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Structured Decision Making (SDM) Guidance for the 
Adaptive Management Program 
DRAFT January 8 2026 

1 Purpose 
The TFW Policy Committee and the Forest Practices Board formally endorsed SDM as their 
approach for improving decision-making as a response to the State Auditor’s Report (2021) call to 
improve decision making within the Washington State's Forest Practices Adaptive Management 
Program (AMP). This guidance document describes where and how an SDM framework can be 
applied to decisions made within the AMP, consistent with current decision-making processes.  

1.1 What is SDM? 

At its core, SDM is a set of tools and problem-solving approaches that are focused on bringing 
clarity and transparency to complex decisions. It rests on three foundations: 

1. Understanding values. Be explicit about what matters, which will define the objectives 
that any good decision should advance. For the AMP, this means keeping all four 
foundational goals from the Forests and Fish Report (1999) in view. 

2. Searching for creative solutions. Move beyond fixed positions to understand the 
underlying concerns driving each caucus. Seek solutions that address multiple interests, 
not just those that make compromises. 

3. Enabling good dialogue. Create space, through thoughtful facilitation, for genuine 
inquiry, ensure all voices are heard, and help the group navigate from disagreement 
toward shared understanding. 

When these three elements are present, even contentious decisions become more tractable. 
When they are absent, even simple decisions can become mired in conflict. 

1.2 Not Every Decision Needs Full Analysis 

A key insight from the practice of SDM is that most decisions do not require comprehensive 
formal analysis: 

• Many can be resolved simply through clearer thinking and getting explicit about objectives 
and alternatives; 

https://dnr.wa.gov/sites/default/files/2025-07/bc_fpb_ampperformanceaudit_sao_20210210.pdf
https://dnr.wa.gov/sites/default/files/2025-03/fp_rules_forestsandfish.pdf
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• Others benefit from partial analysis with focused attention on the most uncertain or 
contested elements and their relevance for the decision at hand; and 

• Only a small fraction of decisions require complete decision analysis with detailed 
consequence modeling and formal trade-off evaluation. 

The goal is to match the level of analytical rigor to the complexity and stakes of each decision. 
Applying SDM principles means approaching decisions thoughtfully, with clarity about values and 
openness to learning, and devoting appropriate energy and resources to only those choices that 
need them most. 

This document provides guidance for applying SDM principles across the spectrum of decisions 
faced by the Forest Practices Board, TFW Policy Committee, and the Cooperative Monitoring, 
Evaluation, and Research (CMER) Committee. Section 2 outlines general principles applicable to 
any decision. Section 3 describes three general decision categories that describe current decision 
processes within the AMP and the SDM approaches suited to each. 

2 General SDM Principles 
The following principles can improve any decision process without requiring formal analysis or 
extensive deliberation. They align closely with the collaborative intent of the original 1987 TFW 
Agreement and various AMP protocols. 

2.1 Adopt a Learning Mindset 

Effective deliberation requires a shift from advocating established positions toward genuine 
inquiry about the decision at hand. This means listening to understand others' perspectives rather 
than simply preparing a response and asking clarifying questions that help surface the interests 
underlying stated positions. A learning mindset acknowledges that each participant's 
understanding may be incomplete and that others around the table may have insights essential 
to making a good decision. It also means being honest about uncertainty by recognizing what is 
known and what remains unknown, rather than treating tentative conclusions as established facts. 

2.2 Clarify Objectives 

Many disagreements become more tractable when participants are clear about what they're 
actually trying to accomplish. Distinguishing means (proposed actions) from ends (desired 
outcomes) helps to build shared understanding not only of the range of values relevant to a 
particular conversation, but also of the connections between available actions and those 
fundamental values. Clarifying objectives in this way helps to ensure that all values (not just those 
easiest to measure) are on the table, represented, and understood. 
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2.3 Develop Creative Alternatives 

Good decisions require good options to choose from. Often, disagreements stem not from 
fundamental value conflicts but from an unnecessarily narrow framing of available choices. 
Resisting the temptation to frame decisions as binary (status quo versus one proposed change) 
opens space for generating alternatives designed to advance multiple objectives simultaneously. 
One useful technique is to develop "bookend" strategies representing distinctly different 
approaches, then explore hybrid options that draw on the strengths of each. Including a reference 
case (current practice) as one alternative enables clear comparison and helps ground the 
discussion in what is already known. 

2.4 Structure dialogue around interests and solutions, not positions 
and problems 

When disagreements arise, exploring the interests that lie behind stated positions often reveals 
opportunities for resolution that were not initially apparent. It also helps to distinguish empirical 
disagreements (where parties hold different beliefs about likely consequences) from value-based 
disagreements (where parties weight objectives differently), each of which calls for a different 
approach to resolution. Making trade-offs explicit, through tools like consequence tables, enables 
transparent deliberation grounded in shared understanding of what each alternative offers. This 
approach supports the search for integrative solutions that address multiple interests, rather than 
positional negotiation that simply splits differences. 

3 Decision Archetypes in the Adaptive Management 
Program 

Different types of decisions benefit from different approaches. This section describes three 
common decision archetypes relevant to the AMP, describes what SDM provides for each type, 
and suggests AMP-relevant examples of each (summarized in Table 1). 

Table 1. Summary of Common Decision Archetypes within the AMP, and upcoming examples for the 
Program. 

Archetype What an SDM Approach 
Provides 

Current AMP Processes and Decisions 

Choosing a 
Preferred 
Alternative 

An informed, transparent, and 
broadly supported solution to a 
policy or planning problem 

• Rule change recommendations to 
the Board;  

• Scoping Document development 
• Development of tools, methods, etc. 

to support Program delivery 



 

 

  4 

 

Archetype What an SDM Approach 
Provides 

Current AMP Processes and Decisions 

Ranking, 
Prioritizing, and 
Sequencing 

A way to order items according to 
clear, weighted criteria 

• Prioritizing rule groups for study;  
• Ranking projects within a program;  
• Sequencing delivery of studies 

System for 
Repeated 
Choices 

A consistent, defensible 
mechanism for decisions that recur 
regularly 

• Annual CMER workplan 
development;  

• MPS prioritization process 

3.1 Choosing a Single Preferred Alternative 

3.1.1 Definition 

This decision type involves selecting an informed, transparent, and broadly supported solution to 
an environmental policy or planning problem. Typically, there is a pressing issue to resolve – for 
example, a rule may not be achieving its intended purpose, or new scientific information suggests 
a need for a rule change. The candidate solutions will have consequences across multiple 
objectives, and choosing among fundamentally different options will involve value-based trade-
offs. 

3.1.2 Examples within TFW Policy 

• Developing recommendations to the Board on whether and how to modify one or more 
forest practice rules (e.g., Eastside Type Np riparian harvest rules following ENREP study 
completion). 

• Decisions on specific designations (e.g., stream typing, habitat typing) 

• Scoping of studies (i.e., scoping document development) 

• Development of tools, analytical methods, etc. to support delivery of the Program  

3.1.3 SDM Approach 

This archetype typically requires the most comprehensive application of SDM. In the context of 
the AMP, the process would involve iteration among the following steps, with varying degrees of 
emphasis depending on the specific decision at hand: 

• Clarify the Decision Context. Define the decision precisely: What choice is being made? Is 
the outcome a decision or a recommendation (and to whom)? Are there legal, regulatory, 
and procedural constraints? What triggered the need for a decision? Understanding the 
boundaries helps focus subsequent analysis. 
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• Develop Objectives and Performance Measures. Identify what outcomes matter for this 
specific decision. Start with the four foundational FFR goals but develop decision-specific 
sub-objectives as needed. For each objective, define how performance will be assessed—
quantitatively where feasible, qualitatively where necessary. Performance measures should 
be complete (i.e., cover all objectives), understandable, and sensitive to differences among 
alternatives. 

• Create Alternatives. Develop a range of options that spans the space of reasonable 
choices. Include a reference case (status quo or current practice) and consider "bookend" 
alternatives representing fundamentally different approaches that advance each of the 
main objectives. Design alternatives to be comparable; each should be a complete 
response to the decision problem, not a component. Use value-focused thinking to 
generate creative options that advance multiple objectives. 

• Estimate Consequences. For each alternative, estimate how it would perform against each 
objective using the defined performance measures. Draw on CMER science, expert 
judgment, and stakeholder knowledge. Represent the uncertainty inherent in performance 
measure estimates appropriately and detail critical assumptions, particularly where those 
uncertainties and assumptions affect alternatives differently. Document the reasoning 
behind estimates so it can be reviewed and refined. 

• Build a Consequence Table. Organize analyses into a consequence table. This simple 
device is powerful: it organizes trade-offs visually and ensures deliberation is grounded in a 
shared understanding of what each alternative offers. Color-coding or symbols can 
highlight where alternatives perform notably well or poorly. 

• Facilitate Values-Based Deliberation. With consequences made explicit, the group can 
engage in transparent discussion of trade-offs. Which objectives are most important in this 
context? How much decline in one objective is acceptable for gains in another? Good 
facilitation helps participants move from positional advocacy to joint problem-solving. The 
goal is not necessarily unanimous enthusiasm but a decision that all can accept as 
reasonable given the trade-offs. 

A decision sketch, a technique involving a relatively rapid progression through the first three to 
four stages of an SDM process, can be a useful exercise at the outset of a new study (e.g., to 
support the development of Scoping Documents) to build clarity around appropriate framing of 
the decision that needs to be made, what study scope is most appropriate to support that 
decision, and what technical or analytical resources will need to be developed. 

Successful applications of SDM for this kind of decision require adequate attention to each of the 
steps. Just as a clear decision context without creative options or a solid base of information isn’t 
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likely to lead to informed and well-supported decisions, neither will a strong technical analysis for 
a poorly framed decision. 

Working Example: The Eastside Type Np Decision Framework (Compass, 2025) demonstrates 
this archetype, and in particular the value of the decision sketching approach. It identifies four 
fundamental objectives (Riparian Ecosystem Function, Riparian Forest Health, Feasibility, Timber 
Economics), defines performance measures for each, develops alternative harvest prescription 
strategies, and provides a framework for consequence estimation and trade-off deliberation once 
the required studies are completed and other information is compiled. 

3.2 Developing a System for Repeated Choices 

3.2.1 Definition 

Sometimes decisions that should be relatively routine consume enormous amounts of 
management time and energy because there is no established system for making them. What's 
needed in this case is a mechanism for making efficient, consistent, and defensible decisions, 
which rests on clear criteria, understood weights, and a transparent process that can flag when 
circumstances mark a particular choice as something other than routine. SDM principles can help 
ensure that this process results in informed and transparent decisions. 

3.2.2 Examples within TFW Policy 

• Annual prioritization of the Master Project Schedule; 

• CMER workplan development. 

3.2.3 SDM Approach 

This archetype focuses on designing a decision system rather than making a one-time decision. 
The investment is front-loaded: design the system well and subsequent related decisions become 
more efficient. 

• Identify the Recurring Decision. Define what choice(s) recurs, how frequently, and who is 
involved. Understand the current (often implicit) process and where it breaks down. What 
aspects consume disproportionate time or generate repeated disagreement? 

• Establish Clear Criteria. What factors should inform each instance of the recurring 
decision? Criteria should be comprehensive (covering what matters), understandable (clear 
to all participants), and operational (applicable to the items being evaluated). Relevant 
criteria might include scientific urgency, policy relevance, resource requirements, and 
contribution to each foundational goal. 

https://dnr.wa.gov/sites/default/files/2025-08/fp_tfw_compass_enrep.pdf
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• Define Scoring Scales. For each criterion, create a clear scale that enables consistent 
rating across items and over time. Scales can be semi-quantitative (1-5 ratings) or 
categorical (High/Medium/Low), though each level will need to be clearly defined. Well-
designed scales reduce subjectivity and enable meaningful aggregation. 

• Determine Relative Weights. Not all criteria are equally important. Establish how criteria 
should be balanced, either through explicit numerical weights or through structured 
priority rules. This is a values conversation that should happen during system design, not 
during each individual decision. 

• Design the Process. Specify how information will be gathered (who provides input, in 
what format), how ratings will be compiled, and how deliberation will proceed. Define 
roles: who scores, who reviews, who decides. Establish a timeline that aligns with program 
cycles (e.g., budget development, FPB meetings). 

• Build in Flexibility and Accountability. Include mechanisms to flag unusual 
circumstances that warrant departure from standard process. Document each decision and 
its rationale to create accountability and enable learning over time. Plan for periodic review 
and refinement of the system itself. 

Working Example: The MPS Prioritization Framework (Compass, 2025) demonstrates this 
archetype. It recommends a system where CMER maintains an updated scientific basis for each 
rule group, Policy evaluates alignment with AMP goals using defined scales, and the two bodies 
engage in effective deliberation within an "interface zone" to develop and maintain an evergreen 
MPS. 

3.3 Ranking, Prioritizing, and Sequencing 

3.3.1 Definition 

Sometimes a decision is about how to allocate limited resources such as money or time among 
an array of similar choices. In these cases, the Program needs smart choices about how to rank, 
prioritize, or sequence. We might be ranking alternatives, projects, rule groups, or any other 
items, often according to multiple criteria. This archetype requires defining what matters, 
determining the range of items to be ranked, and deciding on the relative importance of criteria. 
An important consideration is whether there are "portfolio-level" objectives—criteria for the set of 
items as a whole, not just individual items. 

3.3.2 Examples within TFW Policy 

• Prioritizing Performance Targets to develop, or which rule groups or programs to devote 
research and monitoring resources to, based on alignment with AMP goals; 

https://dnr.wa.gov/sites/default/files/2025-08/fp_tfw_compass_prioritiz.pdf
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• Ranking critical questions by scientific uncertainty and resource risk; 

• Sequencing studies within a scientific advisory group's portfolio. 

3.3.3 SDM Approach 

Ranking and prioritizing is closely related to "system for repeated choices" but emphasizes 
ordering items relative to each other rather than processing them through a defined workflow. 

• Define What is Being Ranked. Clearly specify the universe of items. Are they comparable? 
It's problematic to rank fundamentally different things against each other. Is the list 
complete? Unclear boundaries create confusion. 

• Establish Ranking Criteria. What determines priority? For the AMP, criteria should include 
contribution to each of the four foundational FFR goals, along with practical considerations 
like feasibility, cost, and timing. Avoid criteria that simply reflect pre-existing preferences 
("importance") without defining what makes something important. 

• Create Scoring Scales and Weights. As with recurring decisions, develop clear scales for 
rating items on each criterion. Determine how criteria should be weighted relative to each 
other. Consider whether weights should vary by context (e.g., different weights for different 
types of projects). 

• Consider Portfolio Effects. Are there criteria for the set of ranked items as a whole? For 
example: balance across rule groups, mix of short-term and long-term projects, geographic 
distribution, total budget constraints. Portfolio-level considerations may override item-level 
rankings. 

• Document and Communicate. Make the ranking methodology transparent, including the 
criteria and weights used. This enables constructive discussion and helps stakeholders 
understand why items ranked as they did. 

4 Summary 
Though all decisions within the AMP can benefit from clear thinking about objectives, alternatives, 
and trade-offs, SDM is not a panacea, and full-scale processes should not be used for all 
decisions. However, SDM does provides a roadmap and a set of tools for navigating complex 
decisions collaboratively. The key is matching the approach, the scale of effort, and the degree of 
analytical rigor to the type and the complexity of the decision at hand. 
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