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true: Half the

decisions in organizations fail

Paul C. Nutl

Executive Overview

Hall the decisions in organizations fail. Studies of 356 decisions in medium lo large
organizations in the U.5. and Canada reveal that these failures can be traced to
managers who impose solutions, limit the search lor allernatives. and use power lo
implement their plans. Managers who make the need for action clear af the ouisel. set
objectives, carry out an unrestricted search for selutions. and gel key people io
participate are more apt to be successful. Tactics prone to fail were used in two of every

three decisions that were studied.

Why Decisions Fail

Half the decisions made in organizations fail.' This
is a major finding from studies of decision making
that 1 have conducted over the past two decades.®
This dramatic {ailure rate canno! be explained by
conventional wisdem. For instance, lailure does
not generally stem from things beyond @ manag-
er's conirol: draconlan regulations imposed by
government, unexpecied budget cuts by higher-
ups, or loss of market share becouse of fickle cus-
tomers. Although failures can occur when regula-
tions run up costs, when budget flexibility is lost,
and when customer preferences shift and wreck a
marketing plan, the tactics that managers use are
more imporiant. Studies of decision making that |
have conducted over a 20-year period trace failure
to managers who employ poor tactics.?

Why are tactics prane 1o foil used so oiten? My
work suggests three reasons: Some toctics with a
good track record are commonly known, but un-
commaonly practiced. Nearly everyone surveyed s
aware of participation and its ability to coax ac-
ceptance, but participation is used in just one of
five decisions. Another reason is thot decision
makers take short cuils when they feel time pres-
gure, As pressurs gppears to mount, Teason gives
way to such homilies as, "Why Invent the wheel?"
The practices of a respected organization are then
copied. which is rationalized as timely and prog-
matic. Bul such short cuts often lead to unonfici-
pated difficulties and delays as steps are token (o
convince people that the company's inferests, nol
yours, are being served. A third reason for failurs
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iz subleties. Telling people you want to lower costs
is much more powerful than finding the root cause
of the cost problem. Managers who are drawn lo
problem solving fail to see that problems prompt
blome. Telling subordinates what's wanted liber-
mies them to look for answers. Finding problems
aleris subordinates to take delensive action. En-
ergy is directed away from finding onswers to pro-
tecting their backs and their interests.

To find out why decisions go wrong, | bagan my
regearch by collecting real decisions in real orga-
nizations, made by real people. Getting closa o the
action uncovered tactics and allowed me 1o see a
decision’s resull and lts consequences. Connecting
outcomes to tactics provided a telling appraisal of
the elfectiveness of the tactics employed by man-

agers.

Telling subordinates what's waniled
liberates them to look for answers.
Finding problems aleris subordinates to
take defensive action.

Managers can recall thelr successes and fail-
ures, butl saldom subject them 1o systematic anal-
ysis. Emoneous associations between toctics and
their results result and maonagers may discard per-
fectly good ways of making decisions and continue
using others with poor track records. This arlicle
summarizes some of the things | have learned from
such analyses.? Lessons drawn from this work are
affered o suggest what 1o do and what lo aveld to
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increase your chances of making successful deci-
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Inventory of Day-to-Day Managerial Decislons

The cases are based on 356 decisions made by
senior managers in medium to large organizao-
tions across the United States and Canada. (Ses
Tables 1 and 2). They are the sorts of decisions
managers foce day-to-day aboul new products,
equipment purchases, stalfing, pricing, market-
ing, controls, planning, personnel policy. con-
struction. and customer sarvice. About a quarter
weare made in public agencies, about half in pri-
vate sector profit-making companies, with the
remainder in third-sector organizations. Public
organizaiions are made up of governmenial
agencies lunded by tax dollars. Private organi-
zations are for-profit Hirms that offer products
and services paid for by consumers. Third-sector
organizations include private, not-for-profit or-
ganizations, such as the bulk of U.S. hospitals,
charities, symphony orchestras, and proles-
sional socisties. The results do not vary much
betwean the different types of decisions and or-
ganizations.

Decision-making proctices were collected by in-
terviewing key participants, including the person
responsible lor the decision.’ The steps managers
followed were uncovered and classified into tac-
tics that are used to set directions, find solutions,

Table 1
Decislon Types, Organizations. and Participants
in tha Cases
Charactaeisties Number Pefcent

Decisicn Types
Service or Produc ] i
Twchnalogy (eg. squipment) o 0
Inberna] opsration (e.g., inventory contml] =] 18
Control spsiams i, scecaniing salivans) 5 15
Hecrganizations (e.g., mengerm, restracturing) 5 10
Pessanne] palicy (e.5.. beneflt packages) ] 5
Markets (a.g., pricing, odveriising) 1. 4

Total 3 100
Chrganieaiions
Thisd-secior (e.g.. privaie nonprofiis) 148 41
Privabe (e.g.. for-prodit comyponissl 126 b L]
Public fe.g. prrammaniol agencies) L i

Tatal 3/ I
Participants
Executives [CEC, COO, CFN 231 B5
Middlks managess 1723 .S

Tatal E T

Hewvnmbas
Table 2
Nlustrations of Organizational Decisions
Orponizations Decizions
Unlwersity Moapiial Scheduling operating room
Ross Labormiories Morkeling Infont lormala to
devaloplng natians
Flarida Medicaid Froud mosogomant eystam
Ohio DMH Supparing wikllile progroms
WS Air Farcs Procursmant
HASA Decompression sorvice
Yeterana Restructuring
Chy al Columbus Divesling hoaplcs progaem
Chhbo DOT Budget system revamping
Michipan Healih Dispoatng ol coplamingted calile
Public Beheal System Hedesigning curriculum
U.8. Mawy Radar devalopment
MeDomsald's Hew locotion and design
Korsan Tire Ca, Markating in Souith America
Notlonwide Insurenes Compuler system copacity
Allied Van Linss Pricing mervices
Marshall Fialds New produci line
Bank Chwe Balling Vise cards
Filih-thied Bank Dhopping Satuwrday servics
GE. MAP system

Nationad City Corp
nnox
Miad Paper
Anihony Thamas
Deaboo
e
Eanthlahaem Stoal

Battalla

Toyalo

Largn city

The Limited. Ine.

Americon Electric

Gensral Mators

Korean Akrlines

Huntington Bank

Amerlcom Talephons

400-bad ocute oo
bespital

MeDonnall-Deiglas

T bed aouie cam
heapital

Dunning Lathrup

Twe small fosf lood

Clly helil service

S00-bed ocule core
hawpital

10 bad BEUle £ore
haspital

E0-bel rural acuie cam

hemplial
Lane Bryant, Inc,
For-profit joomal
abatrecting
A lorge company
Dwlco Electronics
Huertz-Panaks Rontal
HCR

Private lobel credii ood

Recycle toxic wasie

Coai culibng sywlem

Now product

Tarill manogement

Now on-lins sarvics

Scheduling blast furnoce
MTanEGeS

Cantract bidding

Increasing sales

Creation of meiiremseni conter

Purchase an inlormation sysies

CADMCAM sysiem

Rabaotle aunensblers

Slall cuibock

Bllling and coliection proceduses

Morkating plan

Add o lithatrlpry sarvics

Tq“llﬂ'll'll
Seldeci o mefiation tectment mimmilator

Madity bonus policy
Inktiote o jeint venture

Purchose o magaelie PR
imager

Aidd o pulmanary treatmsni
pEogram
Loomie o haliway boase lor the deal

Add on open-heart progrom
Provide a hallcopher transpaortation
Create a detox unil

Intimats @ppriel
Devise a reterence library

Create a marketing progrom
[nwanteay conliol syeism
Customer ssrvice syatem
Canh flow monogement
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and implement the solution*® Decision outcomes
ware identified and success measured, linking toc-
tics io the success measures with statistical tech-
niques,

The primary indicator of success was whather
a decision was put to use. Changes in conven-
tional wisdom, awareness, enlighlenment, or at-
tempts to legitimize did not count as successes.”
A management information system (MIS) was
called a failure if the organization continued to
use the old syslem, and o merger was d SUCCEES
it it was completed. Each decision was followed
for two years to determine changes in use that
can occur with time. During this two-year period,
gome decisions unraveled, being used only in
part, or not at all. With this information, decl-
sions were classified in the study as successful
or not according to their long-term use (decisions
sustained lor two years) and degree of use (de-
cisions still in full use after two years). Indicalors
of each decision’s value and the lime required to
carry it out were also obtained.*

Organizational Decision Making

A process describing what managers do as they
maka a decision is shown in Figure 1.* The process
stages identify what managers worry about as de-
cisions are being made. Dilferent people empha-
size diflerent things. Some siress finding o work-
able idea and deemphaosize direction seiting.
Others emphasize implementation and still othars
consider all the stoges and give them equal
weight. The path shown by amows in Figure | is
aften called a raticnal process. in which all the
stagea are considered in an orderly manner. A
lactic indicates how managers go about uncover-
ing the things that are called for by a stags: sel
directions with an objective 1o indicate what's
wanted or copy what others do to get an idea.
The process gets started when a signal captures
somecne’s attention. Signals identily something
inside an organization, such as inefficient opera-
tions or loss of legitimacy, or outside it, such as an
innovation by a competitor or a loss ol customers,
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FIGURE 1
Decision-making Process
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that calls inte question organizational practices.
These questions prompt information gathering,
such as studies by stall, examining indusiry re-
ports, and lalking with stakeholders ar trusted
peers. A motivaling concern emerges when the
information gathered made the signals seem im-
portant. Concerns then toke shape, such as coping
with changes in customer tastes or expectations, or
new computer technologies. When such a concern
draws attention to an unsatisfactory situation, it
prompis action.

Managers respond by working thalr way through
the process stages. selecting tactics along the way,
The orderly path in Figure | is seldom followed,
because managers often jump to conclusions and
then try to implement the solution they reached.
Tha bias for action couses them to limit their
search, consider too few alternatives, and pay too
little attention to people who are affected, not re-
alizing that decisions fail lor just these reasons.

To concentrate on the most important lessons,
the three stages in which toctics have the greatest
influence on success are considered, The tactics
omployed by manaogers to sat direclions, uncover
options, ond implament their plans identily pro-
cess types that are more and less successful. The
less successiul impesition process type uncovers a
solution early on and does not consider any other
solution ideas, The more effective discovery pro-
coss type establishes directions and identifies op-
tions as separate activities. Options are developed
in response to the directions established. Some
discovery processes deal with implementation
first. In others, implementation comes after a solu-
tion is uncovered. A decision in which implemen-
tation concerns are aoddressed early on is more
successful. Table 3 identifies the key leatures of
each tactic and provides an illustration. Table 4
summarizes the frequency with which each lactic
is employed and the leng-term and full-use rate
that results.

Toctics Used 1o Sei Direction

Managers in the cases established a direction by
using one of the following four tactics, which are
named to indicate how directions are set.

Generating Ideas

The most common way of establishing a direction,
employed in 37 percent ol the cases. is with an
idea, Managers find what seams to be a useful
idea in the signals motivating aclion and fashion it
into a ready-made solution. For example, a com-
pany approached an air-conditioning manufac-

turer with an ldea for a solar heat pump during an
energy crisis. A license was offered to sell the heat
pump in exchoange lor developing o heat wheal, a
key part of the solar heal pump's design. The air-
conditioning firm agreed and spent sight yoars in
an attempt to devise a heal wheel with both mois-
ture refention and durability. but failed 1o find a
suitable construection material. The CEO made no
attempt to move away from the design problem, to
redesign the solar heal pump without o heot
whael, or to look for a balter way 1o provide energy-
efficient home heating and cooling. The project
was abandoned by the CEO only alier the declin-
ing cost ol energy removed the incentive to find
new sources of energy.

The idea tactic prompts managers to focus on a
single solution. as did the air conditioning lirm's
CEQ. They saw the idea as a pragmatic way to
loke decisive action, and made no elfort to tind
another option. They believed that decisiveness
allowed them to quickly manage possible threats
that could spin out of cantrol. Speedy action is
always favered. even in situations that have no
real time pressure. However, managers in these
cases often struggled to verify the virtues of their
idect, 1o coax support from others, and had to re-
peatedly modify the idea to make it workable.
Commitment became a trap that often produced
failure. Indeed. sclutions derived in this way ware
fully used in only 42 percent of the cases, and only
56 percent of those were used for the entire two
years. Managers became trapped by perceptions
of sunk cost, by perceived threats in admitting
lailure. and by reluctance to start over. Many arga-
nizations reward only success. This makes manag-
ors lear the appearance of failure, admitting that
money has been spent without preducing anything
of value and that it will take longer than antici-
pated to gel results.

Many organizations reward only success.
This makes managers fear the
appearance of lailure, admitting that
money has been spent without producing
anything of value and that it will take
longer than anticipated to get results.

Problem Solving

In more than 26 percent ol the cases, managers
defined a problem and then analyzed its distine-
tive features with the hope of quickly uncovering
clues that would suggest a remedy. Far example,
the director and his staff of the Ohis Department of
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Claims saw a growing backlog ol social security
beneofit appeals and called for o change in han-
dling procedures. Analysis led to a pooling idea
that grouped similar claims for mass handling.
However, the backlog analysis failed to focus on
the reason lor the growing number of claims. Aflar
the backlog grew to the point that claims took a
year to process, the director stumbled on a loop-
haole in the legislation that inadveriently eased
eligibility requirements. The director made the
legislature aware of the oversight and the loophole
was closed. In the meantime, the agency was sub-
jectad to constant eriticism and legal action for its
slow, error-prone claims managemaent, As the case
suggests, defining a problem is a familiar way for
manaogers to initiate decislon making.' Managers
want 1o lind oul what is wrong and fix it quickly.
The all too requent resull is a hasty problem del-
inition that proves to be misleading. Symploms are
analyzed while more important concerns are ig-
nored.

Problem solving |s no more successful than the
ready-mode solution. Only 44 percent ol the solu-
tions that resulted from problem solving were fully
used, and only 55 percent of them were sustained
for as long as two years. The low sustainability
occurred because it became increasingly obvicus
over time that more important things had been
overlooked. Fortunately, more successful toctics
for establishing directions can be found in the

COBe8,

Setting Objectives

Managesrs set an objective to guide decision mak-
ing in 30 parcent of the cases. The objective indi-
cates the results that @ manager wanis to realize,
such os lower cost or increased market share. This
approach gives everyone involved considerable
freedom to search for salution options. Such man-
agers are open to anything that would provide the
desired result. Seiting objectives results in a 70-
percent sustained use and a 58-percent full use,
making it one of the better ways to set directions.

Objectives are commenly known, bul uncom-
monly practiced because managers often have a
bias toward action and fear being seen as indeci-
sive. Action-oriented managers see objectives as
an academic exercise. ldentifying desired resulls
ssems obvious, and devoting time to something
thought to be chvious is imitating to the action-
ariented manager. Such managers stress the nead
to move lorward, and have little patience with ab-
jective-seiling sessions. Also, many managers
want {o be seen as decisive, This creates an arti-
ficial pressure for action. The pressure takes sov-

eral forms. Manages are expecled to guaranies
they will fix o problem the moment o concern
emerges. Saying what will be done as scon as a
concern materializes makes the manoger seem o
ba on top of things. Authorizing a study with ob-
jectives is often sneered at by the press and others
in oversight roles. Such reactions make it difficult
1o champion an orderly process that clearly artic-
ulates desired results with an objective and wail
for a solution. Managers who would prefer to fol-
low such a path are often pressured by higher ups
ar people in ovarsight roles to grab the first idea
that pops up. People creating such pressure act as
if all concems have an immediate solution. Even
when maonagers know that moking decisions in
this way (s foolhordy, the pressure for a quick fix
often wins oul,

lronically, setting objectives has just the oppo-
sile affect. Objectives liborate psople to search
widely for solutions. This lowers the choncs of
failure, and therefore of criticiem. For example, a
hospital CED responded to a threat by Blue Croas,
an insurance corrier, 1o cut its relmburssment
rates. The hospital’s proposed service charges ne-
gotiated by the hospital CEQ biannually and for-
malized o8 a contract with Blue Cross, had been
rajected. Blue Cross claimed that the hospital was
oversiaifed. To respond 1o this threat, the hospital
CEQ identified a cost reduction target and let de-
partmental managers delermine how they would
make the necessary culs. The cost reduction target
directed the search for ways to reduce labor cost. A
successiul rate negotiation with Blue Cross re-
sulted when the CEO indicated the cuts to be
made.

Seiting objectives can promp! failure il the ob-
jective is too demanding. Such an objective sur-
passes what can be achieved, given the time and
resources available, and may ponic and frustrate
participants.!! The chance of success improves
whan a realtstic objsctive is sat, At this point, you
may be wondaring about the streich objective
found in the writings on total quality monagemant
(TOM) and resnginsering.'® My reading of this lit-
srature suggesis thal the cases cited in TQOM and
reengineaering are mostly anecdotal and ssem 1o
have one common elemeni—poorly used re-
sources, For example, long distance carriers such
as Sprint, AT&T, and MCI ware not satisfied with
Ball Atlantic's time to hook up new customers. Thiz-
feen hond-offs ond seven information syslems
caused repeated delays as people coordinated
with one anothar or waited for replies, producing a
15 te 30-day wait period. The objective selected,
the 10 hours of actual work, was hardly a streich.
Redeployed resources found in unneeded or inef-
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ficiant procedures, not stretch objectives, explain
this result. On the other hand, the continued use of
sireich objectives In stressed companies that are
short on resources may be o prime cause of the
widely-reparted erosion ol morale and growth of
apathy in U.S. companies.?

Intervening In the Process

Intervention was the least frequently used tactic,
observed in just seven percent of the cases, yet
was the most successful. These decisicns were
sustained for two years in 96 percent of the cases
and ware still in use after two years in 92 percent of
the cases. To intervens, o manager demonstrates
the Imperative to act by comparing curren! perhor-
mance o norms that discredited it. This demon-
stration justifies the new norm by benchmarking
the performance lavels of respected organizations.

Intervention was the least frequently
used tactic, observed in just seven
percent of the cases, yet was the most
successful.

Monagers compare current perlormance (o the new
norm and offer some ways to improve perfor-
mance, Considerable time is spen! networking
with key people. explaining whare the new norms
came from, documenting parformancs, and ealling
attention to ideas that could work. The parfor-
mance gap that resulls is used by these monogers
to make claims aboul needs and opportunities.
Thesa claims for action provide direction for the
decision-maoking effort, indicating what is wanted
OB an oulcomea.

Managers often assume thal the concern that
motivatled them lo act is obvious fo others. Infor-
manis in my cases pointed out that key peocple
often have no knowledge of the reasons motivating
a decision-making effort or disagree about its im-
porfance. This couses maonagers considerable
grief as they try to reassure doubting or belligerent
stakeholders, gobbling up time and delaying ac-
tion. Key players often remain skeptical as justifi-
cations are belatedly offered, and speculate about
the monager's hidden agenda, even when there
isn't one. Managers who apply the intervention
tactic are able o alter such perceptions and in-
crease their chance of success.

The steps laken by managers to carry oul inter-
vention can be illustrated by a corporate recrgani-
Zation plan, The company’s board of directors had
become frustrated with its scope of responsibili-

ties, which became their motivating concern. The
board members called attention to the need for
change by identilying responsibilities that are typ-
ical for comparable boards. A comparison of these
responsibilities suggested that the board had too
much involvemen! in day-to-day operations. The
oversight responsibilities in comparable organiza-
tlons indicated what needed lo be changed and
how the board's fiduciary responsibilities could be
carried oul with less involvement in day-to-day
operaticns, The chairperson used this inlormation
to network with key stakeholders to explain the
need for change.

Lessons for Establishing Direction

# The rates of use and success records of the di-
rection-selting loctics fail to match. The most
successful tactics are infrequently used. and the
least successful frequantly used. Avoiding idea
and problem-solving toctics and using objective
or intervention tactics will improve the chance of
BUCCRESE.

» Problem-solving tactics lail becouse the search
lor solutions is narrowed and delfensiveness is
evoked. For example, when a problem with ad-
vartising appears to exist, search is limited to
advertising sclutiens, ruling out sclutions that
deal with anything else. A manoger attempting
to cope with an advertising problem is often
unable to look beyond this problem toword op-
portunities that others ses as useful. Poor results
also stem from the delensive behavior prompted
by a problem analysis. Listing problems makea
people defensive becouse they see themsalves
as potentially accountable. This prompts them
lo maneuver 1o aveid becoming scapegoats and
drawe anergy frem the decision alfort. Howevar,
problem listing is seductive and managers use
this approach in one-quarter of their decision-
making eHoris,

* Intervention and setting objectives are effective
because they encourage leaming and develop-
mant.' When the direction sel by o manager
rapidly narrows 1o a specific problem, or dis-
places a solution, litlle learning can occur. By
opening up the decision process to new possi-
bilities, managers are more ap! lo recognize the
value of new ideas and move away from sterso-

lyped responses and traditional ways of acting.

Managers find it difficull 1o set directions using
the best tactics because they are drawn to power
and shy away from ambiguity and uncertainty.
Powaerful managers often imposs their ideas on tha
decision-making affort when seductive-looking so-
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lutions crop up. Selzing such opportunities is
viewed as a pragmatic way to lake decisive action.
Telling people how 1o make o decision is a time-
honored way to appear decizsive. However, impas-
ing a solution frequently leads to lailure. Manag-
ers may preler to make sensa of a decision after the
fact,’® and to combine chance with opportunity.'*
Preconceived solutions and limited searches for
oplions are recipes for lailure.

When managers impose an answer, thay credals
a misleading clarity that sweeps aside important
sources of ambiguity and uncertainty. Consider
the heat pump case. After the solar heat pump
concept had been accepted by the company’s CEQ,
no one was prepared lo challenge its meril. The
expactation of an increass in sales was never ver-
ified or even discussed with anyone in the organi-
zation as the decision process uniolded. Decisions
with an idea direction seldom go beyond that idea.
Managers become fixated with the idea and do not
ask reframing questions, such as, "How do we find
a product that complements our air-conditioning
business?” ar, "How do we increase sales?” Subor-
dinates are reluctant to carry bad news that the
idea does not work, o= eight years of repeated
{milure in the heat pump case indicate.

Managers do nol know what they want until
they see whal they can gel."” Having a specific
answer sweeps away ambiguity and uncer-
tainty. At first this is comforting. bul It subse-
guently limits a manager's ability to see attrac-
tive options. Furthermore, beginning with an
imposed solution is rash when a manager has
little understanding of what is needed. Instead of
seaking understanding, such managers explore
the virtues of an idea and focus on the reactions
of key people to it. The more insistent managers
become, the more time they must spand defand-
ing the idea. Managers who did not impose a
solution. and took steps lo justily the need to oct
using intervention tactics cul the duration of the
decision process by 300 percent. Even better,
managing the politics of the situation with these
steps greatly improves the prospect of decision
success. I[deas can be helpful when used to illus-
trate the benefits ol new proctices, but these
benefits will be lost if the options under consid-
eration are limited to the initial set ol ideas.
Treating ideas as possibilities, as in the inter-
venlion tactic, improves the prospects of success.

Tactics Used io Identify Options

In the 133 cases thot used discovery processes, an
objective or an intervention was followed by
benchmarking, searching, or designing to uncover

options. The key features of these tactics can be
found in Table 3 and thair frequency of cccurrence
and success rates in Table 4,

Benchmarking the Bes! Practices of Others

Managers olten benchmark proctices that are be-
ing used by respected organizations 1o uncover a
solution. Practices thot seem desirable are ex-
pecled 1o meet an objective or the needs suggested
by an intervention. Thess managers said that they
copied the praoctices of others because it seemed
pragmatic and would cut costs, As one ol the par-
ticipating managers noted: "Why reinvent the
wheal whan someone alse may haove done it for
you?” This kind of logic mode benchmarking the
most widely used approach lor identifying options.

A single-benchmark tactic cropped up in seven
percent of the cases, and had both sustained and
full use rates of 59 percent. Managers using this
tactic copy the practices of a single organization or
work unitl thought to have high prestige, and then
tailor these practices to fit thelr needs. In one case,
a manager hired someons who had successtully
installed o desired system for a leading competi-
tor. Along with hiring o solution, single banch-
marks are derived from site visils made by man-
agers and [rom descriptions published in
periodicals and books,

Failures stommed from difficulties that arose as
the transported idea was modified to fit the needs
ol its new user. For example, the CED of the Uni-
versity of Minnesota's Medical Center visited the
University of lowa's Medical Center o study its
corporate and governance structure. The visitor
enumerated the lunctions of trustees, the preroga-
tives ol its medical stall, and mechanisms of ac-
countability for stote and lederal funds. Unfortu-
nately, the lowa Medical Center has a state-wide
monopoly over tertiary care treatmeant for the poar,
giving it complete control ower substantial
amounis of revenue. The structure that evolved 1o
fit this situation offers no guidance in forming a
governance structure for the University of Minne-
sola, with ils more competitive environment.

Some managers used the more sophisticated
approach of integrated benchmarking. This tac-
tic was chserved in six percent of the cases and
had o good record ol success with 71-percent
sustained and 78-percent fully used decisions.
Managers who use integrated benchmarking ex-
amined the practices of several arganizations or
work groupsa, identilying the best leatures from
each, An amalgamation of these practices pro-
duced the solution. For example, before purchas-
ing a major plece of equipment, several organi-
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Table 3
Decision-Making Stages and Their Key Tactics
SiageaTacilcs Koy Features [lustretion
Establish Pirecticn
Impeaition process
types

¢ ldea Impose a ready-mode solution on the decision- A company attempied 1o develop o solor heal pump

making sHor dovised by anather lirm.

& Prablen salving Infar o solution by problem analysis The Chic Deparimen of Cloims apclysed it claim
hﬂ#khﬂ i lind reasons for its growth,

Discovery process

Iypes

s Ohjoctives Bat abjectives to guide solution developmeat A boapital identified o cost reduction barget and ot
deprrimests delermbine how 1o make the culs ic mest
th bl

& |nissvanibon Find now porms thal dremaeiize the need for A board of diresiars called attention to its seops of

actlop. Sugges! nosds and opportunitiss 1o fesponiibilities by comparing them to those ol boards
guida salution developmend. in comparohle companbss. The need 1o reducs thess
respansthilities was identified by the atypiosl degros
ol the bord's involvement with the Hrm's operations,
Identily Options
Impasfiton process
typas

* Exigling solution  Explore the idea Maonagement shaws the banefits of a solay hea! pump ot
ihe remedy for cloim bockboge.

Dhscovery process

fypes
= Bonchmorking Adapting the idean of othem A material monogement syetem was obiaised by hiring
Single Bingle source somesans wha hod developed mich o sysiem.
Tnnfosgreyiod Amalgomate idean from muliiple ssurces Habore purchosing squipment, sevam] crganizotions
wars vislisd io ses how the equipment wos used. The
basl bsatures ol proctice of each site were combined o
loem a plan.

= Searching Aggresaive and owart ssiarch

Single Ons search cycle An RFP wos usod by @ firm 1o salect among compuiaer
yarion

Multiple Leaning lrom sequeniial searches A recursive ssarch wos carried out by o firm for an
owditer, ualng whil was lecmed In o pasi seareh o
identity requirements o the nexi search cycle.

« Designing Custom-made soluwiipns am seaght A oow sysiem was designed lor the moords. scheduling.
and billing patients in o uplversity hospital clinic,
without relerence o existing sysisma.

implement Decisions

= Inferventicn Show siakeholders thot performanes hes Hospltal trustess were shown that the high cost of bum

(e laitod) improved and thal perlormaence now moeis cara had baen covered by andowments,
ogreed upon noTme relmbursaments, and cheap residont manpowaer,
= Participation A tonk fores made up of slakeholdars formed
o mcks reccanimmadalions
Token sclution iraming with particl pariicipation A commitiss made up of departmanbal tepressentatives
wits jormed to identily concerns,
Dl mperimed solution specification with partial A commities meds up of deparimental repressniatives
participniion was lormed 1o uncover concarns and Teears s
solulions
Complata molution froming with full perisipetion Surveys of psople near o proposed prison siis wers
oonducted 1o ideniily their conosma.
Comprahensive solution specification with full participation (ol observed)
* Parsuasion Attampt i sall o sclution by demonstrating s A CEOQ asked the head of an EDP depariment 1o maks
e tits meommendations for o new compuisr and used the
aigumanis ko make o preseniction o the beard of
direstata
= Edict Insua o directive A materkals manogement department head issued o

mame indicating new esponEibilition for people who
waie allscied by the plan or must earry it oul
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Table 4
Success of Decision-Making Tactics
Porcenl ol Sustained Use Fall Uss
StageTacikc Cassas Declsions Stodied Revie Bote
Establish Directions
imposition process fyped
¢ Jdea 13 w 58 43
¢ Problam Solving a2 = i T
Diisctwery process Hypes
& Ohjoctives a7 = o 58
# [nisrvention . T o 2
TOTAL A58 jl11] Kia Hia
Idaniity eptions
Imposition peocess (e
+ Existing solution b fis] 55 il
Discovery process {7
+ Banchmoarking 48 13
Bingle 35 | 58 58
Integrated 21 (B} 7 "
# Bemching L3 12
Bingle (3 {3 i3] £l
Multipls i K] 10 1
+ Designing L 12 Et E
TOTAL 155 18] Mia Hia
Implement Dacialons
¢ lnbervention (revisiied) 26 7 L ] 3‘2
o Paribeipaibon 63 18 ]
Taksn (L] [ ] Ta ‘7
Delaguted 3 (1) Cil T
Complel=s (2K i 11.1] -
Compuhensive L1 1] i 0
+ Parsuasion ] a 56 {7
» Edict |32 3 51 n
TOTAL 344 100 82 0
Notex: Docisions thet used muliipls toctics were nat inchuded. Nia=not applicable.
galions were visited to determine the types of Searching lor Solutions

equipment in use and 1o extract the best leatures
of procedures for stalfing and other aspects of
using the equipment. A hybrid of procedures and
equipment with the best match to local condi-
tione suggests the solution.

Four reasons accountad for the infrequent use of
the integrated benchmarking tactic. First, many of
the managers ssem unaware of this toctic or its
benefils. Second, managers seem lo know little
aboul systems analysis and other techniquas re-
quired to create a systems synthesis, '* Third, some
managers have limited cccess to relevant prac-
tices because high status organizations are locked
in fierce competition with the manager’s organiza-
tion. Finally, perceived time pressure begins io
mount as decision-making reaches the idea stage,
often creating artificial pressure to adopt the first
workable idea that is uncovered.'®

In 12 percent of the cases managers used search
alds, such as a request for proposal, or RFP, to find
prepackaged solutions from vendors or consuli-
ants. Search efforis can be either single or multi-
ple. Managers who feel that they ore aware of
standards by which to judge a proposed option
carry out a single search. Others conduct a multi-
ple search, such as the manager who searched
rapaatedly to learn aboul the financial analysis
packages offered by consultants. Such managers
gecumulated several competing packages ond
compared them to discern thelr fsatures and capa-
bilities, With this knowladge, a new AFP called for
a system with features known to be available and
needed by the organization. In a single search, the
RFP was written with available information, and
leaming and choosing were done at the same time.
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The multiple search tactic was used in three per-
cent of the cases with no failures. The single
saarch tactic was used in 10 parcent of the cases; 51
percent of these decisions were lully used and B3
parcent were sustained for at least two years.

Managers who experience failure are olien un-
aware of what is available. Managers who do not
know what they do not know ar wan! are apt to be
duped. Vendors often sell a system whether or not
it fits the user's needs. Huge expenditures are
made for data processing systems with features an
organization has no use for; the firm must pay
someona alse to write software to make the system
meat its needs. The mulliple search tactic in-
creases the prospect of finding oli-the-shell ideas
that fit your needs.

Managers fail to use the multiple search tactic
because they are unaware of its benefits; or feel
too much time preasure. However, managers with a
workable option, hoping to find a better one, can
defend a multiple ssarch by citing the reduced
prospact of lailure ossociated with it

Designing Options

Managers apply design to develop innovative op-
tions in response to the need or abjective guiding
the decision-making efforl, They used design to
devise marketing programs, controls, products,
and services with original features—distinct from
those found in the practices of others. Design tac-
ties ware found in 12 percent of the coses and
produce 63 parcent susiained decisions and 53 per-
cent fully used decisions.

Managers were reluctant to use design because
it ssamed quite risky, compared with the bench-
marking or the searching tactics. The motivations
io be progmatic are stronger than the urges to be
innovative. This is unfortunate because failure has
less 10 do with the risk of innovation than with how
design is comried oul. Poor results often stem from

The motivations to be pragmatic are
stronger than the urges fo be innovative.
This is unfortunate becaouse failure has
less to do with the risk of innovation than
with how design is carried out.

poor practice. Managers are rarely schooled in de-
sign and few have access to people who are. In
addition, many of the subordinates who are asked
to coma up with an innovative solution have no
idea how to proceed. Consullants using the design
tactic are even more prone (o failure than in-house

slalf because they design systems based on the
wants of their client instead of thelr needs. The
demands lor repeat business lorce consultanis to
ba very sensitive to what their clients say they
want and make it difficult to criticize these wanis
for fear of oflending clients.

Lessons for [dentifying Options

* The ineltectiveness of the single benchmark and
single search tactics stem from several related
foctors. Imposing an idea seems o be pragmatic
because it's fost and decisive. However. my
atudies suggest that managers who used single
benchmarks often spent considerable time try-
ing to make the idea work. as they did in the
cases in which o solution was imposed at the
outsel. The single benchmark provided a solu-
tion often selected in haste, with little reflection,
and then required considerable tailoring later
on to get it to work. Furthermore, some of the
managers with a ready-made solution had hid-
den motives. Cholce opportunities enticed some
managers fo bring out a sell-serving idea that
was unrelated to any of the organization’s con-
cems. Resources waere mobilized to justify the
solution, which kopt the people in the organisa-
tion from locking into other possibilities.

» Single searches opened up the search process
but allowed little opportunity for learning, com-
pared with the imtegrated benchmarking and
multiple search tactica. Integrated banchmark-
ing and multiple search prompled managers in
a decision-making role to angage in a process of
reflection in which possibilities were carelully
studied. This investment paid dividends by im-
proving success. Time was actually saved be-
couse fewar repairs were necessary to lix solu-
tions gone awry.

* Design is controversial. Design produced good
results under certain conditions, such as for im-
portant decisions and when multiple altema-
tives were soughl. Design was less successiul
under other conditions, and never reached the
success leval of the multiple search and inte-
grated benchmarking tactics. This mixed en-
dorsement of design is also lound in the litera-
ture, where the practice of design ond its
frequency of use are disputed. Some argue that
design should be used more often, which would
increase the number of innovation attempts in
organizations.® Others view innovation as high
risk.® which suggesis thal, even with the use
rate of 12 percent, design may occur more fre-
quently than is desirable. However, you can im-
prove the prospects of success when good de-




Miar

&5

sign practices are followed that stress creativity,
When good practice is followed, the prospect of
success improves. To increase the rate of inno-
vation in organizations, it may be necessary to
train managers and their stails in both creativity
techniques and in approaches that help organi-
zations absarh new ideas.

» Nearly every discussion of decision making
calls for developing multiple options. Multiple
options allow managers in o decision-making
role o combine the best leatures of options to
make a superior one, and o make a comparison
with o prefarred action to demonstrate its merits.
In my resesarch, manaogers used multiple options
in less than 20 percent of their decisions. When
multiple options were developed, success rates
jumped from 56 percent to 70 percent, Multiple
pplions provide another way lo increase your
chance of success,

Tactics Used to Implement Declslon Stages

Four tactics are used by managers o pave the way
for installing a preferred course of action. I call
them intervention, participation, persuasion, and
edict.

Intervention

Implementation by inlervention occurred in seven
parcent of the decisions studied, with 96 percent
sustained and 92 percent fully used. This makes
intervention the most successiul, and the least fre-
quantly used, approach to implementation. The
guccess of intervention cuts across organizational
levels, Middls monagers had 90 percent of their
decislons sustained. and 75 percent fully used,
compared with 100-percent full use when interven-
tion was used by lop managers. The lop manager's
position helps lo guarantee success. Middle man-
agers mus! carefully work through a process of
autheorization and justilication of the proposed new
norms. This takes more time than some are willing
to devote. Although their prospects of full adoption
are less. middle managers can dramatically in-
crease thelr prospects of success by using inter-
vontion.

Intervention creales the need for change in the
minds of key people, identifying and justifying
new performance norms. Showing how a compara-
ble organization ia able to operate with lower cost
creates new cosl expecitations, suggesting a real
apportunity to make a positive change. Alter a
golution was found, these managers intervened
again to focilitate implemeniation by showing
how perlormance could be improved. For example,

hospital trustees in one of the cases were wary of
offering high-cost sarvices. such as burn and cor-
onary care, because third party payers like Medic-
ald and insurance carriers do nol cover the hull eost
of treatment. To overcome this objection, a hoapital
CEOQ demenstrated how the cost of bumn care could
be covered by a variety of sources—endowmenits,
reimbursements, ond cheap resident manpower.
The CEQ presented the trustees with a demonstra-
tion ol flnancial feasibility and a description of
how other hospitals had enhanced their image,
and thus endowments, with this service, A candi-
date for the burm care supervisor position showed
how resident recruitmeni hod been improved al
hospitals alter bumn service had been added, sug-
gesting that future resident recruitment eiforis
could be harmed without a burn care service. The
CEQ reported back 1o the trustees, providing data
on image, resident recruitment, and cost after a
pilot test of the unin.

Participation

Managers started other decision-making efforts by
creating task forces with key individuals as mem-
bers. Authority was delegated to the task force to
overses important aspects of the affort. Managers
employed participation in 18 percen! of the cases
aond had 80 percent of their decisions sustained
and 73 percent fully used.

Maonagers said that they were aware of the value
of participation, bul found it difficult to use. This is
another example of commonly known, but uncom-
monly practiced, octivities. Monogers reported
avolding participation because of its time require-
mants and the seaming loss of control that results.
They had little knowledge of the high failure rate
of other tactics, or how to deal with abstacles that
arise when involving pecple 1o make a decision.
Another explanation can be found in subtlaties
that stem from the paradox of control, which are
not as widely known. Managers who give up con-
trol through participation actually get more con-
trol. People are more apt to ask for help when they
need it and be candid about the decision situalion
when osked to participate in the decision-making
affort. Unilateral action will close off this type of
information.

Managers using participation form tosk lorces
that have differonces in the degree of involvemeant
and roles for its members. This suggests lour types
ol participation. When a few people alfected by the
decision are given limited invelvement, token par-
ticipation results. Only a subsel of the aollected
individuals are consulted and given little to do. For
axample, the dean of a college of business formed
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an executive committee to comment on his policy
ideas for the college. Two foculty were salected o
represent the more than 100 foculty members, lo-
cated in six departments, who were expected to be
owars of and represant the concerns of their col-
lecgues—a difficull task. The dean used the exec-
utive committes as a sounding board to test his
ideas and seldom osked for ideas from the com-
mittes, Token participation can also result when
surveys are conducted to sample user needs or
problems. Chooaing a site lor a regional headquar-
ters was carried out in this way in one of the cases
to determine what people wanted and would ae-
capt,

Delegated participation also limits the involve-
ment of stakeholders, but asks the task lorce to do
maore, such as offer a solution. This type of partic-
ipation (s used in strategic planning. A strategic
planning group is formed thot draws ite members
from the organization’s board and its top manage-
mant, and & expected to create a plan. Managers
who use complele participotion invelve all the
stakeholders as members of a task force and call
on the group o comment on some aspect of a
decision. For instance, in one of the cases, all ac-
countants in a firm's accounting depariment were
asked 1o state their needs before a linancial anal-
ysis package was purchased. Comprehensive partic-
ipation requires that all stakeholders be involved in
both linding concerns and olfering solutions,

Dalegated participation is ollen used, token and
complele participation rarely used, and compre-
hensive participation never used. (See Table 4). In
theory, all alfected parties can be asked to identify
ond select among proposals, bul comprehensive
participation wos not observed in my research.
Questions about cost and unpredictability arise
when decisions are delegated to this extent. Man-
agers seemed 1o be unaware that token and dele-
gated participation have a lower rate of success
than does complete participation. Token participa-
tion had a 70-percent susioined use rate and &7-
percent full use. Delogated participation works
better than token participation, with 80-percent
suslained and 77-percent complete use rotes.
When task force members are given an important
assignment, success is morm likely. Complete par-
ticipation is rarely employed but leads to decisions
that are adopted in almost all cases. Wide involve-
ment is even more important than a meaningful
lask. Participation loilures are linked o low in-
valvemeni. As the proportion of participants to all
aitecied parties falls, the foilure rate for participa-
tion incroases. The powar of co-oplation, enticing
people who participate 1o go along, is difficult to
export. A few enthusiastic participonts are unable

to swoay people who have vested interests or are
suspicious about the manager's motives.

Persuasion

Managers use persuasion in nearly 40 percent of the
cases lo implement decisions. These managers
called on experts to search out options offered by
vandors or being used by competitors, or to devise
novel oplions, carefully evaluating the merits of the
proposed solution. Managers combined the rational
arguments provided by experts with salesmanship
to convince pecple to go along with a decision. De-
spite i1s frequent use, the persuasion tactic has sig-
nificontly lower success thon the participation and
intervention tactics, with a 55-percent susiained usa,
and only a 47-percent full use rate.

Monagers mistakenly sow persuasion as low risk.
If the expert could convince them, they belioved they
could convince others. These managers sow persua-
sion as more successful thom the success measues
indicated. Failure cocumred when the experts’ argu-
menis were unable to sway people. Gathering doc-
umeniation to support the merits of a decision was
often done at the expense of gaining the acceptance
of key poeople allected by it. Unmanaged social and
political eoncemns, such as job security and vested
interasts, scuttled many of these decisiona.

Edicts

Some monagers use their power to issue a direc-
tive that onnounces a decislon. A memorandum is
writlen, job training conducted, or an administra-
tor hired to carry out actions called for by the
decision. This is done without consulting with peo-
ple who have stakes in the chonges the decision
would bring. For example, a new pricing policy lor
emergency room services was announced by a
memorandum sent to all hospital employess and
members of the medical stail. The memo explained
the new policy and when it would go into effect.
Edicts were absarved in 40 parcent of the cases and
had the highest {ailure rate. When implementation
was altempted by edict, 53 parcent of the decislons
were sustained for two years, and only 35 percent
ware fully used.

Managers know that they musti rely on their
power to issue an edict, but believe that their pre-
ragatives and the nesd for timaly action moke this
justifiable. They seem unoware of the high rate of
failure of an edict. Failure can be traced 1o under-
estimating that amouni of power nesded becouse
people resist the oppearance of being ferced to
comply. To use an edict you must draw on your
social credit, that store of goodwill bulll up by
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honest dealings and positive accomplishmanis.
When you are carrying out an edict, your social
credit is traded for quick action. Repeated use of
edicts depletes the store ol social credil, opaning
the way to sabolage, token compliance, delays,
and ocutright refusals to comply.® The turmoil that
resulls geams to outweigh the decision’s benelits
s0 these decislons are often withdrawn.
Menagers who routinely use edicts develop a

reputation of being heavy-handed and put their
decisions in jeopardy. Attention is directed away
from the merits of the decision and toward the
manner in which implementation is atlempted.
Considerable expense, time, ond elfort are ex-
pended trying o overcome the resistance provaked
by an edicl. More often than not, these efforts
failed, no matter what the decision’s meriis. For
example, one firm tried to force internal use of an
MIS system that had been developad by a subsid-
iary. The system had no external buyers, making
the targeted in-house users sea it as suspect. De-
partment managers resanted being forced to adopt
an MIS of questicnable valus that could adversaly
affect their performance. When asked 1o partici-
pate in a pilol efiort, they simply refused to coop-
arate. The CEQ of the firm entered the fray. Incen-
tives, in the form of budget supplements, were
oltered il a department would operate the new MIS
along with its cumrent system, and compare the
results. The department designated to work with
the subsidiary sabotoged the affort by continuing
to rely on its old information system and by pro-
viding erronecus information lo the new system,
caesing it to malfunction. The malhinctions wera
then cited by the department as evidence that the
new MIS design was foulty, ultimately forcing the
firm to abandon its attempts to use the subsidiary’s
MIS system.

Lessons for Implementing Decisions

s« Managers should become more involved in de-
cision making. When a manager takes charge
and creates an environmani in which chonge is
justifisd and understood, implomeniation is al-
most always successiul ® However, managers
distanced themsalves from implementation by
delegating important tasks in 93 percent of the
decisions studled.

» Bubstitute intervention for edicts and persuasion.
The success of implementation by intervention ax-
tends to all deciston-making efions, regardiess of
factors such as initial resistance to chonge, the
scope of change called for, declsion importance,
resources available to support the decision elort,
urgency, and the decision maker's level in the

organization.™ This suggests that substituting in-
lervention for edicts and persuasion could nearly
double decision-moking succass.

Involve people affected by a decision.™ Tha hu-
man relations movement has long delermined
that implementation success improves whaen
key people are involved. But thare is an impaor-
tant qualification suggested by my work. Repra-
senting some stakeholders can help, but the
power ol co-oplation does not extend to people
who are not involved in decision-making activ-
ities. Manogers often limit involvement, with
just a few representatives ol a large group of
etakeholders ploced on a task lorce. Or the task
lores is limiled to commenting on the decision,
or other relatively minor tasks, Leverage is lost
when participation is curtailed in these ways.
Complele participation is rarely observed, per-
haps because it can be difficult ar impeesible 1o
involve lorge numbers of scattered stakehold-
ere. For example. decisions that aflect large
numbers of people, such as locating prisens or
airports, can nevaer hope to invalve all the inter-
asted parties. Nevertheless, managers will be
more successful il they expand the role of their
task forces as much as possible 1o involve as
many of the stakeholders as is feasible, and
keep others informed about what is being con-
gidered. il intervention cannot be used because
of the press of other activities, participation is a
viable substitute. Whean using participation in-
stead of intervention, monagers should antici-
pate a drop in the prospects for success from
well above 90 percent to about 70 percent.

The origins of implementation by persuasion
can be traced {o the operations research move-
ment.® Advocates ol a sales approach argue
that success depends on anticipating and coun-
tering objections to proposed changes. Experts
determine what should be done and devise ra-
tional arguments to support their views. Orga-
nizations like the Nationa] Science Foundation,
the Ford Foundation, and the National Institutes
of Health use this approach in their pear review
proceduras: Exparts select the grants and con-
tracts to be funded by the agency and offer jus-
tifications for their cholces. The contraversial
Operations Research Society of America guida-
lines, published in 1971, called for experts o
vigorously sell ideas thal they find desirable.
When exparts recommend and managers react,
implementation becomes an exercise in sales-
manship. In 40 percent of the cases, managers in
a decision-making role delegate to experts in
this manner. Such managers give the expert
broad responsibility, but withhold approval un
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til the expert can demonstrate value. This lorces
the expert to concentrate on providing compal-
ling arguments that support the preferred course
of action. Gathering arguments thal suppart a
decision occurs at the expense of gaining the
acceptance of siakeholders, and occounts for
persuasion’s S0-percent failure rate.

» [ssuing edicts calls for reward, legitimates, expen,
informational, or referent power.™ Reward power
is the authority o olfer incentives or remove frri-
tants. To apply this type of power, managers must
come up with an incentive that entices peopls to
go along with their decision. Legitimate power is
based on a manager’s right to lake action. Expert
power flows from a track record of success and a
reputation lor caondid and honest dealings. Experi
power requires both credibility aond trust, but in-
formational power, in which a manager offers in-
sights or ciles anecdoles, requires anly that the
manager have the trust of other orgonizational
members, Referent power stems from the individ-
vals seen as charismatic, such as Ross Parot who
founded EDS, or Lee lococca, who saved Chrysler
Caorporation from bankruptey. Monagers draw on
one or more of these power bases when using an
adict. For example, legitimate power is applied
when a decision maker employs his ar her prerog-
ative to make a decision. When carrying out an
edict, managers trade their social credit for action
and risk Iailure i their power proves insufficient.
The frequent use of power sirains an crgonkeation
nd gradually drains the manager's store of social
credit. Eventuaily. social credit disappears and
every decision becomes a test of will. Momle de-
teriorates and the organization socrifices the cre-
ativity of its members lor their compliance. This
accounis for the high rote of foilure ossocioted
with issuing edicts.

Successful Decision Making

Managers can improve their chances ol making
successhul decisions. These suggestions stem from
my koy lindings about tactics, important related
practices (o follow, and tips on how to manage the
decision-making elfort. These suggestions call on
you to practice what you know, resist pressures for
a quick fix, accept uncertainty and ambiguity, and
recognize subtleties in whot works and what
doesn't. Following these suggestiona hos minimal
cosl whoen compared to the cost ol a lailed deci-
Bion,

* Parsonally manage your decision-moking pro-
cesses. The prospects of success improve whaen
you toke charge. Delegation o exparis or to pec-

ple who are axpected to champion your ideas
may give you time lor other l,hlngﬁ. Bt will
make success much less likely.

s Search for understanding. Signals that capture
your attention can be sympioms of other con-
cerns that are misleading, or more urgent than
important, Carelul probing can provide a win-
dow that can open up on o landscape with use-
ful insights into what needs fixing. The time
spenl in reflecting on what is af issue can pay
handsome dividends. A deeper understanding
of the issues meriting your attention provides
better direction as well as a defense for the
course of action saleciad.

s Establish your direction with an intervention
and an objective. Intervention establishes the
rationale for action. An objective that indicales
the desired outcome opens up a search lo new
ideas. An open search pays dividends by reduc-
ing the chance of failure,

e Stress idea creation and implementation. A de-
cision-making process should guide thinking
about action and taking action. Many decision
makers see the imporiance of ane but not the
othar, being bicsad toward idea development or
managing the politics of the situation, There is
no subatitute for clear thinking ar lor diplomatic
action. Both thoughtiul idea development and
adroit idea promotion are essential.

There is no substitute for clear thinking
or for diplomatic action. Both thoughtful
idea development and adroit idea
promotion are essential.

¢ |dentify more than one option. The consideration
of eeveral competing options improves decision
resulls. The discarded options are nol wasted.
They help confirm the value of a preferred
course of action and frequently offer ways to
improve . Employ one of the more effective
option developmant tactics to do this. Consider
developing an option with integrated bench-
marking, with cyclical search, ond with dealgn.
Thia opens up your search process lo a variety ol
ideas from dilferent sources. The best one or a
combination ol the best features of sach suggests
a solution that improves your chance of success.

» Deal with barriers to action. Implementation tac-
tics must address social and political barriers to
action 1o be successiul. Intervention is the best
way fo manage the social and political barriers
that can block a decision. Parficipation con be
recommended when using intervention would




draw your attention away from other, more im-
portani activities. Avoid edicls and persuasion,
even when a decision seems urgent,

Endnotos

"' This finding trom my mesearch over the past fwo decodes
wan highlighted in The Wall Strest fowrnal, 1996, Busineas Bul-
lotin July 35,

¥ Thess conclizsions sem from o ssriss of studiss | have dons,
including: 184, Types ol orpenisstional decision process, Ad-
minbatrative Sclence Quaarterly, 25 (3, 414-450; |968. The tactics
ol implemeniation, Academy of Mopogpement fournal 2 31,230 -
81 1867, ldenithying and oppreising bow mopogers insball
sriateghc chappes, Shotegic Moospemenl foursal, B (11 1=14;
188, Salecting tactics o implement pirategie plens. Strotegic
Monopement Jomrnal, 10, 145-181: 1993, The lormulation pre-
cemses and boctics ussd in organismional decision making,
Orgendsation Schetce, 4 (1, 228-251; and 195 The identificotion
ol solution ideas during crgenisational decision moking, Man-
mrﬁmﬂﬂl 10711085

* This azibcle dyows on some key kdeas om more than 30
wludiss reparied in the lHerotuns,

1 The approach 1o inberview people and prolile decisions wan
adepied fram the work of Patton, M. P, 1990, Qualilotive evel-
wotion aod ressarch methods, Newbary Park, Calif: Sage, and
Dengin, M. XK., 1999 The reseaich oot 4 theoretical mireduction
fo seciologicnl methods, Englewond Clills, N Prentice Hall:
and Linealn, ¥. 8 & Quba, E G. 1585, Notweralistie inguirg,
Bavarly Hille Sage.

* T sbispss koo o discowar toctics weoe: o) A fop sxecattve in
ihe ponicipating crponisaiics sugpesis o currenl decision and
provides doouments deseribing 1. b The decision makes and two
atherns familiar with the declslon and mapaaelble lof earmying I
o e mecruiled for inerviewing, Is mosd cases, the conlael por-
o aliered o decisios he or abe mode md become the primary
imberment. o Interviews wem conducted by (he auibor, cxking the
decislon maker and ons other inlemanl. Independantly, o gpell
ot the sequanos of steps bakan 1o make the decision. d1 & writien
summary wons prepared by me. o] The summary was prassaibed ic
sach inlormant. L) The sumsmary wos modilied by infonmants aatil
ift engreestf Wikl Ehair recall of avenin. g At an cddiiions] ntandew,
{he decision maker wos anked 10 cmend ibe summany 10 oooount
far difimiances in decuments and ibs ather inlormsonts aceouni ol
whal hoppeped. Cnly cosss thal bod agresmant and sublicient
datall o undetsiond what wos doss ware inchded in the dota-
bane of decisions. ) The two secondary Inlormanis wers cabed 1o
indicois i the decigion wos ased, fo indicoie how long i took. and
o awaleate 1. Two yoeoms fom the dole of fiml Eplamsnsotion
ihoes |ndicoiorns woers collected again L} [ prepared o one-pogs
wustznary 1 Hnled the key decision siwps token. || Patiems in
thess sieps were ideniilied o uncover loctica by sorfing coses,
pulting soch in a pile thal used similar sheps of ioctics uabl
gronzpinsgs emarged that seemed mutually exclusive; putting code
mimbom on bock of sach summary ond repeating the st 1o find
axmling ons io eache ambilguliies opeating uslll kil ogeemsnt
wun obbained (intorater meliability 100 peicenil, and baving o
colleague repeat ibe soriing {inboromier raliahilly 80 paccentl. k1
Link loctics ond medmiare of sscosss ustng slafistical lacknhguses

" Tha sxplmaotion-building kdeas of Yin were used 1o uncover
toctics. Sea Yin, A. 1593, Applicofions of cose study nesesonch:
Design and methods. Beverly Hills: Soge,

" Thia distinction betwaen symbolic and irstrumsasiol used con
b feound in Pale, DUC., 1578, Bome axpanded parspactives on usas of
#acial schenes in public policy, in Yinges, M. & Cuiler, 5 1 (Eda)

Major social imues A mullidisciplinary wiew, How Tork Freo Proas
(ME-157), end Beyer, |. M. & Trice. H M. 1962 The uilliseiion
process: A concophaal Bromework aod synibesis lor empirioa lind-
ings, Adminisirative Science Cuariedly, 77, 501-REL

"The meawures of uss increcsed an |ndicotom ol decislon
varlu increased, ond tended o decline an indicaton ol dusation
nevpased. Thun, suceesnlu] decisions wam put to use, had high
value, and wem finished in o fimely manner,

B Bimilar shages hove amenged in o wide varbety ol studioes.
Sogirves consbdered in my studiens incloded Domanposir, F., 1861
Ompomnizadicnal inpovotion: A Mela-analysls of delsrminanls
ondd modenmiors, Acodemy of Monogemeni Journal, M(3),555-
590; Dunm, W, N, 1581, Public policy analysixs, Englewood Cliffs,
M.l Prentice Hall Hage, 1., & Alken, H.. 1990, Sccial change In
complex arngpunisations. New Yerk Rondom Hoose: Nust. P. C.
1838, Maonoging plannsd change. Mew Yorke Mosmilien: and
March, | G 158, A primer on decision meking: How decisions
bappen, Mew York: The Free Press,

T An interesting discussion ol the epoct of symgilamele and
migleading problem directions com be lound in Enlb, D, A 1852
Problam monogement: Leaming bom experiencs, in Stvania, 5,
(Ed.}, The sxscitive mind. Sen Proncisce: jossey-Boss, 108-161

' Tha difficultios thot stem bom panic-driven decisbon meadk-
ig ate discusssd i fenis, 1., 1999 Crucio) decisians, New Yok
Tha Fres Pross.

'® Far soma ilhiwtrations, see Lindan, B M., 15954, The seomless
ongenisrtion, San Fronclsco, Jossoy-Bass.

':'I:u!huj. R, 1992 The povwar of l!-udl'mnm'rﬁrp. Mew Yook
Deubleday,

" Pattigrew, A. 1935, The owaking glant: Continuity and
change af ICT Oxlord: Blockwell,

S Walck, K., 1679 The sochal pl].r:&nhg}rn!'wpmﬂlhﬁ.iﬂcl
adilion. Heoding, Mess: Addisen-Wealey.

" The poticn of chanee doctulon making s discussed in Coban,
M Iy, Manch, [ P & Oleen, [ P, 10096, A garbage con inadel of
organizztipeal choles, Adminkstralive Schence Chaarionly, 17.1-15.

1" Bes Wildavaky, A, 1970, Speaking frith io powst, Bosion:
Lintle Brown.

% & uselul discussion of syotesns synthesis can be found in
Welnbarg, G, E Walnbarg, 0., 1078 On the design of sichle
l]'lh.IIII.Hﬂ'I Yok W'ill-]'rln!ll-ﬁmti.

" parck and Simon describe the molivation to use bland
elwmatives i thelr clossic worke March, | G, & Simon, B A,
1853 Chrponizotions, Bew York: Wilsy,

o Nadler, G.. & Hibino, 5. 1950, Breakthrough thinking, Prima,
Rockiin, CA

# Anathar view ol innovation com be lound 6 Mareh, |, G,
Fooinoies 1o organtetional chonge, Administrotive Sclence
ﬂ'n-n.!l-ﬂ]r, TAC1981), SE3-5T,

nﬁ.u.-lul:dhl:u.-imdlhlrlddmnl-p!mnhd by adicie
oon ba feund in Bardock, B, 1977, The implemeniotion game,
Cambrbdipn! MIT Press.

* Zoe Dalion, G. W, Influence and crganisational change. In
Dalion, G. W Lowrsnce. P & Grelner, L (Edal 1570 Organiza-
timnal Change ond Development. Homewood, [L: Irwin.

M uit, P C. 188 Leverage, resistancs, and ihe success of
implemantation approaches. Journal of Management Studies,
A2 1808 313-240

B San, lor example, Coch. L & French, 1. . P.. Je. 1940, Over-
coming resisiance o change, Humaon Relefione 1.512-53L

= gae, for sxampls, Charchman, . W, 1975 Theorkes of imple-
meaiaticn. In Schulw, A L & Slevin, [, P. [Edsl, implemanting
aperaiiosn AeearchManegement Science, New Torke Elsavier.,

¥ Bee, lor axampla, the cloewic wtork ol French. |, & Raven, 8.,
1858, The boses of social power. In D, Cartwright (Bd L Sipdies io
social power 150-167. Ann Avhor Instiiute for Sockal Remsorch.




] Acodemy of Mapogemeni Execufiva MrewarrnBus)

Poul C. Nuil is a prolessor o
mERGga el sclances in Ehs
Fiaher Calleges of Business af
The' Oitabo Saate Univeraity, witk
appantmenis in Public Policy
and Monogemen! and [ndus
irinl Engineering. Ho received
his PRI I'ln;nm.- a1 tha Uniweac-
gity ol Wisconsin-Modison and
a BS and MS from the Univaer

sity al Mickigan, all in indus-
irial sngineering. He hos writ
imre over 100 articles ongd ssven
books. Comoct: autt | iPosu.edu




Copyright of Academy of Management Executive is the property of Academy of Management and
its content may not be copied or emailed to multiple sites or posted to a listserv without the
copyright holder's express written permission. However, users may print, download, or email
articles for individual use.





