work was focused on observation of a series of

planning meetings, supplemented and enriched by informal meetings, conversations

and interviews with key players. We have already illustrated how this work served

to provide insights into the convoluted nature of the impasse that was creating

problems for carnival planning. We found that the ethnography provided us with a

well-informed position that supported our negotiations with our clients over the

problem focus for our PSM interventions. This perspective transcended the

subjective understandings of any one actor and provided access to informal and

largely unspoken aspects of the carnival. These insights provided us with an

authoritative role, and an enhanced ability to ‘think on our feet’, when acting as

workshop facilitators.

It seems reasonable to argue that the acquisition of this level of intimate

appreciation of the underlying tensions and dynamics of the planning context

greatly enhanced our ability to play a ‘quasi-therapist’ role. We could demonstrate

5 We feel that an extended period of ethnographic work is not a necessary feature of the hybrid

methodology we have developed. We point to very effective examples of organisational ethnography that

have elicited the sorts of insights we sought over far shorter timescales (e.g. Harper 1998).
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empathy when actors articulated their own positions, and our attempts at what

therapists would call ‘interpretation’ were clearly well-informed and demonstrated

insight. One might even argue that, despite underlying tensions between the

stakeholders, we were on a number of occasions able to convene group work in

which the participants appeared able to explore new possibilities in a relatively safe

‘holding environment’ [cf. in particular the work of the psychotherapist Donald

Winnicott (e.g. 1971); discussed in Davis and Wallbridge (1981); Phillips (1988);

see also Schein (1987)].

Our workshop-based intervention used ‘the front end’ of Soft Systems

Methodology (SSM: Checkland 1981) in order to explore the complexity of the

carnival system and to elicit possible options for re-design. This was followed by

the use of parts of the Strategic Choice Approach (SCA: Friend and Hickling 2005)

to address uncertainty and inter-connectivity and to work towards a package of

commitments for future actions. The formal focus of the work was the strategic

planning of the carnival, but this quickly led to an examination of a number of inter-

related areas: the changing nature of the carnival, financial aspects and commer-

cialisation, the size of the crowd of revellers, and the geographical spread of the

carnival area.

The first, SSM-based, workshop was initially focused on exploring different ways

of viewing the function of the carnival. Key activities were drawn out, examining

how they might be done differently, and the extent that existing activities inhibited

their achievement. This analysis led to the identification of key decision areas and

feasible options (see Fig. 2). There is a clear similarity here with the free association

aspect of therapeutic processes. It seemed clear to us that these activities in the first

workshop served to ‘open up’ the tangled formations that were inhibiting progress

through consensual planning. The interactive nature of the workshop provided the

participants with insights into each others’ various perspectives and motivations in

ways reminiscent of the use of ‘circular questioning’ in family therapy (Penn 1982;

Burnham 1986). There was also a clear sense of ‘unfreezing’ of pre-existing barriers

of misunderstanding between participants in the manner of Schein (1987) use of

T-Groups.

In the second workshop, we attempted to establish consensual order between

participants and a shared commitment to a package of actions. At Fig. 3, we

illustrate one component process used in moving towards these objectives. The

group had decided to examine possible options for the future funding of the

carnival. In the figure, an ‘as is’ option is being compared with the idea of

establishing an enclosed arena where tickets could be sold for viewing carnival-

related artistic performances. The group were invited to evaluate the relative

advantages of these two funding options against a set of criteria they had themselves

identified during the first workshop. Clearly, in decision-analytic terms, this is a

difficult multidimensional problem, entailing six different value dimensions and a

group of stakeholder with very different perspectives on the issues in question.

The aspect of SCA which we used invites the group to agree collectively where

the relative advantage of each option lies according to each criterion, one at a time.

The degree of uncertainty for each of these judgements is indicated by arrows. The

group is then asked to negotiate a shared agreement about which option has the
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Fig. 2 ‘Free association’ on the function of the carnival. Reproduced with permission from (Taylor&
Francis Ltd). (Horlick-Jones et al 2001; Horlick-Jones 2005a)
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Fig. 3 Working towards establishing consensual order and a shared commitment to actions. Reproduced
with permission from (Taylor& Francis Ltd). (Horlick-Jones et al 2001; Horlick-Jones 2005a)
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overall advantage. In the second workshop, the group agreed that the arena option

has significant advantage. Significantly, this result was surprising for all the

participants. The process had made possible an inter-subjective (see e.g. Eden et al.

1981; Peräkylä et al. 2008) process that drew upon all the participants’ knowledge

and experience, and which allowed them to negotiate their way to a shared view,

despite their sometimes very different perspectives on the meaning of the carnival.

In Schein (1987) terms, a ‘re-freezing’ had been accomplished, in which new ways

of working had been made possible following a process of enhancing mutual

understanding and exploring options within an ‘unfrozen’ or fluid state of being.

The resemblance to family therapy, especially in its ‘brief’ mode, is also evident.

Discussion and conclusions

We have considered the significance of ambiguity in creating challenges for decision

support associated with organisational risk management. In so doing, we have

suggested that some forms of ambiguity may be rather common in risk management

situations. In coming to this conclusion, we have drawn upon what one of us has

described as a decentred model of risk, which suggests that ambiguity may exist in the

very nature of the ‘risk object’ to which actors are orienting at any given moment.

We have also reviewed our programme of work in which we have successfully

used a hybrid combination of ethnography and PSM techniques in providing

decision support to organisations facing complex and ambiguous real-world risk

management tasks. We have explored our experience and come to a realisation that

these interventions bore some family resemblance to psychotherapeutic processes

and have gone on to examine evidence for the plausibility of this metaphor.

The style of our work has been strongly shaped by an ethnomethodological6

focus on seeking to make visible the socially shared processes of practical reason

and action by which features of the social and organisational settings we have

investigated were practically accomplished. This perspective has influenced our

adoption of a therapeutic metaphor at the level of collective interaction, rather than

suggesting that the obstructions we sought to dissolve were located in the minds of

individual stakeholders. According to this perspective, the individual participants in

the PSM workshops we ran might be regarded as vehicles for socially shared ways

of reasoning, acting and accounting for actions, and the interventions may be seen as

occasions for working through collectively held tangles that obstruct consensual

progress.

Our more recent thinking in this area has begun to draw out in more explicit

terms the influence on our work of the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein. Of central

significance here is Wittgenstein’s (1958) conception of the socially embedded

nature of language in terms of language-games, reflecting the intimate interweaving

of language use and practical conduct. There are deep connections between

Wittgenstein’s work and ethnomethodology, and indeed ethnomethodology may be

regarded as an empirical programme dedicated to investigating the ‘diverse

6 See note 2 above.
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language games through which social order is performed on the street’ (Lynch

1996). Wittgenstein regarded philosophical problems as arising from certain kinds

of misunderstanding. In his later work, he used the term ‘therapy’ to describe his

‘grammatical’ analytical method—which comprised the systematic exploration of

meanings, impossible meanings, and connections—as one of seeking clarity, and so

‘dissolving’ philosophical problems (Baker 2004).

There seems to us to be a clear resonance between this Wittgensteinian notion of

therapy, and the sort of processes that we were able to engender using the hybrid

methodology described in this paper. We feel that this recognition has important

conceptual implications for understanding both the nature of our programme of

work and the focus of our interventions.

Finally, we return to the possible similarities between our work and Renn’s

Habermas-inspired programme of work on citizen engagement and deliberative

dialogue, with its interest in ‘therapeutic’ discourse (see especially Webler 1995) and

ambiguity. We should also note the wider literature on citizen engagement (National

Research Council 1996, 2008; Horlick-Jones et al. 2007). In drawing upon ideas from

the sociology of scientific knowledge, the engagement literature ostensibly addresses

issues present in our own work, in particular concerning the relationship between

uncertainty and what might be called ‘value conflicts’ (e.g. Wynne 1992; Tait 2001).

To what extent, one might ask, are we presenting a distinct perspective?

In responding to this challenge, we return to Fig. 1, and our observation about the

complexity of this sequence of data and the extent to which overlapping nuances of

meaning are woven together by the actors in a situated moment-by-moment manner.

We have already made the point that this is a very different sort of situation from a

classically defined decision context in which preferences can be unequivocally

specified. We would go further, and point to what we regard as a degree of

reification in both Habermas’ perspective, and in that of the mainstream sociology

of science. By this we mean the tendency of both theorisations to be relatively

insensitive to the situated dynamics of social interaction.

The Habermas-inspired programme of citizen engagement has a formal

commitment to certain kinds of ‘therapeutic’ interaction. However, this is

incorporated within a framework in which a universal notion of rationality plays

a central role. As such, it is very different in nature from our own perspective, which

is far closer to the notion of ‘order without rules’ (Bogen 1989, 1993; Lynch 1993).

In a similar way, we regard the mainstream sociology of science’s interest in values

as being inadequately static in comparison with the melting-pot dynamism of what

Lynch (1992b: 299) has termed the ‘discursive collage’ of real-world social

interaction.7 Ultimately, of course, these differences of interpretation and

7 Here, we draw upon a tightly argued debate within the sociology of science which took place over

20 years ago between Michael Lynch (1992a, b) and David Bloor (1992). Lynch took an ethnometh-

odological view of things, and Bloor a position close to the mainstream of the sociology of scientific

knowledge. Interesting, both were inspired by readings of Wittgenstein’s work on the nature of rules. In

essence, Bloor saw classically theorised social variables, or values, as serving to shape the form of

scientific knowledge. Lynch regarded the situated dynamics of social interaction as being more radically

constitutive of the emergence of order and knowledge than Bloor’s ‘social shaping’ thesis. A state of

impasse between these positions continues to exist in the literature. Horlick-Jones (2005a) has explored

the diversity of such situated dynamics of social interaction in the context of risk-handling processes.
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perspective are matters that require empirical investigation. There is a clear need for

detailed examination of the social praxis associated with our own interventions, and

those carried out by researchers working along broadly similar lines, but with

distinct conceptual orientations.

We have argued in this paper that our own empirical work can be seen as

providing strong support for a more radically situational appreciation of the nature

of decision processes. We also regard our (collective interaction) version of a

therapeutic approach to decision support as having considerable practical and

conceptual promise. We suggest that investigations involving interventions of this

kind offer much in terms of deepening both scholars’ and practitioners’

understanding of the nature of decision processes.
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