Appendix A.5 Tools for organizing your argument

Prioritizing Methods

Prioritizing methods establish the relative value of choices or alternatives. They answer the question, "What's the
most important?" You can prioritize your results in a ranking of the choices to show what should be done first,
what requires the greatest attention, and what needs the most resources. Methods differ depending on whether
the priorities are based on objectives or criteria.

What are they?

Objective priorities. Actions or choices can be prioritized in terms of how they affect the achievement of an
objective or fit into a structured process. These can be called objective priorities.

PERT to find critical path. Program Analysis and Review Technique (PERT) is an example of an objective
priority setting process. A PERT analysis shows which activities in a structured process are part of the “critical
path." This is the sequence of events that determines the overall pace of your project. Activities on the critical path
usually receive priority attention because delays there will affect overall progress.

Triage activities. Triage methods are another objective-based priority setting process in which choices are made
according to whether they will affect the overall achievement of objectives. In triage, cases that are not in
immediate need of attention receive lower priority, as do cases where the likely success of action is small. Those
activities or choices that combine urgency with potential for success get top priority.

Criteria priorities. Project priorities can also be based on a set of criteria. Cost-benefit or cost-performance
analyses are examples of this sort of priority setting. Whatever choices yield the greatest value on the criterion
measure get highest priority. Results of a MAU modeling exercise would also be a form of objective-based priority
setting, but one that may be linked to a group decision process.

Set priorities through voting. Priorities chosen this way are based on the subjective preferences of the voters.
These include one-person-one-vote methods, where vote totals can determine priorities. Multi-voting methods are
also used in which each voter gets some fixed number of votes to distribute among the choices. Voting may be
done by either public or secret ballots.

What are they good for?

Influence outcomes. These methods help effectively choose priorities that will directly affect the progress or
outcomes of your work. These are often complex situations where some analytical tools, like PERT or
cost-performance measurements, are needed to get a reliable answer.

Cohesive planning, group decision making. Prioritizing methods can also be used in situations where a variety
of perspectives or preferences have to be taken into account. In these cases, setting priorities is necessary as a
basis for cohesive planning and to establish group-based guides for decisions. In interorganizational efforts, as
most integration initiatives are, collaboration is vital to success. Voting methods for priority setting in such
collaborative situations provide a public expression of the decision process and the importance of each member's
point of view.

Some limitations and considerations

Tough choices. Priorities always involve tough but necessary choices. The process of identifying and setting
priorities will almost certainly involve conflict and controversy. Some planning and preparation are necessary to
keep the work on track.

More tough choices. Setting priorities does not end the tough decision process. Even though you know which
choices are most important, you still have to figure out exactly how to allocate resources and work assignments.

Strategic Planning Methods

Strategic planning methods include a wide variety of analysis and decision making tools and techniques, all of
which contribute to an organization designing its future. They are a way of answering the question, "Where should
we be going and how will we get there?" Strategic planning, as distinct from other more limited forms of planning,
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is usually about the big decisions organizations face about their future. It is strategic in that it involves decisions
and actions with major consequences that extend over long time periods, and attends to the short and long term
environmental factors that may affect events.

Many of the techniques and tools described elsewhere in this guidebook would be included in virtually any
discussion of strategic planning. So this section describes some useful methods we haven't already covered:
scenario building, forecasting, and modeling.

What are they good for?

Simplified reality for testing. These kinds of models provide a simplified version of reality against which to test
ideas and explore consequences. They are most useful in the kind of complex situations characteristic of justice
systems and their information flows.

Explore possible actions. A model can be a very powerful tool to explore possible courses of action or
decisions. Consequences can be explored in hypothetical rather than real situations, so the costs of errors or bad
decisions are limited.

Common understanding. The development of models also provides a way of creating a shared understanding of
complex systems among those that work in them. This shared understanding can be of great value as an aid in
collaboration.

What are they?

Scenario building. This is a process of designing a hypothetical situation in a way that helps you predict the
consequences of decisions and actions. For example, Massachusetts has proposed legislation to require all state
agencies to consult a database of outstanding arrest warrants when a citizen is seeking a service or benefit.
Officials could examine the possible consequences of such a new policy by creating a scenario. This scenario
would assume reasonable values for the number of times the policy would generate arrests of various types, and
compute the increased demand on jails or law enforcement officers.

Forecasting. This tool is also used to predict future events, but it uses calculations based on historical data.
Forecasting typically uses data that have been collected on some events over time and uses them to project
trends into the future. Populations, crime statistics, and budgets often have ample historical data for forecasting.
The mathematical models used in forecasting may take into account the forces that influence trends to adjust the
predictions.

Modeling. This includes a wide variety of techniques to represent a process or problem in some way that leads to
predicting behavior or finding solutions. Graphical or qualitative models represent problems in conceptual terms,
such as flows, resources, information, causal relationships, or abstract structures (such as semantic or social
relationships). Quantitative models represent the problem in some mathematical form that allows calculating
interactions or outputs. Qualitative models require clear identification of concepts, relationships, and interactions.
Quantitative models require all that plus measurements of some kind as the basis for calculations. Models that
take into account the feedback of effects from one part of a system to another are called system dynamics
models. While usually quite complicated, these models provide a way to explore the dynamic interactions that are
not represented in other techniques.

Some limitations and considerations

Require advanced technical skills. The kinds of models described here require relatively high levels of technical
skill for their construction and interpretation. If these skills are not available in your organization, it will require the
intervention of external experts, usually at considerable cost.

Quality depends on data. In addition, the quality of the analysis resulting from the model is no better than the
model itself and the data on which it is based. Careful testing and validation are necessary to avoid conclusions or
actions based on a flawed model.

Presentation, communication. Models of this sort often pose problems of presentation and communication as
well. They frequently involve complex mathematical operations or graphic images that are hard to understand and
explain to non-technical audiences. A well-designed interpretation and presentation must accompany the
modeling work for non- technical audiences and policy makers.
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For more information
Ward, John, Griffiths, Pat, and Whitmore, Paul. (1990). Strategic Planning for Information Systems . New
York: John Wiley & Sons.
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