
CASE 3: CONFLICTING STAFF ADVICE
Summary:  Security is breached at a state mental hospital when master keys disappear, and the decision to incur immediate costs or future liabilities is made more difficult by conflicting and professionally self-serving staff advice. This case focuses on different frames in decision making plus responsibility, controls, goals and objectives, and ethical considerations.

The administrator of the state mental hospital learned that keys to security wards for dangerous criminals had been lost or stolen when he received an early morning telephone call on May 1 from the hospital's night administrator. Since duplicate keys were available in the hospital safe, the administrator, Mr. Jackson, knew the loss of the keys would not interfere with the hospital's routine functioning, but he decided to call a general staff meeting the next morning to consider the problem.

At the meeting, Jackson explained about the missing keys and asked for suggestions. The assistant administrator suggested that the matter be kept confidential among the staff since public knowledge could lead to damaging publicity and a possible investigation by Department of Health and Reha​bilitative Services officials.

The head of security for the hospital reported that only two keys were missing. Although he could not tell if the keys had been stolen or lost, he thought they were probably stolen. He emphasized that the missing keys were "master keys" that could open the doors to all security wards where the most dangerous criminals were housed. In his opinion, immediate replacement of the locks on those doors was required.

The director of accounting estimated the cost of replacing the locks at more than $5,000. She reminded the group that operating costs already exceeded the hospital's operating budget by about 10 percent due to infla​tion and other unexpected expenses, and that an emergency request for a supplemental budget appropriation to cover the deficit had been sent to the Department of Health and Rehabilitative Services the previous week. She concluded that no funds were available in the budget for replacing the locks and an additional $5,000 request might jeopardize the request for supplementary operating funds already submitted. Besides, since it was early May, the hospital would begin operating under the budget for the next fiscal year in approximately 60 days. The locks could be replaced then and the costs charged against the new budget.

Another staff member reasoned aloud that if the keys had been lost, any person finding them would probably not know their purpose and that if the keys had been stolen, they probably would never be used in any unautho​rized way.

Jackson thanked the staff members for their contributions, ended the meeting, and faced the decision. He reflected that behind the doors to the security wards were convicted first-degree murderers and sexual psycho​paths, among others. He also remembered his impeccable 13-year record as an effective hospital administrator. The thought occurred to him that perhaps the most important action would be to find and place the blame upon the person who was responsible for the disappearance of the two keys.

As he continued his deliberation, Jackson realized that each staff mem​ber's suggestion reflected his or her individual profession or specialty. These divergent and contradictory recommendations, taken together, produced no solution. Jackson saw two critical requirements. He recog​nized an immediate need to decide upon and implement temporary proce​dures to guarantee containment of the mental patients. Moreover, he needed to develop an organizational response policy for future incidents that threatened to compromise the mental patient security system. Jackson didn't know how best to proceed. He was also concerned with ethical considerations.

SHORT PAPER ASSIGNMENT

Critique the meeting and evaluate the recommendations that various staff members of the state mental hospital made at their meeting.  "Frame" the problem or decision to be made in two different ways, i.e., from the viewpoint of two different staff members with contrasting goals and interests - to show the contrast and differences in the objectives and factors to consider that the two different frames produce.  Identify a rich range of alternatives that the administrator might consider before making a decision.  Finally, explain what you would decide and why, if you were the administrator.

PAPER GRADING DIMENSIONS

1.  Presents an insightful critique of the meeting and the recommendations of the various staff members.

2.  Presents two distinct, plausible frames, clearly, each with a good scope of objectives and other factors.  Discusses the two frames to show the contrast and differences that the two different frames produce. Demonstrates insights and depth of understanding throughout the discussion, including understanding that objectives are different than actions, tactics, or general considerations.

3.  Identifies a rich range of feasible alternatives to consider, including some with creative ideas beyond the obvious or those suggested in the case.

4.  Presents and discusses a decision regarding what you would do (as administrator).

SOME ADDITIONAL QUESTIONS FOR CLASS DISCUSSION

1.  Who, if anyone, should be blamed for allowing the keys to be unac​counted for? What penalties would you consider appropriate?

2.  What is the most immediate responsibility of the hospital administrator? Why?


Excerpted and adapted from Champion & James (1989), Critical incidents in management. Homewood, IL: Irwin.

