Decision making as a group process

Key Idea
Managers who recognize decision making as a group process that unfolds over time increase their likelihood of making more effective decisions. Why? Because by devoting time to the process, they are able to identify and assess the issues associated with making the decision. 

By involving others, they weigh different perspectives and deepen the discussion.

Perhaps most important, taking a process-driven approach is more likely to lead to broader acceptance of the decision—and to more effective implementation.

The decision-making process can be broken into three distinct phases:

· Phase 1: Establishing a context for success is the point at which you set the parameters for the decision making process. You'll decide who should be involved and how you'll operate as a group.

· Phase 2: Assessing the situation and choosing a course of action is when you determine the root cause of the issue you are trying to resolve and discuss possible solutions. By the end of this phase, your group should reach a decision. 

· Phase 3: Communicating and implementing the decision is the final stage, during which you notify stakeholders of your group's decision and take steps to put it into action.  

Keep in mind that this topic addresses business decisions that are important and far-reaching. It assumes that such decisions cannot be made effectively by one individual operating in a vacuum. However, many of the general principles conveyed in this topic can be applied to smaller decisions that, for whatever reasons, need to be made without group input.
Phase 2: Assess the situation and choose a course of action

Once you have established a context for your meetings, you are ready to manage the decision-making process. This phase includes:

· Framing the issue: A successful decision depends on a clear understanding of the issue at hand and its root cause(s).

· Generating alternatives: After you've clarified the issue, you brainstorm and generate creative conflict to develop alternative courses of action and ways of proceeding.

· Evaluating alternatives: Next, you assess the feasibility, risk, and ethical implications of each possible choice.

· Making a decision: Finally, you choose an alternative.

Perform root cause analysis

To ensure that you get to the core of a problem, perform a root cause analysis. This is a process in which you repeatedly make a statement of fact and ask the question: "Why?"

For example, the general manager of a pizza parlor noticed that he was losing sales because his home deliveries were slower than his competitor's. His friend suggests that they invest in a fleet of delivery vehicles to solve this problem. Instead of jumping to this conclusion, the manager asks: "Our pizza deliveries are slow. Why? Our delivery associates drive old cars that are in poor condition. Why? They can't afford repairs or newer cars. Why? They don't have the money. Why? Their pay is too low." Through this process, he realizes that the older, poorly maintained vehicles were a symptom of lower wages than those competitors paid.

Root-cause analysis can work well for an individual, a small group, or in brainstorming sessions.

A tool that can help you perform such an analysis is called a fishbone diagram. As the following illustration demonstrates, every fishbone diagram will look a little different depending on the particular problem being  solved [image: image1.wmf]
· When confronted with a problem, think about how to frame the issue for your team. Be careful not to assume from the outset that you know what the problem is. Challenge yourself and your team to get at the core of the issue by framing the problem in a variety of different ways and assessing whether the available information supports your theories. Throughout the entire process, ask "why?" and other open-ended questions that encourage exploration rather than closed questions based on predefined assumptions about the problem. 

Identify your decision-making objectives
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If you have a 'yes man' working for you, one of you is redundant. [image: image3.png]



–Barry Rand

Once you have successfully framed the issue, the next step is to identify your objectives in determining a course of action. Ask your team questions like "What do you want the decision we make to accomplish?" and "What would you like to see happen as a result of the decision we reach?" Invite your group to describe their vision of the outcome of the decision as vividly and specifically as possible.

For example, if you were the manager at New Age Electronics, you and your team might come up with the following objectives:

· Reduce the average waiting time per customer to two minutes

· Reduce call volume by 40%

· Reduce average call duration to three minutes

During the objective-setting process, you may encounter significant differences in opinion from one person to another. This is a healthy part of the dialogue and should be encouraged. However, if you find your list of objectives spiraling out of control, you may want to revisit your issue. You may find that you have more than one issue to resolve.
Encourage productive dialogue

Energize your team so that they will work hard to identify creative solutions. Creative conflict is essential to the generation of alternatives, but it should never be personal or divisive. Promote team participation during your brainstorming sessions by employing the four following tactics:

· Encourage open, candid dialogue by making it clear at the outset that the final outcome is not predetermined and everyone's input will be valued.

· Suggest that people try to think outside of their individual or departmental roles. They should focus on what is best for the group using all of the available information.

· Provide closure at the end of every meeting by assigning tasks and deadlines so people are accountable for moving the process forward.

· Recognize and thank people who share their ideas and viewpoints in a positive manner—especially those who are willing to take the risk to challenge you.
Variables to consider
Once you have identified the alternatives you'll consider, the next step is to evaluate those alternatives and make a final decision.

You assess the alternatives by seeing how well each one meets the objectives you established at the outset of the process. Here are some variables managers weigh when evaluating an alternative:

· Costs: How much will the alternative cost? Will it result in a cost savings now or over the long-term? Are there any hidden costs? Are there likely to be additional costs down the road? Does this alternative meet budget constraints?

· Benefits: What kind of profits will we realize if we implement this alternative? Will it increase the quality of our product? Will customer satisfaction increase?

· Intangibles: Will our reputation improve if we implement this alternative? Will our customers and/or our employees be more loyal?

· Time: How long will it take to implement this alternative? Could there be delays? If so, what impact will this have on any schedules?

· Feasibility: Can this alternative be implemented realistically? Are there any obstacles that must be overcome? If this alternative is implemented, what resistance might be encountered inside or outside the organization?

· Resources: How many people are needed to implement this alternative? Are they available? What other projects will suffer if individuals focus on this option?

· Risks: What are the risks associated with this alternative? Could this option result in loss of profits or competitive advantage? Will competitors respond? If so, how?

· Ethics: Is this alternative legal? Is it in the best interests of the customers, the employees, and the community where we operate? Would I feel comfortable if other people knew about this alternative?
End deliberations

Knowing when to end deliberations is difficult. If you make a decision too early, you might not explore enough possibilities. If you sense that your group is rushing to make a decision, consider adjourning a meeting before making a final choice and reconvening at a later time. Ask each participant to try to find a flaw with the decision to present at the next meeting.

The flip side of deciding too early is deciding too late, which is equally problematic. If you make a decision too late, you may waste valuable time and possibly even miss the opportunity to solve the problem. If your team insists on hearing every viewpoint and resolving every question before reaching a conclusion, the result is the same: your discussions will become a tiring, endless loop. If you find your group is stuck going around in circles, it is your job as a manager to bring the discussion to closure. You may need to simply "force the issue" by establishing a deadline for a decision, using the best information available at that time.
What to communicate

Your message should include the following components:

· Statement of the issue that needed to be addressed

· Description of the objectives or decision-making criteria

· The names and roles of the people involved in making the decision and why they were included

· The alternatives considered (and possibly a summary of the analysis in a table form)

· An explanation of the final decision and what it means for the key stakeholders

· The implementation plan and timeframe

· Recognition of those who participated

· Solicitation of feedback

Be sure to take the time to create a clear, concise message. Providing incomplete or poorly articulated communication about your decision can lead to confusion, disappointment, and unwillingness to support its implementation.
Implementation considerations

Consider the following when implementing your decision:

· Assign reasonable tasks with sufficient resources. For example, the people in the training department may not have extensive product knowledge and may need the help of a content expert. You might need to assign an expert in product knowledge to work with the training department to develop a program.

· Clarify expectations and acknowledge incentives. For example, if an account executive is going to start managing the company's largest client, explain what this client means to the organization and your expectations for managing the relationship. Determine whether the increase in responsibility should result in a pay increase or change in title, and follow up with your Human Resources department to make that happen.

· Provide feedback on the implementation. Give your employees feedback on the progress of the implementation plan. Your input should be constructive and focused on accountability and execution. Set a time for daily or weekly status meetings. This will help you stay informed of your group's progress during implementation.

· Take a look for yourself. Check in with people informally. Ask them how the project is going and if they have any concerns about it. Be interested not only in issues related to implementation, such as schedule and budget, but also whether your employees believe that the project is effectively addressing the problem it is intended to solve.

· Recognize people's contributions. Implementation often goes unnoticed unless it fails. If things are going well, recognize individual contributions and celebrate successes.

Remember that mid-course corrections are sometimes required. Keeping abreast of progress during implementation will enable you to fix problems before they become major crises.
Allow for adjustments

Most implementation plans require some adjustment. If nothing else, conditions change over time. So occasional adjustments, ranging from fine-tuning to wholesale changes, are often needed.

What if the decision you've implemented ultimately doesn't work out as you'd expected? In most cases, corrections can be made. These will often involve only "tweaking" the decision you've implemented. But sometimes you may find that the alternative you chose just isn't working. In such cases, you need to revisit the decision-making process.

· Make sure you framed the issue correctly. Have you learned anything new that makes you think the problem is different from what you thought the first time around?

· Has there been a change in your objectives? Do you have new information that you didn't have before? Perhaps you see that one objective should have been given more weight and another one less?

· Have you learned about an alternative that wasn't considered the first time around? Or, have you acquired a different perspective that causes you to reassess data you've had for some time?

· Go through your decision-making process again, preferably without reviewing your earlier results. With experience in implementing one alternative, chances are good you'll change your opinion of how well some of the other alternatives satisfy your objectives.

After you've evaluated how well each alternative would be expected to address each objective, return to the results of your first evaluation. Where you find discrepancies between the first time and this time, decide which one is more on target in light of what you know now.

Increase your odds of success

Research suggests that decisions that include these five process characteristics have sharply improved odds of being successful:

· Multiple alternatives: Generally, successful decisions result from a review of many alternative solutions. As your process unfolds, make sure that your group considers several alternatives before making its decision. The point-counterpoint approach is a useful method to ensure that at least two alternatives are considered. Remember, a "go/no go" choice involves only one alternative.

· Open debate: In order to generate creative alternatives, you need to facilitate open, constructive debate. Strive to create an environment that supports inquiry-based discussions. Ask open-ended and hypothetical questions to encourage your group to explore a variety of possibilities. Listen attentively to your team's suggestions and emphasize positive group dynamics. Debate should be task-related, not emotional or personal. Make adjustments to your approach if the group is not working well together. Silence and suppressed arguments are both signs that the debate is not sufficiently robust.

· Assumption testing: It is unlikely that you will have complete information at the time you make your decision. Your group will have to make assumptions as it proceeds. Make sure that your team recognizes when it is relying on facts and when it is making assumptions. Further, the team needs to recognize which of those assumptions are closely tied to confirmed data, and which are not. The group may still choose to use untested assumptions in its decision-making process, but should reconsider the plausibility of these assumptions throughout the process.

· Well-defined objectives: Continually review your objectives during your meetings to ensure that your discussions stay on target. If conditions change, you may need to refine your objectives or even your definition of the problem to meet the new conditions.

· Perceived fairness: Keeping people involved throughout the process is critical to the success of your decision. Your team members must feel that their ideas are being considered during the process in order to feel ownership of the final decision. Periodically evaluate the level of participation of your team members, such as after a milestone. If people have stopped participating in conversations or are doing so reluctantly, they may be dissatisfied with the process. Your job is to keep people engaged by acknowledging your team members' suggestions, and helping them understand why another alternative may be a better decision.

Paying careful attention to these characteristics throughout the decision-making process can be difficult and time-consuming. Making the effort to include them, however, gives your decision a much better chance of success.
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