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Abstract

Curriculum change is both difficult and necessary in Universities. The expanding role of information technologies and
the increased challenges of decision making in business and society in general warrant greater coverage in Master of
Business Administration (MBA) programs, but determining what to include, how to reorganize courses, and what to
eliminate in the curriculum is a complex set of tasks. This article describes one solution to MBA course and curriculum
redesign. An applied integrated management course on behavioral decision making was developed as part of a revision
of an MBA degree program. The course is designed to encourage integrative thinking and builds on foundational
coursework in economics, statistics, information systems, and organizational behavior. Details of course development
and a course project are discussed. In general, student feedback on the course is positive.
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1. Introduction

A course on behavioral decision making titled “Managerial Decision Making: The Pitfalls of Your Human Mind and
What To Do About Them” was developed and taught as part of a revision of a Masters of Business (MBA) degree
program. The focus of the MBA revision was to prepare students for managerial responsibilities in fewer credit hours
by exposing them to a variety of business disciplines in courses that apply and integrate knowledge from multiple
business domains. The course on behavioral decision making described in this paper integrates and builds on material
from economics, statistics, information systems, and organizational behavior and is designed to foster integrative
thinking on the part of students completing the course.

The sections of the paper that follow discuss the revision of the MBA degree program and the introduction of applied
integrated management courses in the MBA program, the managerial decision making course developed as an applied
integrated management course in the revised MBA program, the project used in the course, and feedback from students
about the course.

2. Applied Integrated Management Courses in a Revised MBA

The managerial decision making course described in this paper was developed during a revision of the Masters of
Business Administration (MBA) degree offered by a mid-sized, public university in the United States. A substantial
revision of the MBA degree program was undertaken in which the number of required credits was reduced from 63 credit
hours for students opting to complete a concentration in a business discipline or 60 credit hours for students opting out
of a concentration to 48 credit hours for all students. Both the old and the revised MBA degree programs offered students
the ability to waive some core courses with a minimum of 36 credit hours required for students with waivers of core
courses.

The decision to reduce the number of required credit hours from 60 or 63 to 48 motivated the faculty to adopt
innovative ways to expose students to advanced concepts across the range of business disciplines through courses that
apply and integrate concepts in an interdisciplinary fashion. The revised MBA curriculum includes a requirement that
students complete four three-credit courses labeled “Applied Integrated Management.” The applied integrated
management courses are designed to foster integrated problem solving so that students are positioned to address business
problems requiring an interdisciplinary perspective. Each course is required to have as its prerequisites at least three
business core courses representing different business disciplines.

The revision of the MBA degree program and the inclusion of the applied integrated management courses is consistent
with calls for graduate education in business to foster integrative thinking and to break away from the traditional “silo”
approach in which business content is delivered in courses designed with a single discipline in mind (e.g.,
Bandyopadhyay, Coleman, and DeWolfe, 2011; Blass and Weight, 2005; Hazen and Higby, 2005; Moldoveanu
and Martin, 2008; Shield and Coughlan, 2007).

3. The Managerial Decision Making Course

A course titled “Managerial Decision Making: The Pitfalls of Your Human Mind and What To Do About Them”
was developed as an Applied Integrated Management course in the revised MBA program. The course has a focus on
behavioral decision making and covers the key findings from research describing the ways in which humans make
decisions from the beginnings of the discipline (e.g., Tversky and Kahneman, 1974; Kahneman and Tversky, 1984) to
the present (e.g., Kahneman, 2011). The course integrates the core courses from the business economics, statistics,
information systems, and organizational behavior disciplines. Students are told that behavioral decision making builds
on and challenges the rational perspectives of economics and normative statistical models, that it occurs in the context
of organizational behavior, and that it has the potential to be improved through applications of information technology.
Students are also told brief stories about the lives of prominent scholars working in the field such as Herb Simon, Daniel
Kahneman, and Max Bazerman who have transcended disciplinary boundaries as they have worked to improve our
understanding of human decision making. The course description is presented in Table 1 below:
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Table 1. Course Description

This course covers the findings of research on behavioral decision making as they apply to managerial decision
making. You will learn how the human mind works, what it is particularly good at and not so good at, and what the
implications of this are for managerial decision making. The course will help you make better decisions and
understand the potential shortcomings of the decisions made by your colleagues, competitors, collaborators, and
customers. Topics include human cognition, overconfidence, heuristics and biases in decision making, bounded
awareness, framing, preference reversal, motivational and emotional influences on decision making, escalation of
commitment, expertise in decision making, and fairness and ethics in decision making. We will apply the research on
behavioral decision making to a wide variety of problems in various domains of business, study how applications of
information systems can mitigate limitations of the human mind, and apply our knowledge of the way the human mind
works to develop an understanding of ways to improve managerial decision making. Students interested in careers in
a wide variety of business professions will find the knowledge and skills gained in this course to be useful in their
professional endeavors.

The course has four prerequisites: (1) Economic Analysis: Firm and Consumer, (2) Applied Statistical Modeling,
(3) Computer and Information Systems, and (4) Organization Behavior. The course on economic analysis is a
prerequisite because the course material requires a basic understanding of economics as it seeks to explain the conditions
under which people make seemingly irrational economic decisions. The course on applied statistical modeling is a
prerequisite because an understanding of prescriptive decision models and statistics is helpful in understanding the course
material. The information systems course is a prerequisite because knowledge of decision support systems is helpful in
understanding the course material and because the course considers how applications of information systems and
technology can mitigate limitations of the human mind and support efforts to improve decision making. The course on
organizational behavior is a prerequisite because the course builds on the coverage of decision making and negotiation
covered in the class and considers the ways in which decision making influences and is influenced by people acting in
organizational settings.

The course has seven learning goals. Specifically, students who complete the course should be able to: (1) explain
the basic concepts of human cognition; (2) explain the following aspects of behavioral decision making: overconfidence,
heuristics and biases, bounded awareness, framing, preference reversal, motivational and emotional influences on
decision making, escalation of commitment, expertise, and fairness and commitment; (3) explain the design and findings
of classic and contemporary experiments in behavioral decision making; (4) apply the principles of behavioral decision
making to improvements in the decisions made by themselves and others; (5) apply the principles of behavioral decision
making in a variety business domains; (6) synthesize the principles of behavioral decision making by proposing solutions
in practical problem solving scenarios; and (7) communicate an understanding of the principles of behavioral decision
making orally and in writing. The course uses two books: Bazerman, M. H., & Moore, D. A. (2012) and Kahneman,
D. (2011).

Course topics include an introduction to behavioral decision making, human cognition, overconfidence, heuristics
and biases, bounded awareness, framing and the reversal of preferences, motivational and emotional influences on
decision making, escalation of commitment, fairness and ethics in decision making, applications of behavioral decision
making, and improving decision making; and readers interested in teaching similar courses are encouraged to consult the
readings listed in Appendix 1 for background information.

4. The Course Project

A project used in the course gives students an opportunity to apply and synthesize the course materials. Students
work in groups to study a decision or set of decisions made in a local organization. Student teams select an organization
to study, interview people working in the organization, analyze a decision or set of related decisions made in the
organization using concepts studied in the course, and formulate a set of recommendations based on course concepts.
Students write a paper on their analysis and recommendations and present their work during a class session.

The project focuses on what went right and what went wrong in the decision-making process and students examine

how the decision(s) and decision-making process could have been improved. The complete project objective and
requirements as given to the students are presented in Appendix 2.
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5. Student Feedback
The course has been taught during three semesters beginning in the winter 2015 semester. Feedback from students
is generally positive with overall scores of 4.5 (in the winter 2015 semester), 4.4 (in the fall 2015 semester), and 4.9 (in
the winter 2016 semester) on the college’s course evaluation instrument. A score of 1.0 means “poor” on the course
evaluation instrument, and a score of 5.0 means “excellent” on the course evaluation instrument. In addition to the
quantitative feedback, student comments are generally positive.

It was a great course. The insights provided by the topics were great. Most of the material
was completely new to me.

Very interesting subject. Great addition to MBA curriculum.
It was a fascinating subject to learn about.
Valuable to learn about decision-making process rather than end result of decisions.

| understand this is a new course and | believe the material is HIGHLY relevant. This was a
very good course.

Great eye-opening class. Would highly recommend to anyone.
Students viewed the books used in the course positively.
Both books were very interesting and useful.
Interesting books and great class for the MBA program.
Great textbooks!
Textbooks were very useful and easy to understand.
Students also noted that they were able to apply the course material in their professional and personal lives.
The ability to actively use class material at work right away.
Extremely practical and applicable concepts | have and will use at work.
Good information in the course for use in all aspects of personal and professional life.

Students generally liked the class format which was heavily oriented toward discussions and active learning rather
than lectures.

Group format with interactive discussion helped apply and retain information.
| liked that we all participated in every class.

Discussions during class were more beneficial than just lectures. It gave ideas outside of my
own thinking.

Gives good examples and stimulates discussions.

The in class activities and problems helped put course material into context. Material was
much easier to understand and learn with real world examples.

The in-class activities were very relevant to the weekly topics and really helped to make the
content relate-able.
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I love the way the class is designed so students participate in discussions. | think it helps
people learn the concepts rather than just trying to memorize concepts and definitions.

Discussions helped to prepare for the exams. Group work during class time was good for
helping to understand what was read before class. Presenting group discussions helped with
learning/remembering the material.

While students were generally satisfied with the course, some students suggested improvements, primarily to the
course format. These students tended to say that they would have preferred a more lecture-oriented approach to the
course.

Too heavy on discussion!

The lessons were mainly class discussions, rather than the professor giving instruction. |
think that different teaching mediums should be used, mixed in.

More lecture, less group work.
6. Conclusion

Change is occurring in our organizations and curriculum needs to be refreshed and updated. Decision support systems
need to be integrated in an MBA curriculum. The applied integrated management course described in this brief article
provides a model for others seeking to encourage integrative thinking in the context of an MBA program. The course
readings and project are designed to foster integrative thinking and were generally well received by students taking the
course. Academics at other institutions wrestling with the need to deliver relevant preparation to students in fewer credit
hours are encouraged to modify the approach described here to fit the mission and needs of their own institutions.
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Appendix 2. Project Objective and Requirements

Project Objective

Your objective in this project is to apply the course material to an analysis of a decision or set of related decisions
made by members of an organization. The organization needs to be one for which you can interview members of the
organization. You should not select an organization about which you will only be able to read about decision(s) made
in the organization. Your analysis will be focused on what went right and what went wrong in the decision-making
process. Your project will examine how the decision(s) and decision-making process that is the focus of your project
work illustrate the pitfalls of the human mind we will study in this class. Your project will also examine how the
decision(s) and decision-making process could have been improved.

Specific Project Requirements

A. Project Selection
1. Begin by selecting an organization in which you will be able to conduct interviews about a decision or set of
related decisions made by a person or group of people who are members of the organization.
2. Conduct preliminary discussions with members of the group in order to focus on a decision or set of related
decisions made by members of the group.
B. Interviews
1. Your group will conduct at least five interviews with people working in the organization you have selected
in order to learn about the decision(s) and decision-making process you are focusing on in your project. You
should interview at least one decision-maker and may interview more. You may also interview people who
were affected by the decision(s) and decision-making process (especially if there is a single decision-maker).
You may not focus on or interview a person who is a member of your project group because that person will
be involved in the analytical work of the project.
C. Analysis and Synthesis
1. Perform an analysis of the decision(s) and decision making process using the material we are studying in this
course. Avoid framing your analysis in terms of personal opinion or informal ideas about decision making.
You should apply the course material broadly rather than focusing only on a few of the concepts we will
study inthe course. Your analysis should be focused on what went right and what went wrong in the decision-
making process and should be framed in terms of the concepts we will study in the course.

2. Your analysis should then focus on how the decision(s) and decision-making process could have been
improved. Formulate a set of recommendations for the future that would be useful for the members of the
organization you are studying or members of a similar organization. Again, apply the course material here
rather than relying on personal opinion or informal ideas about decision making.
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