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Problem solving and decision making is something that is done on a day to day basis as humans. Our lives are based on the decisions we make and how we tackle issues and find solutions to them.  The effect of our decisions is either trivial or have a profound effect on the things we do some more than others i.e. what food to eat, what cloth to wear, what route or car to drive (William 2002). Some other decisions like what course to study at school, or which job offer to accept have a momentous effect on our lives and future. Making the right important decisions in our lives means that we progress to the next phase in our future.  Whether small or huge decisions, he or she must have gone through stages of thoughts before arriving at that decision: this is called the rational decision process (Williams 2002).

An organisational team engage in problem solving to achieve collectively outlined goals (Wahl et al 2017). In order to make decisions, problem solving is crucial, hence both terms are linked and one cannot do without the other. According to Dennis Gouran (1982/1990), decision making is defined as deciding from a set of options due to circumstances that arise within an organisation that needs to be resolved (Wahl et al 2017).

The rational decision process are stages that enables us as humans to solve problems and arrive at a conclusion that can be implemented. This is a stage by stage process that critically examines the evidence that relates to the way we tackle issues around us. The steps include problem identification, criteria definition, alternative generation and evaluation, and implementation (Williams 2002).  Although we generally may not follow it step by step in all aspects, the likelihood of arriving at a productive conclusion is going to be quite difficult.

This is similar to John Dewey’s (1910) reflective problem-solving process, five steps make up the problem solving; 
Describing and scrutinizing the problem, generating possible resolutions, evaluating all solutions, deciding on the solution, planning how to apply the solution (Wahl et al 2017). This is very identical to stages in the rational decision process.


This essay will discuss a work -based case study which I will write below.  From this case study, I will follow stages of the rational decision process and attempt to proffer solution to the pending issue.  I will discuss the pros and cons of the decision made and its effect of its implantation. I will also briefly discuss system and consulting approach in relation to the case study which is also linked to the problem-solving process.  At the end of the essay I will reflect on the solution and how to monitor its progress within the organisation.

Case study

Children and young people who do not live with their parent/families for one reason or another are often placed in either residential or foster placements. Local authorities either place them with in-house foster carers or with foster carers in independent fostering agencies.
A small independent fostering agency has a total of 200 foster carers and 400 looked after children is located in the heart of south east London. This agency is a privately -owned agency that has connection to local authorities in the surrounding boroughs who placed children and young people with varying needs in the care of approved foster carers within the agency.

The agency has been ongoing for five years and have maintained adequate profits by having experienced and committed foster carers over the years. Recently the agency realised that most of the experienced foster carers approved within the agency were handing in their notice to leave due to the rise of new fostering agencies in the area. Some of them had left and according to the policies that govern fostering organisation, when the foster carers move they can do so with children/young people placed with them if it’s in the child’s best interest. This meant that the new agencies were gaining from this.

This was posing a huge problem and meant that profits were being lost and there were no enough foster carers to take looked after children and young people referred by surrounding local authority. This problem needed to be addressed as a matter of urgency otherwise the agency was going to be eventually close due to continuous loss of money and reputation. Although the agency continued to recruit new foster carers however with some leaving, this needed to be tackled. How was this issue going to be addressed? 


Problem identification: According at (Williams 2002), it explained that in order to start to process of coming up with a reasonable solution however it is important to be clear about what the real problem. It is crucial to understand that it is easy to underestimate or overestimate the issue or even deny that there is a problem in the first place. A problem is something that prevents one from reaching a goal or poses a challenge to an individual or organisation (Class Projects,1996 online).

In this instance, the team and management called a meeting to discuss and identify the problem of foster carers leaving the agency to other either existing or new ones in the surrounding area. It was clear that ‘foster carers leaving was a clear issue for the agency. This meant that the agency was losing profit as most referrals could not be turned into placements as there were not enough foster carers to accommodate it or lack of expertise. It was thought that recruiting new foster carers might counter the solution as it was part of the climate for people to move around. It was however discovered that 40% of the new foster carers recruited the previous two years had left so although there were new ones coming in, people were also leaving. 

During the meeting, someone in particular didn’t identify this as a problem and felt it was a norm for foster carers to move around as wanted and it was simply reminding them to increase recruitment to counter the effect. This buttress the point that some managers or members of staff despite seeing the indications will deny that there is an issue or tune down the scale of the problem (Williams 2002).

In this case it was important to find out what the other agencies were doing that was different. A delegate was nominated to research into the surrounding agencies to find out what package was offered to foster carers and provide information to the team.  Gathering information involves understanding the facts, researching, interviewing trusted sources, observing and recording (Tinkler et al 2017). In this case, this had to be done in a careful way as it involved rival agencies. A time scale was given and another meeting will be reconvened to discuss findings however it was agreed that the problem was ‘the high turnover of foster carers and inability to keep the experienced one’’. 


Criteria definition: It was important to find out where the problem lay as proffering solution to an existing problem included pinpointing all areas that influence it (Williams 2002). The researcher gathered information on the package given to foster carers in the other agencies which included 2 weeks annual leave which meant that foster carers could take time off for two weeks without losing their allowance. The researcher also found out that there was a cash incentive for introducing new foster carers although in terms of continued support, there was not much different.: their training programme could be better as the two other agencies have specialised training for therapeutic foster carers which made a huge difference in the type of referrals accepted.

According to the consultant, foster carers expressed that have two weeks break in a job that is very demanding without having to think about the financial implications during that period made them feel very valued and wanted. The previous one expressed that this was a major factor as it meant that they are not burnt out and looked forward to ‘re-fuelling’. Although currently foster carers could take respite but their pay would be stopped during that period and it was not encouraged.

It is crucial to be clear about where the specific issue was whether recruitment, finances or training and development or continued support or was it combination of it all. A problem sometimes was not straightforward and could be in different ways hence it was important for rational decision makers to look into the varying conditions that needed to influence this process (William 2002). The problem was based under finance and continued support.

Alternative generation and evaluation: This is the point where by the person or group of people making the decision look at different possibilities and pre-empt its disadvantages and advantages of each (William 2002).  Weighing each possibilities of the different criteria allows decision makers to assess possible magnitudes of picking particular criteria to tackle as a way of pinpointing the best solution possible. According to Maier 1970, research has shown that the worth of the decisive solution can be considerably improved by deliberating as many changes as possible (Williams 2002).

In this instance, the team met again to discuss the extent of the issues and what to do. The team discussed perhaps increasing the foster carers allowance as way of an incentive but was this feasible bearing in mind that placements sometimes can be short term so this might not be sustainable in the long run and might mean less profit. The team discussed perhaps introducing the 2 weeks respite annual leave for all foster carers. The effect on finances overall was discussed and it was agreed that this was a good idea especially if the young person has been in placement for a period of time and it would depend on hours accrued for each placement. It was agreed that as this was a re-occurring theme, it was important to listen and value the foster carers.

The board discussed the idea of therapeutic training for experienced foster carers which meant being able to have higher acuity placements and referrals which means higher pay and more profit for the agency. The cost of having a trainer and length of time, it would require training carers was discussed however this sounded promising as a long-term investment as well improving the agency’s reputation within local boroughs. It however needed a considerable number of foster carers to be involved and it needed to be advertised also within recruitment.

The team discussed introducing an incentive as way of recruiting new foster carers if they were introduced by existing foster carers however this needed to be thought through as introducing this needed lot of conditions attached so it doesn’t get abused and unable to manage positively without it being proper scrutiny. It was discussed that this had a potential of causing ‘recruitment traffic’ if not properly managed and might also attract people with lack of expertise or those not fostering for the right reasons or intentions.

All of these different criteria were weighed against themselves in order to decide which was worth implementing in order to solve the issues of turnover in the company. It was agreed that all options worked together hence it was crucial to use them all. The team and board of directors were quite pleased with the research and options that was provided to them. This rational evaluation is considering to what extent each solution will create difficulties and how the organisational structure will absorb changes and implement them as well as external factors that would affect it (Williams 2002). 


	


The system and consulting approach to organisation and management problem solving is a model used to proffer solution. 
This model first looks at the make-up of the organisation and how it works systematically (Ziegenfuss 2001). Secondly, it entails an understanding of the role of the consultant, their skill and how they prepare. Thirdly, it focuses on the process of problem solving itself. (Ziegenfuss 2001). 

Using this in the context of the case study above, it is important to understand that it is an independent fostering organisation which means that it is a profit-making organisation. despite it having foster carers who promote the outcomes of looked after children in their care, it relies on money.  This means that every staff in the organisation has to work in a way that maximises the profit of the organisation whilst ensuring that foster carers and children are at the fore-front of their practice. Therefore, in this case study, the high-turnover of foster carers was leading to loss of profits. The system also works in a way that establishes standing relationships with surrounding boroughs through the expertise of the foster carers that are being recruited to support the challenging needs of children/young people in their care. 

Secondly, consultants are experts who understand how particular organisations work and ensure that the systems are maximised to their optimal ability. It is however sometimes that consultants may not necessarily proffer solution to problems if they don’t understand how the organisation really works and use ‘textbook’ knowledge rather than speaking to day to day staff about their experiences. Although not all organisations may use consultants as they feel their internal operations have enough sills to solve any problems that arise (Ziegenfuss 2001), it is however important to have an external input of consultant to support organisation in looking beyond as the team may be too immersed in the system to fully understand the scale of the problem i.e. increase morale, enact change and improve systems. According to Sull, 1999 failure often stems from the lack of ability to make a change (Ziegenfuss 2001).

In order for consulting to have the effect desired, it is important for external and internal groups to have a dialogue in order to be proactive and continuously improve as an organisation and manage production/costs better as well embracing change (Ziegenfuss 2001). In the context of the case study, it was clear that high turnover of foster carers was a problem however some members of the team felt that it was not unusual as it was normal for people to come and go. The others felt that high turnover was not good for stability of the children/young people in their care as well as the growth of the organisation. The consultant was called in to work with the team and ensure the continuous future growth of the organisation rather than thinking of the present. 

The consultant with the support of the team was able to identify what the issues were with the existing systems that was contributing to the high turnover
a) Lack of adequate financial package for foster carers i.e. special annual leave which left foster carers feeling undervalued and not part of the team. This was likened to a staff within a work place who had no annual leave allowance all year long, hence couldn’t take a day off and how productivity would be affected.
b) Lack of specialised training to increase the expertise of foster carers within the organisation. This was important as expertise increased the complexity of placements that could be accepted. It ensured that the foster carers were able to support the children/young people better. This also meant that the social worker/support workers needed to be equipped to in turn the support foster carer so this training package needed to be for both staff and foster carers.
c) Lack of incentive for existing foster carers or staff to further promote recruitment within the agency. 
d) Although recruitment was steady, the consultant noticed that the method of advertisement was not vast enough and most of it relied on word of mouth. The organisation did not have an online presence and was not advertising themselves enough of a medium scale. The consultant saw this as an issue if the organisation wanted to grow continuously in line with the market demands. Due to the growth of the online market and more people searching online rather than reading newspapers, this was an important aspect of growth.

All of these issues were fed back to the team who agreed with it and also wanted a change. It also had to be looked at in terms of cost and how it would affect the organisations profit and what implementation would require. ‘How would it interfere with the day to day running of the organisation ‘


Implementation: A general meeting was called with everyone within the agency; social workers and most importantly admin and HR department. Although it was impossible to get everyone to be present, it was decided that a letter will be circulated with the changes to be implemented to existing foster carers explaining how it would affect them. A time scale of 6 months was given for the implementation of annual leave for foster carers which will be based on the length of placement, therapeutic training for both staff and foster carers to increase higher acuity placements and an incentive for introducing new foster carers into the agency however the incentive will kick in after approval and the first placement has been made. 

It was clear that implementation of this required every member of the team to be involved and couldn’t be done by one section of the team, it was however important to note that everyone was happy with the changes that was going to be effected.  This is in line with studies by Locke et al 1988 which suggests that the when the team is in agreement with the solution, this enhances performance (Williams 2002). It was also important to review to what extent the solution implemented was going to resolve the issue at hand and what progress had been made within a specified period of time (Williams 2002). 

The ‘HR’ team was required to keep track of recruitment and monitor the gradual change in turn-over of foster carers in order to conclude as to whether it was the right decisions or if any modifications need to be made.




Evaluation and monitoring/follow up: In order to decide whether a solution has resolved the specific problem, feedback needs to be collected and measured (William 2001).  As part of implementation, six months –a year was given as review period of changes that has been enacted. It was decided that after this period, a feedback template will be given to existing foster carers in order to access the impact of the changes. The consultant was called in to review and evaluate the effect;

The foster carers expressed after a year that:
a) The introduction of two-week annual leave respite was really welcoming. This also dissuaded some foster carers that saw this as a reason to want to move agencies. Foster carers who had utilised this said that they didn’t have to think about the financial implications and they were also able to get the support of a family member while they had some respite. Some foster carers expressed that this made them feel like a respected part of the work force.
b) The specialised training took a little while before it began due to the planning and identifying a trainer. However, this has started and carers expressed a huge benefit in feeling more equipped in caring for children/young people. The agency was slowly beginning to accept high acuity placement although this had gone into full motion as originally thought, it was clear that this was a long-term investment. Some solutions may not necessary generate the high turnover however it maximises the chances of the systems within the organisation (Williams 2002). The consultant advised that this training continued as it was clearly needed for both foster carers and staff due to the specialist work that was carried out. This also means that the agency was also to compete with surrounding agencies on a more specialist scale.
c) Incentives of £500 was introduced when an existing foster carer refers someone into the agency. However, this was only given after the prospective foster carer has gone through the process of approval and gotten their first placement. This has been properly scrutinized in terms of the quality of foster carers that was coming through so a good number have been approved so far.  It was discovered that this was well received and it was going to continue.
d) The IT increased the online presence of the organisation as a way of creating awareness and increase recruitment. The IT improved the website and made it easy to navigate making it more appealing. The IT spoke about subtle posts on Facebook /YouTube engaging foster carers without bridging confidentiality rules. The IT were also able to monitor the flow of traffic from these websites and how many recruits that have approved; it was discussed that although the number of recruits was very small because it required very little spend to maintain. It was decided that the organisation was not losing from continuing this and although recruitment was low, it could increase or decrease as the months went by.

The desired overall aim of the process was to decrease the turn -over of foster carers in order to tackle the primary problem. The team discovered that the number of foster carer that left the agency after a year of implementation was very low in comparison to the previous year. It was clear that changes that were introduced had the desired effect on the organisation and was moving the overall growth in the right direction. 

Looking at the steps in the rational decision process, it is clear that this is a time consuming methodical process and can’t always be followed for every decision made i.e. some organisation may not have the time/ resources to hire a consultant or even call a general team meeting to deliberate on matters as business will be affected. Some organisation identifies the issues affecting them at a managerial level and implement the solution without discussion, most times this is effective and produces the result needed due to intuition (Williams 2002). 

A disadvantage of the rational decision process is that it is time consuming and requires resources that might take people out of the day to functioning which might contribute to the problem at hand. People who own business prefer to use their instinct and reach swift outcome by using streamlining strategies or rules of thumb to support them in their decisional accomplishments (Williams 2002). In my opinion, hiring a consultant can also prove expensive in this process when that money could be used in other ways. This also means that as humans, we may be seeking the best o

An advantage of the rational decision process is that it’s quite thorough and promotes accountability. It also requires that participation of the team which means that there are more people to enact that change and promote it accordingly. It also enables the team to evaluate the changes ad review them.  

[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion as decision makers, we are compelled by bounded logic, other host of confines that lead us to forgo or readily settle on a result that is good enough rather than pursuing the best conclusion possible (Williams 2002).
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