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DECISION-MAKING PROCESS 
THEORY 

Decision-making process theory is a state-level theory that 
emphasizes the role of bureaucratic organizations and 
how the process of decision-making within these 
organizations, and within the government as a whole, can 
affect its foreign policy and international relations. 



Decision-making 
process theory 
disassembles the 
state bureaucratic 
structure, taking a 
targeted look at 
specific component 
parts to understand 
how decisions are 
made. 
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The idea behind this 
theory is that 
different factions of a 
large bureaucracy are 
likely to approach 
problems or issues 
from different 
perspectives and with 
different 
preconceptions and 
priorities.   
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DECISION-MAKING PROCESS 
THEORY 

So bureaucratic agencies address issues from different 
points of view, or, as the saying goes, “Where you stand 
is largely determined by where you sit.” 



DECISION-MAKING PROCESS 
THEORY 

According to decision-making process theorists, the inner 
workings of the bureaucracy – bargaining strategies, 
departmental priorities, and the like – cannot be 
disassociated from an assessment of foreign policy or 
international relations.  



DECISION-MAKING PROCESS 
THEORY 

Bureaucracies and Decision-Making 
A bureaucracy is a network of interconnected departments 

and organizations designed to manage and administrate 
the operations of a state.  

The method that a state or bureaucracy 
uses to reach decisions is called 
decision-making. 



DECISION-MAKING PROCESS 
THEORY 

A key part of this process and a defining feature of large 
bureaucracies is their dependence on standard operating 
procedures (SOPs). SOPs are accepted routines or 
patterns used by bureaucracies to organize and simplify 
the decision-making process.  



New policies are often 
the result of what is 
called 
incrementalism, 
which means that 
bureaucracies allow 
only incremental or 
marginal alterations 
in existing policy to 
prevent major 
changes from 
established norms.  
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DECISION-MAKING PROCESS 
THEORY 

States and Foreign Policy 
Decision-making process theorists view foreign 

policy and international relations largely as a 
by-product of these inner workings and the 
interaction of various state bureaucracies.  



DECISION-MAKING PROCESS 
THEORY 

Graham T. Allison’s three distinct models for explaining 
foreign policy decisions. 



DECISION-MAKING PROCESS 
THEORY 

With the rational actor model, decision makers carefully 
define and identify foreign policy problems, gather all 
available information about the foreign policy options, 
weigh all possible alternatives, and select policies that 
are most likely to promote the state’s national interests. 



The organizational 
process model 
focuses on the 
routines, standard 
patterns of behavior, 
and institutional 
perspectives of 
particular agencies, 
and their impact on 
foreign policy 
decisions.  
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DECISION-MAKING PROCESS 
THEORY 

The bureaucratic politics model emphasizes the struggle  
between various agencies of the government and its impact  
on the decision-making process.  
This model contends  
that the formulation  
of policy is largely  
the result of the  
competition among  
government agencies,  
representing diverse  
views. 
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The Components of 
Decision-Making 
Process Theory 
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Focus of Analysis 
 

Internal decision-making process of governments 
 



Major Actors 
Bureaucracies, 

agencies, and 
organizations 
within 
government 
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Behavior of States 
States not necessarily  

rational actors; 
 

Complex interplay of  
internal and external 

factors 

 



DECISION-MAKING PROCESS 
THEORY 

Basis of a State’s Foreign Policy 
Compromise / competition 
between government  
agencies; 
 
Adherence to standard  
operating procedures; 
 
Incrementalism 
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Key Concepts 
Bureaucracy 

Bureaucracy is a network of interconnected departments 
and organizations designed to manage and administrate 
the operations of a state. 
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Key Concepts 
Bureaucratic Politics Model 

One of three conceptual models devised by Graham Allison 
to explain and predict the foreign policy behavior of 
states. The bureaucratic model focuses on the struggle 
between various agencies of the government and its 
impact on the decision-making process. This model 
contends that the formulation of policy is largely the 
result of the competition among government agencies, 
representing diverse views. Such a competitive process 
means that foreign policy is often based more on 
domestic political struggles than on objective 
calculations of the national interest. 
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Key Concepts 
Bureaucratic Politics Model 
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Key Concepts 
Decision Making 

Decision making it the process of identifying problems, 
devising alternative policy options, and selecting which 
one of the alternatives to pursue. 
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Key Concepts 
Incrementalism 

Incrementalism is a tendency of decision makers to make 
only incremental only incremental or marginal alterations 
in existing policy in order to prevent major changes from 
established norms. 
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Key Concepts 
Organizational Process Model 

The organizational process model is the second of the three 
models devised by Graham Allison to explain and predict 
the foreign policy behavior of states. The organizational 
process model focuses on the routines, standard 
patterns of behavior, and institutional perspectives of 
particular agencies and their impact on foreign policy 
decisions. It assumes that all governments generally rely 
on standard operating procedures, are relatively 
predictable, and favor only marginal changes in existing 
policy. 
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Key Concepts 
Organizational Process Model 
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Key Concepts 
Rational Actor Model 

The rational actor model is associated with the realist theory 
of decision making and the first of three models used by 
Graham Allison to explain and predict the foreign policy 
behavior of states. According to the rational actor model, 
decision makers carefully define and identify foreign 
policy problems, gather all available information about 
the foreign policy options, weigh all possible alternatives, 
and select policies that are most likely to promote the 
state's national interests. 
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Key Concepts 
Rational Actor Model 
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Key Concepts 
Standard Operation Procedures 

Standard operating procedures (SOPs) are 
accepted routines or patterns used by 
bureaucracies to organize and simplify the 
decision making process. Standard operating 
procedures are utilized to handle problems or 
make decisions on a wide array of issues that 
confront governments on a daily basis—from 
internal personnel decisions to matters of 
international trade and diplomacy.   

 
 
 
 
 



DECISION-MAKING PROCESS 
THEORY 

Key Concepts 
Standard Operation Procedures 
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Critiques of Decision-Making Process Theory 
Realists criticize the inclusive approach of decision-making 
process theory for focusing  
too much on the details of  
foreign policy-making  
process, thus losing the  
broader analytical  
and theoretical implications  
of history and events.  
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Critiques of Decision-Making Process Theory 
Because they attempt to incorporate such a broad range of 

factors into their analysis, decision-making process 
theorists are often accused of describing the interaction 
of states, as opposed to providing a true story of 
international relations. 

 



Critiques of Decision-
Making Process 
Theory 

Decision making theory 
has also been attacked 
for being western-
centric (meaning it is 
only valuable when 
explaining the foreign 
policy process of 
western democratic 
governments). 
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Critiques of Decision-Making Process Theory 
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