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The Administrative Model of decision making is a foundational concept in management
theory, offering a realistic perspective on how managers approach complex decisions
within organizations. Importantly, this model does not aim to dictate the exact methods or
procedures managers must follow when making decisions. Instead, it provides a
framework that recognizes the constraints, limitations, and practical realities faced by
managers in real-world settings. This distinction is crucial because it emphasizes the
descriptive nature of the model rather than a prescriptive or normative approach.
Understanding this nuance allows organizations to appreciate the value of the
Administrative Model as a tool for analyzing decision-making processes without
constraining managers to rigid guidelines.

Understanding the Administrative Model of
Decision Making

The Administrative Model, also known as the bounded rationality model, was developed by
Herbert Simon in response to the limitations of classical decision-making theories. Unlike
the normative models that prescribe ideal decision processes, the Administrative Model
aims to accurately describe how decisions are actually made in organizations.

Key Characteristics of the Administrative Model

The model is characterized by several core features:

Limited Rationality: Managers operate under constraints such as limited
information, time pressures, and cognitive limitations.

Satisficing: Instead of seeking the optimal solution, managers often settle for a
solution that is "good enough."

Incremental Decision Making: Decisions are made gradually, building on previous
steps and adjusting as new information becomes available.

Use of Heuristics: Managers rely on rules of thumb or mental shortcuts to simplify
complex decisions.



Environmental Constraints: External factors, such as organizational culture and
resource limitations, influence decision processes.

These features highlight that the model reflects practical decision-making, acknowledging
human and organizational limitations rather than idealized rationality.

The Descriptive Nature of the Administrative
Model

A fundamental aspect of the Administrative Model is its descriptive orientation. It aims to
explain how managers actually make decisions, not how they should make decisions.

Why the Model Does Not Prescribe Decision-Making
Procedures

The model intentionally avoids prescribing specific steps or procedures because:

Variability of Situations: Different organizations, industries, and decision contexts1.
require different approaches. A one-size-fits-all prescription would be unrealistic.

Recognition of Human Limitations: Managers cannot process all available2.
information or analyze every alternative thoroughly. The model recognizes these
cognitive constraints.

Focus on Realistic Processes: By describing actual behavior, the model provides3.
insights that are more applicable and useful for understanding and improving
decision-making in practice.

Flexibility for Managers: Managers are encouraged to adapt their decision-making4.
strategies based on specific circumstances rather than follow rigid protocols.

This approach helps organizations understand the natural tendencies and limitations of
managers, fostering more effective management practices tailored to real-world
challenges.

Implications for Managers and Organizations

Understanding that the Administrative Model does not prescribe how decisions should be
made has significant implications for managers and organizations.



Enhancing Decision-Making Effectiveness

Recognizing the model's descriptive nature allows managers to:

Identify Limitations: Be aware of cognitive and informational constraints that
influence decision quality.

Develop Realistic Strategies: Design decision processes that account for bounded
rationality, such as establishing heuristics or thresholds for satisficing.

Improve Information Gathering: Focus on collecting relevant and timely
information rather than exhaustive data collection.

Encourage Flexibility: Be open to incremental decisions and adjustments as new
information emerges.

By aligning decision strategies with actual human capabilities and organizational realities,
managers can make more effective and sustainable choices.

Fostering a Supportive Organizational Environment

Organizations can benefit from understanding that decision-making is inherently bounded
and imperfect by:

Promoting a Culture of Learning: Encouraging managers to reflect on their1.
decision processes and learn from experience.

Providing Adequate Resources: Ensuring access to relevant information and2.
decision-support tools.

Setting Realistic Expectations: Recognizing that perfect decisions are often3.
unattainable and emphasizing continuous improvement.

Training Managers: Equipping managers with heuristics and problem-solving skills4.
suited to their decision environments.

Such initiatives can help organizations leverage the insights of the Administrative Model
while mitigating its limitations.



Limitations and Criticisms of the Administrative
Model

While valuable, the Administrative Model has faced criticism and limitations.

Criticisms

Overemphasis on Constraints: Some argue that the model focuses too heavily on
limitations, potentially underestimating managers’ capabilities for rational analysis.

Lack of Prescriptive Guidance: Its descriptive nature means it offers little
direction for improving decision processes.

Assumption of Satisficing: Settling for "good enough" solutions may not be
suitable for high-stakes or strategic decisions requiring optimal solutions.

Variability in Application: The model may not accurately describe decision-making
in highly structured or automated environments.

Limitations

Context-Dependence: The applicability of the model varies depending on1.
organizational culture and decision complexity.

Potential for Suboptimal Outcomes: Satisficing may lead to decisions that are far2.
from optimal, affecting organizational performance.

Difficulty in Measuring "Good Enough": Determining what constitutes an3.
acceptable solution can be subjective and context-dependent.

Despite these criticisms, the model remains a vital framework for understanding decision-
making in real-world organizational settings.

Conclusion: The Value of the Administrative
Model

In summary, the Administrative Model of decision making is a powerful tool for



understanding how managers operate within the constraints of their environment. Its core
strength lies in its recognition that decision-making is rarely perfect or fully rational.
Importantly, the model does not attempt to prescribe how managers should make
decisions but rather describes how they do, given the limitations they face.

By appreciating this distinction, organizations can better support their managers through
appropriate resources, training, and organizational culture that acknowledge bounded
rationality. This understanding fosters more realistic expectations and encourages
decision-making processes tailored to actual human and organizational capabilities.
Ultimately, the Administrative Model provides valuable insights into the complexities of
managerial decision-making, emphasizing practicality over idealism, and offering a
realistic foundation for improving organizational effectiveness.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary focus of the Administrative Model
of Decision Making?
The Administrative Model focuses on understanding how managers actually make
decisions in real-world settings, emphasizing bounded rationality and the limitations they
face, rather than prescribing how they should make decisions.

Why does the Administrative Model of Decision Making
not prescribe specific decision-making procedures?
Because it aims to describe and analyze actual managerial behavior within constraints like
limited information, time, and cognitive capacity, rather than dictating ideal decision-
making processes.

How does the Administrative Model differ from the
Rational Decision-Making Model?
The Administrative Model recognizes that managers often settle for satisfactory solutions
due to constraints, whereas the Rational Model assumes decision-makers have complete
information and aim for the optimal solution.

In what ways does the Administrative Model reflect real-
world decision-making challenges faced by managers?
It reflects challenges such as limited information, time pressures, cognitive biases, and
organizational constraints that influence managers to make satisficing rather than optimal
decisions.



Can the Administrative Model be used to improve
managerial decision-making?
Yes, by understanding its principles, managers can become more aware of their limitations
and biases, leading to better strategies for handling complex decisions within their
constraints.

What are some common criticisms of the Administrative
Model of Decision Making?
Critics argue that it may be too descriptive and lacks prescriptive guidance, and that it
oversimplifies the decision-making process by emphasizing bounded rationality without
offering specific solutions for improvement.

Additional Resources
The Administrative Model Of Decision Making Does Not Attempt To Prescribe How
Managers Should Make Decisions

In the complex landscape of organizational management, decision-making stands as a
pivotal process that influences the trajectory of businesses, institutions, and governments
alike. Among the myriad theories that seek to elucidate how managers arrive at decisions,
the Administrative Model of Decision Making holds particular significance. Unlike
normative models that prescribe ideal decision-making procedures, the administrative
model offers a descriptive perspective, emphasizing how managers actually function
within real-world constraints. This article explores the nuances of this model, emphasizing
that it does not attempt to prescribe how managers should make decisions, but rather
seeks to understand and explain the decision-making behaviors that are observed in
practice.

---

Understanding the Administrative Model of
Decision Making

The administrative model, often associated with Herbert Simon—one of the pioneering
figures in organizational theory—emerged as a response to the limitations of classical,
rational decision-making models. While classical models advocate for optimal, logical, and
comprehensive analysis to arrive at the best possible decision, the administrative model
recognizes that real-world decision-makers operate under constraints that prevent such
idealized processes.

Origins and Theoretical Foundations

Herbert Simon introduced the administrative model in the 1940s and 1950s, emphasizing



bounded rationality—a concept that highlights the cognitive limitations of human decision-
makers. Simon argued that:

- Managers do not have access to complete information necessary for making optimal
decisions.
- Time constraints limit the depth of analysis.
- Managers often have to settle for satisfactory solutions rather than optimal ones.

This shift from normative to descriptive models marked a fundamental departure in
decision theory, focusing on actual behaviors rather than idealized procedures.

Key Premises of the Administrative Model

The model is built upon several core principles:

1. Bounded Rationality: Decision-makers are limited by their cognitive abilities and
available information.
2. Satisficing: Managers aim for solutions that are "good enough" rather than optimal.
3. Incremental Decision-Making: Choices are often made through small, manageable steps
rather than comprehensive analysis.
4. Use of Heuristics: Simple rules of thumb are employed to facilitate decision-making.
5. Environmental Constraints: External factors such as organizational policies, culture,
and resource limitations influence decisions.

---

The Model’s Descriptive Nature: What It Is and
What It Is Not

A critical aspect of the administrative model is its role as a descriptive framework rather
than a prescriptive one. This distinction underscores that the model aims to explain how
managers actually make decisions, not how they should make decisions under ideal
circumstances.

What the Administrative Model Explains

- Real-world Decision Processes: It provides insights into the typical behaviors, shortcuts,
and compromises managers employ.
- Limitations and Constraints: It highlights the cognitive, informational, and environmental
barriers influencing decision-making.
- Patterns of Behavior: Identifies common tendencies such as satisficing, incrementalism,
and reliance on heuristics.

What the Model Does Not Do

- Prescribe Optimal Decision Procedures: It does not advocate for minimal analysis or
haphazard decision-making.
- Impose Normative Standards: It does not suggest that managers should settle for



sufficiency or rely solely on heuristics.
- Ignore Rationality: While recognizing bounded rationality, it does not deny the
importance of rational thought; rather, it contextualizes rationality within constraints.

This non-prescriptive stance is fundamental. The model recognizes the imperfections and
complexities of the decision environment, emphasizing understanding over instruction.

---

Implications for Managers and Organizations

Understanding the administrative model’s descriptive nature has profound implications for
both managers and organizational theorists.

Realistic Expectations and Management Practices

- Appreciation of Constraints: Managers can better understand their own decision
limitations and those of their teams.
- Designing Supportive Systems: Organizations might focus on reducing informational
constraints or streamlining decision processes rather than enforcing rigid procedures.
- Training and Development: Managers can be trained to recognize cognitive biases and
heuristics, leading to more conscious decision-making.

Limitations and Critiques

While the model captures the realities of managerial behavior, it also invites certain
critiques:

- Potential for Suboptimal Outcomes: Satisficing and heuristics may lead to decisions that
are not optimal, potentially causing issues if not managed carefully.
- Overemphasis on Constraints: Critics argue that the model may understate the potential
for managers to develop rational strategies or innovate beyond constraints.
- Context Dependence: The applicability of the model varies across different organizational
contexts, industries, and decision types.

Practical Use Cases

Despite its descriptive focus, the model informs various practical approaches:

- Decision Support Systems: Recognizing bounded rationality fuels the development of
decision aids that help managers process information more effectively.
- Organizational Design: Structures that reduce complexity and improve information flow
align with the model’s insights.
- Behavioral Interventions: Awareness of heuristics and biases allows for designing
interventions to improve decision quality.

---



Deep Dive into Decision-Making Behaviors
According to the Model

The administrative model sheds light on specific behaviors that characterize managerial
decision-making:

Satisficing

Rather than exhaustively searching for the optimal solution, managers tend to select the
first acceptable option that meets a minimum standard of adequacy. This process involves:

- Setting aspiration levels.
- Recognizing limitations in time and information.
- Accepting "good enough" solutions to maintain efficiency.

Incrementalism

Decisions are often made through incremental steps, allowing managers to adjust and
adapt as new information emerges. This approach:

- Reduces risk.
- Facilitates learning.
- Prevents over-commitment to a single course of action.

Heuristic Use

Managers rely on mental shortcuts for quick judgments, such as:

- Rules of thumb.
- Past experiences.
- Intuitive judgments.

While heuristics expedite decisions, they also introduce biases, which organizations must
be aware of and manage.

Environmental and Organizational Influences

External factors play a significant role:

- Organizational policies and culture shape acceptable decision behaviors.
- Resource limitations restrict options.
- External pressures such as market competition influence decision urgency.

---



Balancing the Descriptive and Normative
Perspectives

The distinction between descriptive and normative models is crucial in decision theory.
The administrative model’s strength lies in its realistic portrayal of managerial decision-
making, acknowledging that:

- Managers operate under constraints.
- Rationality is bounded.
- Decisions are often satisfactory rather than optimal.

However, organizations also seek to improve decision quality. Therefore, normative
models that prescribe rational, comprehensive procedures are essential in guiding ideal
decision-making practices. The administrative model complements these by highlighting
areas where improvements are feasible within existing constraints.

Integration in Practice

- Hybrid Approaches: Combining insights from the administrative model with normative
guidelines can lead to more effective decision strategies.
- Training Programs: Educating managers about heuristics and biases can mitigate some
limitations highlighted by the model.
- System Design: Creating organizational systems that support bounded rationality—such
as information systems and decision support tools—align with the model’s insights.

---

Conclusion: The Model’s Role in Modern
Management

The Administrative Model of Decision Making remains a foundational concept in
understanding how managers function in real organizational contexts. Its core
assertion—that it does not attempt to prescribe how managers should make
decisions—underscores its role as a descriptive framework that captures the complexities,
constraints, and often imperfect behaviors of decision-makers.

In today’s dynamic and complex organizational environments, appreciating the model’s
insights allows for more realistic expectations and the development of systems that
support better decision-making within constraints. It encourages managers to be aware of
their limitations, to employ heuristics consciously, and to seek incremental progress
rather than unattainable perfection.

Ultimately, understanding that the model is not prescriptive but descriptive fosters a more
nuanced approach to organizational decision-making—one that recognizes human
limitations while striving for continuous improvement. As organizations evolve, integrating
the lessons of the administrative model with technological advances and organizational



innovations will be key to navigating the intricate terrain of managerial decisions.

---
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