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From the Chair, by Ward Edwards:  

What has Happened in the Last Two Years? A Progress Report  

It's hard to believe that this is the last column I shall write as your Chair. A lot has 
happened in the two years since I wrote the first one. An informative datum is that both 
we and our superordinate organization have changed names. When I wrote the first 
column, two years ago, it was intended for the Special Interest Group on Decision 
Analysis of ORSA, the Operations Research Society of America. This one will go to the 
Society for Decision Analysis of INFORMS, the Institute for Operations Research and 
Management Sciences. The two name changes reflect important changes in us and in the 
world within which we function.  

The first chronologically was the merger of ORSA and TIMS into INFORMS. From my 
perspective this was a ratification of a fait accompli. The main functions that our paternal 
umbrella organization has performed are: (1) to facilitate the birth of organizations like 
ours, (2) to provide journals and an annual meeting intended to appeal to all elements of a 
very diverse membership, and (3) to perform the housing, bookkeeping, and other similar 
management functions required in order to do 1 and 2. Moreover, at least one function 
that is very important to us all is omitted from this inventory: representation of our 
interests and ideas in Washington. The merger simply said that current functions, not 
history nor localgroup ideology, are the basis for sensible organization. Moreover, if we 
want to be heard in Washington, we had better speak with one voice.  

If incubating groups like ours is an objective, controlling what such groups get called is 
an important tool toward meeting it. The Special Interest Group label was just right for us 
in our early days.  



We were tentative about what we were in existence to do other than to read papers to one 
another. We were sure that some of the functions performed by scientific and 
professional organizations were not part of our agenda. We did not (and still do not) want 
to publish one or more journals; our field has an adequate supply of good places in which 
we can publish. We initially were very glad not to have to organize our own meetings, 
since that is a lot of work and requires a level of financial responsibility that we didn't 
have when we started. ORSA provided exactly what we needed: an organizational 
structure able and willing to perform the functions of a scientific and professional society 
that we didn't want to or didn't have the resources to perform, a place, time, and 
organizational background that permitted us to meet, schmooze, and read papers to one 
another, and the opportunity to grow.  

Grow we did, for a while. Two years ago, when I took over this role from Jim Dyer, I 
found an organization that was doing very well what it had originally been designed to do 
(namely put on excellent programs at meetings), but that could be doing a lot more. In 
fact, I soon learned, it had better do a lot more! Members were using their feet to express 
their dissatisfaction with our very academic flavor. Our duespaying membership had 
declined from 554 in 1988 to 421 in 1994a time, I believe, during which the number of 
people who call themselves decision analysts increased every year. Moreover our SIG 
was subordinate to an ORSATIMS that wanted to change, both in organizational 
structure and to facilitate taking on hitherto neglected organizational functions.  

In 1994 (and now) I believed that major change in Decision Analysis was in progress, 
and would occur whether this group was involved in facilitating it or not. Bluntly, what 
was and is happening is that the intellectual tools of Decision Analysis, originally 
designed to be useful but not widely seen as such, are in fact useful, and the world of 
potential users is in process of catching on. That implied that our academic subdiscipline, 
which could never decide whether it belonged in the Arts College, the Engineering 
College, or the School of Business, would have to understand and accept the thought that 
the primary place where we belong is not in any academic locus, but rather out there in 
the world of real inferences and decisions.  

That's a scary thought for us academics. First, it greatly raises the cost of the academic 
habit of using irrelevance as a justification for irresponsibility. We are no longer 
irrelevant. When we proclaim that people are no damn good, we should expect and take 
responsibility for the response "OK, then we won't hire them." Second, we must supply 
people to the job market who have managed to learn how to use our tools imaginatively, 
creatively, and well without also learning that the only place in which to do that is 
academia. And third, we must recognize that as more and more people not subject to the 
quality control disciplines provided by academia come to call themselves Decision 
Analysts, the nature of our subdiscipline and of the organizations that aspire to serve it 
must change. We can't use publication counts, or even publication content, as our only 
index of quality of performance. We can't be as snotty as academics normally are about 
degree pedigrees. We must worry about the job market, and do what we can to facilitate 
both traditional style employment of Decision Analysts and the hiring of Decision 
Analysts by potential consumers of analyses. And (horrible humbling thought) we must 



face up to the issues of professional identity, professional standards definition, and 
standards enforcement that every intellectual profession needs and that the organizations 
that serve each profession must and do provide.  

Was the Special Interest Group on Decision Analysis ready to meet such challenges? I 
wasn't sure, but it seemed possible that we were. I decided to find out.  

The first thing I learned was that the other officers were as eager to see us change as I 
was. I declared in somewhat peremptory style that we would exploit email to have a life 
between meetings, and that anyone who didn't already have an email address should get 
one. To my delight, everyone said "Hooray!" The one or two who didn't have email 
addresses, got them.  

That may have been the most important change for which I will take some credit. The 
Society's Board is a collection of neargeniuses whose dedication and willingness to work 
hard has been beyond praise. By now we are used to thinking together, and to the style of 
some discussion, some airing of whatever disagreements may exist, and then recognition 
by all that a decision has been reachedat which point we move on to the next topic. We 
almost never vote. The result is that the group runs with remarkable efficiency and little 
effortexcept the routinely high level of effort that the job of Secretary/Treasurer demands 
and Bob Nau uncomplainingly supplies.  

We had plenty on our plates. After getting organized, our first question was: how do we 
move ourselves away from being an academic theoryoriented debating society toward 
being the professional society that Decision Analysis is coming to need and that the 
Society for Decision Analysis explicitly and clearly aspires to become. Not only how do 
we do it, but how do we do it in a way that recognizes our very great strength as 
academics and theoreticians. I early concluded that, though I believed in the goal and 
could identify the additional services we would have to provide, and provide well, in 
order to move toward it, I was more likely to facilitate it by defining the goal and 
initiating early steps toward it than by explicitly leading the march. For one thing, I am an 
academic; such a march needs to be led in detail by pioneering nonacademics. For 
another, I have two years as Chair of the Society, but the transformation required will 
take 1020 years.  

The obvious first step was to establish a Committee, put some leaders (not drawn from 
academia) onto it, charge it with charting the course of selftransformation that the Society 
should follow, and hope that the product tells us how to proceed. That Committee is now 
in place, chaired by Tom Spradlin. It has organized several wonderful dogandpony shows 
at various meetings showing what Decision Analysts are doing in American industry and 
what their problems are. We await its blueprint for what the Society should do to serve 
this community wellnot exactly with bated breath, since two years is a long time to bate 
one's breath, but with expectant eagerness.  

A housekeeping detail came next. We needed a new set of Bylaws, if only to replace 
ORSA with INFORMS. But even a casual review of the old Bylaws showed that they had 



developed a terminal case of irrelevance to what we actually did. An overhaul was in 
order. Ralph Miles and I decided to do it efficiently, and did produce a draft efficiently. 
Fortunately, some of our wiser colleagues were willing to remind us that the urge to be 
efficient should not be permitted to overcome the urge to make sense. The Bylaws under 
which we now operate seem to me to make a lot of senseso much so that we are in fact 
operating in full accordance with them. How long will that last?  

The ORSAintoINFORMS reorganization had major effects on the efficiency of the 
services that the superordinate organization providedsuch as tracking members and dues. 
So it was only gradually that I came to realize that we were losing membershad done so 
for years. That fact, finally faced, defined a crisis. Transforming ourselves is all very 
well, but makes little sense if the organization is dwindling away. Membership had to be 
the central focus for a while. I defined the eachonereachone focus of our membership 
drive, said it clearly, explicitly, loudly, and often. We coped as a group with some of the 
obviously illdesigned elements of the process of signing up new members. And then, 
having done what we could easily see to do, we awaited the results withyesbated breath. 
Those who have seen me recently may have noticed that my normally ruddy complexion 
is now distinctly blue!  

We haven't been able to get a straight story from INFORMS yet. But Bob Nau tells me 
that the evidence available to him persuades him that the corner has been turned, and 
membership is once more rising. I don't have evidence, but am perfectly willing to 
substitute eagerness for it. And we will surely know by May.  

For Pete's sake do not conclude that your recruiting responsibility is now less substantial 
than it was a year ago. For this Society, recruiting must be a permanent fullcourt press, a 
constant obsessive concern. Each of youyes, you yourself as you sit there reading this 
columnhas a personal responsibility to recruit at least one new member each year. More 
than that is fine. But less than that is simply irresponsible. If you had told your mother 
that you were going to miss out on one of those years, she would have made you stand in 
the corner. I can tell you that each of your officers, including me, has taken the 
responsibility very seriously, and has delivered.  

Three other issues have been addressed but not dealt with. One is our entry into the age of 
electronics and networks. That we have a listserver and a home page on the World Wide 
Web is entirely attributable to the skills and diligence of Bob Nau and Jim Smith. These 
are still very much works in progress. I won't be able or willing to keep my paws off 
them for much longer, especially since Bob has been politely bugging me for more than a 
year to produce something about history and something about present status of Decision 
Analysis.  

A second is honors and awards. We have a Committee of very distinguished sortsit is 
chaired by Ron Howard and consists of all past Ramsey Award winners. It has been 
conspicuously inactive in thinking through the question it must address, which is "if you 
don't count publications in order to know who has done the best work, what do you 
count?" I don't especially envy Don Keefer the task, which he inherits from me, of 



prodding a bunch of Ramsey Award winners into trying to deal with that impossible 
question. It must be dealt with, impossible or not. A professional organization can 
understand and accept the academy's definition of academically excellent performance, 
but cannot allow itself the definition "Excellent means academically excellent."  

The third issue that must be and has been addressed, but far from adequately, is 
internationalization. If possible, and it should be, professional Decision Analysts should 
have an organization that provides services and sets standards that extend throughout the 
world. Such an organization will perform its functions far more effectively than would a 
group of such organizations, fractionated along national or cultural boundaries and at best 
linked only loosely with one another. Anticipating that need, we built permissive 
language into the new Bylaws allowing us to organize regional Assemblies, and defining 
the goal of having the Society be the organization that organized and managed their 
collaborative functioning. At that point, I put Raimo Hamalainen in a tough spot by 
appointing him to be Chair, which really means organizer, of the European Assembly. 
Raimo soon found that many European Decision Analysts were less than eager to see yet 
another organization emerging to compete for their goingtomeetings funds and time. He 
has had to take a much slower and more conservative approach than I had originally 
anticipated. As yet Europe does not seem to have experienced the swell of nonacademic 
Decision Analytic jobs that we are experiencing in the U. S. It is hard to imagine that 
European heavy industry will not learn of the usefulness of Decision Analysis in such 
processes as thinking about mergers and acquisitions, just as U. S. heavy industry is now 
learning. Raimo's task should get easier as that happens.  

The Asian situation is quite different. Decision Analysts and other decision scientists are 
scattered throughout the Pacific Rim countries. Most of them feel lonely, isolated, and 
out of touch. It is sometimes the case that 10 or more colleagues in the same city are 
thinking about related topics, each feeling isolated and out of touch. Since many of them 
got their academic training in the U. S. or in Europe, it is natural for them to feel, as their 
mentors did, that the center of their intellectual universe is Cambridge, or Ann Arbor, or 
Paris, or Uppsala, or wherever they did their graduate work. That situation can be much 
alleviated by organizing regional meetings where they can get together, find out from one 
another what their common interests are, and figure out ways to pursue those interests 
jointly rather than separately.  

Does that sound like a slam dunk for an Asian Assembly? It isn't. The distances are vast, 
even by U. S. standards. The native languages are numerous, and English is not most 
common among them. All students must be fluent in Englishbut users of Decision 
Analytic ideas are not similarly constrained. Travel funds are limited, and the tendency is 
to conserve what is available to get back to Europe or America. Australia and New 
Zealand complicate the situation; not exactly Asian, but not anything else, and well 
stocked with very able Decision Analysts and other decision scientists. There can be 
political as well as economic barriers to travel and cooperation. And above all, an 800lb. 
gorilla lurks in the background. One must assume that the Chinese government doesn't 
take great interest in what Decision Analysts do or think., though some of their nationals 
are very able decision scientists. But if it should choose to take an interest. . . You can't 



organize an Asian Assembly without the full participation of the mainland Chinese 
Decision Analysts. And you can't feel secure in the assumption that the Chinese 
government's present attitude of sympathetic disinterest will never change into something 
less helpful. There's an important sense in which Decision Analysis is all about 
empowering individuals to serve their own values well. . .  

I traveled throughout the Pacific Rim countries last December and January, looking for 
people and ideas that might point toward an Asian Assembly, and found plenty of both. I 
came back with some quite specific ideas about what to do. A combination of laziness 
(mine) and ill health (Silvia's) has delayed the doing; I apologize to my Asian colleagues 
for that. But I do hope to present a plan of action to Officers and Council soon. If they 
approve, it will be a topic for discussion at our Business Meeting in Washington.  

That's what I have done, and not done. I hope I have served your interests, and those of 
our wonderful subdiscipline, well. I've had a ball, and learned much. The next voice you 
hear in this space will be Don Keefer's. Don, I hope you have as much fun in this role as I 
have had.  

Oh, one more nonprogress item. I started out thinking that I could encourage myself and 
others to write humorous verse on Decision Analytic themes. It's easy to do, but I have 
been too busy to do it. Don, do you write limericks? It's hard to make a sonnet funny. 

 

If choosing is stopped by a case of paralysis,  

the blockage demands an effective catalysis.  

It's through SEU,  

that framework so true:  

coherence restored by Decision Analysis!  

--- The Editor 

 

Brief Bios of the Candidates  

NOMINEES FOR VICE CHAIR:  

Rakesh K. Sarin  

Rakesh K. Sarin is the Paine Professor of Management at the Anderson School of 
Management, University of California, Los Angeles. He has served as a council member 



of the Decision Analysis SIG, 1984-87, and as the nominating committee chair, 1994. He 
also served as a panel member of the Decision, Risk, and Management Science branch of 
the National Science Foundation, 1992-94. He was program cochair of the ORSA/TIMS 
meeting, Los Angeles, 1986. He organized conferences on "Risk: Axiomatics, Models, 
and Applications", Lake Arrowhead, Ca., 1991 and on "perspectives in Operations 
Management", Los Angeles, 1991. He has contributed broadly to the field of Decision 
Theory and his sixty or so papers represent axiomatic analysis of decision models, 
development of methods and algorithms for general classes of decision problems, and 
realworld applications. His work includes multiattribute preference theory, equity and 
fairness in social risk, and decisions under risk and uncertainty. He has served as a 
consultant to several private and public organizations.  

Detlof von Winterfeldt  

Detlof von Winterfeldt is a Professor of Systems Management at the University of 
Southern California and President of Decision Insights, Inc. He received his Ph.D. degree 
in mathematical psychology from the University of Michigan in 1976. He has been active 
in teaching, research, and consulting. His research interests are in the foundation and 
practice of decision analysis as applied to technology and risk management problems. He 
is the coauthor of Decision Analysis and Behavioral Research as well as the author of 
many articles on these topics. As a consultant, he has applied decision and risk analysis to 
many management problems of government and private industry. Examples include the 
management of risks from electromagnetic magnetic fields, siting nuclear waste disposal 
facilities and selection of defense technologies. Dr. von Winterfeldt has served on several 
editorial boards, including Operations Research, Management Science, Risk Analysis, 
and the Journal of Behavioral Decision Making. He was a member of the National 
Research Council's Committee on Risk Perception and Risk Communication (1987-1988) 
and of the Advisory Panel of the National Science Foundation's Decision and Risk 
Management Science Program (1990-1992). He has been a member of ORSA and TIMS 
since 1980 and he was elected council member of the Decision Analysis Society of 
INFORMS in 1995.  

NOMINEE FOR SECRETARY/TREASURER: Robert F. Nau  

Robert F. Nau is an Associate Professor in the Decision Sciences group at the Fuqua 
School of Business, Duke University. He is currently a Departmental Editor for 
Management Science in the Decision Analysis area and is also the incumbent 
Secretary/Treasurer and de facto webmaster of the Decision Analysis Society of 
INFORMS. He previously served as an SDA council member from 1992-94, was co chair 
of the Decision Analysis cluster at the 1992 Orlando meeting, and has organized a 
number of sponsoredpaper sessions at other INFORMS meetings.  

NOMINEES FOR COUNCIL:  

David G. Lowell  



David G. Lowell received a B.S. in mechanical engineering in 1985 and an M.S. and a 
Ph.D. in engineeringeconomic systems in 1988 and 1994, respectively, all from Stanford 
University. For his doctoral research, he received the George B. Dantzig Dissertation 
Award from INFORMS. He is in his third year as a management consultant with 
Strategic Decisions Group in Menlo Park, California, where he helps clients in diverse 
industries develop innovative strategies, understand risk, and make better investment 
decisions. He teaches decision analysis theory and practice in professional seminars and 
as a university guest lecturer, and has served the Decision Analysis Society of INFORMS 
as a judge for the Student Paper Competition and the Publication Award.  

James E. Smith  

Jim Smith is an Associate Professor of Decision Sciences at the Fuqua School of 
Business at Duke University. Prior to coming to Duke, he received his Ph.D. from 
Stanford's EngineeringEconomic Systems department and worked at Strategic Decisions 
Group. He has been actively involved in the Decision Analysis Society in the last few 
years: serving on the council (1993-96), chairing the student paper competition (1992-
95), and setting up the electronic mailing list (DAList). At Duke, he teaches courses in 
probability, statistics, and decision analysis. His research is focused on developing 
methods for representing and solving decision problems and methods for valuing risky 
projects.  

Tom Spradlin  

Tom Spradlin's training is in biostatistics, having been granted a Ph.D. by The Johns 
Hopkins University in 1976. Since that time he has worked at Eli Lilly and Company, 
where he practiced statistics in association with clinical research for a number of years, 
and spent some time in a project management role. Since 1992 he has been involved in 
applications of decision analysis to the company's strategic decisions.  

Elke U. Weber  

Elke Weber received her Ph.D. from Harvard University in 1984. Her work is at the 
intersection of psychology and economics and examines the influence of individual and 
crosscultural differences in information processing on utility assessment and risky 
decision making. She has been a professor in both psychology departments (University of 
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 1985-88; Ohio State University, at present) and business 
schools (University of Chicago, 1988-95; Otto Beisheim School of Corporate 
Management, Germany, 1995) and spent a year at the Center for Advanced Studies in the 
Behavioral Sciences at Stanford University. She currently sits on the editorial board of 
four major journals, is the author of more than 30 articles, and has consulting experience 
with government agencies and private business. In 1988, she was awarded the Young 
Psychologist Award by the American Psychological Association, and in 1994 the 
Outstanding Young Investigator Award by the Society for Medical Decision Making.  
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