




[image: image]






Make Confident Decisions


Karen Mannering




I would like to dedicate this book to all my friends, colleagues and teams I have worked with over the years.


I would also love to thank Liz Pilcher for all her help and support during the writing of this book.




[image: image]


Make Confident Decisions


Karen Mannering




[image: image]


Meet the author


A world without decisions is just impossible. Everywhere we turn there are decisions to make, from the smallest – such as which sock to put on first in the morning – to the most life-changing – such as who to marry and whether to take on a mortgage.


Throughout my life I have had to make many decisions, both at work and in my private life, and I believe that there are ways of making decisions that take the sting out of our biggest fear: what if we make the wrong decision?


I have been delivering most of the techniques explained in this book through my training programmes and seminars for developing people, and I would now like to share them with you. These techniques will enable you to make quality decisions confidently, in a whole range of situations. By working through this book, you will be able to look critically at the different types of decision you need to make, what the impact of a decision might be, and how to apply the right technique in order to come to a decision in a timely way.


There are also numerous tips and tricks in every chapter that can save you time and energy; facing a decision can often turn people into procrastinators, and time hovering over the ‘right’ answer can be time wasted. You will also learn through the case studies that follow two characters, Chris and Pat, as they make major decisions in their lives.


Karen Mannering, 2012
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Introduction


Decisions, decisions! The need to make them is constant, and they surround us in all their various forms throughout our life. How do we decide what to wear? Who to invite? How to spend our money? How much to give to charity? What to invest in? Should we start up that business during a recession? Should we sell up and move? It’s no wonder that so many of us end up with ‘decision paralysis’, where we are so scared of making a decision that we make no decision at all.


Decisions are everywhere in our lives and are a normal part of our every day. Some will be larger than others, some will affect only you, and others may affect many hundreds of people. Avoiding them is not only fruitless but nigh on impossible. How fantastic, then, that we can all learn to make decisions in a number of ways that enable us to cope better with our lives.


Here are some ‘rules’, or truths, about decision making that are worth remembering as you read this book:


1  Avoiding a decision is taking the decision not to act


Many us have heard stories of near misses or ‘if onlys’, where someone lost the opportunity of a lifetime because they did not act quickly or decisively enough. For many others, the fear of making the wrong decision leads them to take no action at all. And yet taking no action is a decision, too – a decision to step back and allow whatever happens to happen. So, let’s kill the first assumption that so many people make – that avoiding decisions means never having to make them.


2  Everyone makes decisions, at all levels in the organization


People often tell me that they believe effective decision making is something that managers do. Many times I have heard people say things like, ‘I am only a support worker and so I am not paid to make decisions,’ but they are wrong. They may not be making decisions at a strategic level but they are still making decisions all the time. You may not be the person who decides whether your company should open a new office in Finland, but you still have a role in making decisions at work at your own specific level.


3 Decision making is not a skill you are blessed with: it can be learned


Yes, decision making is a key skill for managers, but it is also a key skill for life. At this point you may be thinking, ‘Well, I am just not blessed with this great decision-making ability.’ Well, did you decide what to wear this morning? Did you decide what to have for breakfast? How to get to work? Whether to pick up a coffee on the way? Latte or cappuccino? These are the kinds of decision we all make every day, so we all have this ability. What you probably mean is that you feel you don’t have the skill to make complex decisions confidently.


4 The biggest decisions we make have nothing to do with work


‘OK,’ you may say, ‘but these are small examples. I would never feel confident enough to make the huge decisions that I hear about at work.’ This is to forget that three of the biggest (and most expensive) decisions we will ever make are choosing a place to live, choosing a life partner and deciding whether to start a family. The decisions you make in these three areas will have an impact on your whole life and will affect your finances accordingly, and yet none of them are ‘work’ decisions.


5 Be bold! Work with the information you have, and forge ahead


The biggest cause of decision paralysis is the fear of making the wrong decision. However, in most situations you will never know what might have happened if you had decided to take the other option. For example, imagine you were choosing between two properties to buy and, after much deliberating, you decide on one and opt for that. There is no point agonizing over whether you made the right choice because you will never know how your life would have turned out had you chosen the other one. Perhaps, if you had waited a little longer, a third option would have appeared on the market. You will never know, and therefore whether you have made the right decision or not remains a moot point. Further, when we later judge whether that decision was great or poor, we are often doing so in hindsight when we already know the outcome. To say that you should have known this in advance is being too hard on yourself as you made the decision based on the information you had at the time.


6 You can learn techniques to become a better decision maker


When I began researching this book on decision making, I wanted to demonstrate a number of techniques that anyone can use when getting to grips with decision making. We will start by looking at how decisions are made, the skills you need to become a proficient decision maker, how you can increase the number of options at your disposal and why you need to be aware of the amount of risk. There is a time and place for intuitive decision making in addition to carefully considered decisions, and these will be discussed, along with a number of business-related decisions.


Towards the end of this book, we will be looking at how emotions can affect your decision making and how they can interfere with our logical thoughts. We need to be aware of this because some decisions are literally life changing, and we may not be using the best method for making them. Finally, there are some decisions we may make that will have an impact beyond our own lifetime, and have implications for others. My hope is that by the end of this book you will have a good range of tips and techniques for confronting the huge range of decisions you will make throughout your life, and that you are able to make those decisions with confidence.






	Author’s note






Throughout this book there are boxes containing activities or key points that are designed to help you in various ways:



Try it now: these feature short activities that enable you either to prepare for the next section or to consolidate your learning. They will also enable you to create your own examples and help make the book more relevant to your own life.



Remember this: these are key points that are useful to remember.



Key ideas: these are important concepts or ideas to consider, which you can apply to your life.



Focus points: found at the end of each chapter, these will help you to carry away the key learning points from what you have just read.



Case studies: throughout this book we will be following Chris and Pat in their quest to be better at making decisions.


You may also decide to dip in and out of the book rather than read it from start to finish, concentrating on the subjects that seem most relevant to you or that you feel need more of your attention. As you start using some of the techniques, you might also like to record your experiences in note form, so that you can reflect on how you made each decision and whether the outcome was as expected.
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How we make decisions



Goal: To investigate how we currently make decisions and whether our techniques are working in every aspect of our lives.






	Self-assessment






Read the following statements about making decisions, and say how much you agree with them by circling one of the numbers. If you disagree with the statement circle the 1, if you neither agree nor disagree circle the 3, and if you fully agree circle the 5:
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	Score

	Result
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	41–50

	You are confident in your ability to make decisions, but you can still benefit from this book by either revisiting your skills or considering whether there are better methods available. You may only need to dip into certain sections of this book, but try to undertake each activity in the sections you choose as they will enhance your learning and enable you to put the points into context.






	26–40

	You are confident about making some decisions in some situations. Reading this book will enable you to build on this and enhance the skills you already have, in addition to offering you more ideas and techniques. You also need to consider the activities carefully, and after trying some of the techniques, reflect on their usefulness.






	Below 25

	You lack confidence in decision making, and this book will take you on a journey where you can learn to make good-quality decisions in addition to building your confidence. Consider keeping a ‘decision diary’ so that you can see how you progress as you move through the book.
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How do you make a decision? Do you write everything down, go with your ‘gut feeling’ or play a childhood game like ‘eeny, meeny miney mo’ or ‘ip, dip, doo’ to deselect the other options until you are left with a clear contender? I am sure you see that some of these options are a little haphazard and others inappropriate, so why do we resort to these methods? Why is it so difficult to make a decision?


As we progress throughout this book it will be helpful to have some paper and a pencil or pen to hand. This is so that you can make notes as you go along and also carry out the exercises as they occur throughout the book.
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Our conscious versus our unconscious brain


Do we make decisions consciously or not? The answer is that it depends on the type of decision we are making. In many aspects of our lives, our decision making is unconscious, and with good reason. For example, if you had to complete a decision chart every morning to decide which was the best route to take to work, by the time you had analysed the results you would probably be late anyway. It’s the same with choosing what to eat for breakfast. So many of our everyday activities include decisions that need to be made regularly, and many of them are taken care of by our unconscious selector.


However, some of our everyday decisions are not automatic, such as deciding what to wear. If this is a perennial problem for you, one way of shortcutting the process is to create small ‘rules’, such as wearing a red tie on Mondays, a blue one on Tuesdays and so forth.






	Try it now







To take away the pain of wondering what to wear each day (and to allow you to plan ahead with ease), create some rules. For example, on Mondays you might choose to wear black and white only and on Tuesdays a suit.


Suddenly the decision is made for you and you can concentrate on other, far more important ones, such as what to pack for lunch! (This is the reason why underwear and socks with days of the week printed on them are popular – they take away the need to make a decision.)
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Key idea: Many decisions are unconscious


Certain decisions can be automated, allowing us to concentrate on making other decisions that need more quality thinking time.
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Building in some patterns of thought is a great time-saving device but you need to know that, if taken to extremes, they can become, at best, limiting and, at worst, tip us over the edge. I experienced this when I had a client who had designed her life on a tight schedule, with every evening covering a certain task or domestic duty to ensure that her job and home ran smoothly. One day she was invited to the wedding of a friend, but she could not work out how to fit this into her schedule. Her timescale was so tight that attending an extra event for a whole afternoon and evening meant moving other tasks or simply not doing them, which she was not prepared to do. Mentally, she found this situation to be similar to an unfathomable puzzle and it nearly resulted in her having a breakdown. Her unconscious schedule suddenly became a conscious act, and it dominated her thoughts. She literally became a slave to the process that was intended as her salvation.
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Remember this: Try to be flexible


Organizing or automating parts of your life can cut down on the number of conscious decisions you have to worry about making – but build in flexibility to incorporate the fantastic surprises that life gives us.
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We need a large proportion of our lives to be unconscious so that we can dedicate our brainpower towards solving more conscious decisions, the ones that really tax our thoughts. It is only when something goes fundamentally wrong with our unconscious decisions that they will float like bubbles to the surface of our consciousness, ready to be considered anew.


We therefore need a proportion of our decisions to be unconscious, because this provides us with the time to consider more of the one-off, trickier decisions with full consciousness.
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Making connections


Our brains love to make connections, and they start doing this even before we are born. Connections help to shortcut difficult decision making by providing a template for certain decisions. When you are young, the connections are new and flimsy, but as behaviours are repeated throughout our lives, the connections become ingrained and we become almost ‘programmed’ to respond in certain ways. For example, if you happened to meet someone you already know and they ask, ‘How are you?’ you are likely to respond without thinking in your usual way, probably with something like ‘Fine, thanks’ – even if you are not.






	Try it now







Quickly note down how you would typically make the following decisions:






	selecting a new item of clothing


	buying a house


	whether to change your bank (and if so, how to select another bank)


	which restaurant to go to for a celebration meal


	choosing the name of your child


	whether to ask your boss for a pay rise.
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It is highly likely that in doing the above exercise you will have resorted to previous methods you found useful, and that you would not use the same methods for all the examples. You may have used methods such as:






	relying on the ideas or suggestions of others


	gut instinct


	random selection


	whether something ‘feels’ right


	cost


	parental choice


	a friend’s (or family member’s) choice or opinion


	advertising and/or happenstance


	going with the majority


	being highly structural and factual (perhaps using a chart or grid)


	flipping a coin (or ‘chance’)


	gathering evidence for a report or presentation.





You may have used a combination of all these methods. However, you must feel that the way you currently make decisions is not working for you, or you would not be reading this book. Making decisions in a haphazard way is not usually the best method for solving problems, and neither is making decisions in the same way every time. For example, you may flip a coin to decide between two restaurants to eat in, but I would suggest that this is not the best way to choose a name for your child!


Our neural connections come from our background environment and have been reinforced over the years (which is why we find ourselves taking on mannerisms and sayings from our parents or grandparents – they are just so familiar to us). Some of these connections are helpful to decision making in that they produce instant unconscious responses. However, we must also realize that they can be limiting. When we respond automatically and without independent thought, we can be severely restricting our options. It is similar to taking always exactly the same route to work every day: it’s great because you can do it without thinking but not so good for experiencing new things: scenes, architecture and people, for example.
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Key idea: Habits can be changed


We can unconsciously be tied into patterns of thinking or habits of behaviour that sometimes need to be challenged.
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Fact: most people sign up for an account at the same bank as their parents, and are not interested in changing to another bank, no matter what it may offer. Like it or not, we fall into patterns of behaviour and those links that our brains make are lodged very firmly. These patterns can be useful but they can also blind us to other options. This is why we must be aware of the limitations of always making decisions in the same way without considering other methods or trying other ideas. It is a case of speed of response versus innovation. We will be discussing both of these in greater detail in Chapters 3 and 5.






	Try it now







Make a list of some of the aspects of your life where you have simply followed the patterns of others. Are you happy with those decisions? Are there any that you need to challenge?
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The benefit of allowing enough time


Have you ever felt pressured to make a decision and wished that you had more time? There is no doubt that some decisions do benefit from deep thought, but real life dictates that we need to be able to act fast in some circumstances. Even some fairly major decisions (for example, buying a house at an auction) may need you to think clearly and quickly in a tense environment. In these situations, time is not always available. You can undertake research and fix a price band but, once the bidding starts, you have to think fast and clearly if you are to buy the property without exceeding your budget.


However, it is helpful to be able to consider a decision without being rushed, and in some instances it can be useful to buy yourself more time. This is not because you are slow at making decisions but because it gives you time to research the background, during which, more information may come to light. An informed decision is always better than a stab in the dark.
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Remember this: Quick decisions can be good decisions


It is an interesting fact that decisions taken after a great deal of deliberation are not exponentially better than those made ‘on the hoof’. Taking five times longer to make a decision does not mean that the outcome will be five times better. It pays to remind yourself of this when you are pressed into making a fast decision. A quality outcome is not guaranteed by the amount of time you have invested in making the decision.
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Decision blockers


Even people you consider to be brilliant at making decisions will have times of indecision, times when they feel stymied and unable to think clearly. I am sure we all know how it feels suddenly to be unable to move forwards or select the best option, or even to experience full ‘decision paralysis’. Unfortunately, life is not a game show and you cannot phone a friend or ask the audience. You feel the whole world closing in on you as you mentally struggle with the options being offered. This may happen for a number of reasons, some of the more common of which are:






	
Having too much invested in the situation – sometimes the further you are from a situation the more objective you can be about it, and therefore the easier the decision becomes. If we fear personal loss, it makes the decision even more difficult.


	
Imposing a time limit – it is no accident that on game shows the contestants have to respond to questions or make decisions with the clock ticking away. This is not just to keep the activities short for the programme schedule: it also puts people under pressure. The message that you have an important decision to make causes much more stress when someone adds, ‘in the next three minutes’.


	
Too many options – we will discuss options later in this book, but if there are too many choices, decision making becomes harder. It is no accident that salespeople in shopping stores try to narrow your choice to two or three items by using searching questioning techniques. It is much easier for you to decide on one item from two or three options than from 20. When the choice seems overwhelming, we walk out of the shop with nothing.


	
Failing to define the problem – if you have ever been in a situation where another person jumps in on your conversation and offers advice with no prior knowledge of you or your subject, you will know how ridiculous and annoying this can be. You will probably think, ‘No, you’re wrong. How can you offer advice when you don’t know anything about this, me, or my situation?’ This is similar to failing to define the problem. If you do not define it correctly, you are dealing with what you perceive to be the issues rather than what actually are the issues, and that means you might miss the point completely.


	
When you know that the outcome will be unpopular – in an ideal world there would be one ‘good’ option and one ‘not so good’ but this rarely happens outside fairy books. This type of decision, when there is not one easy solution – just two unpopular ones, is often seen in government. Unfortunately, both outcomes will be difficult and unpopular for the people, but which one is less so, and which one is in the country’s best interests for the future?


	
Worrying about what people think – the decisions we make say things about us. What happens when we have to make an unpopular decision within our own team or for someone who may have an impact on our career? How does having this type of audience cloud our decisions? Are we in danger of becoming ‘people pleasers’?


	
Emotional fever – you know you should not have it, you know you do not need it, you know you don’t really have the money – but you want it! Need I say more? Sometimes our emotions take over and we make purely emotional decisions based on how we feel at that moment. Emotional attachment is not only about other people, but it can also be about objects such as houses and cars.
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Remember this: Decision blockers may protect you


Blocks may be there to protect you. If you cannot make a clear decision, then consider whether you are, in fact, the right person to be making that decision at all.
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The rollercoaster effect


Something else to be aware of is that decisions may have a rollercoaster effect. This means that the decision is not always an end in itself, but has implications for further or future decisions. For example, choosing a sofa (because you loved it in the shop) before moving into your house may mean that the colour, style and fabric of the sofa will now dictate the rest of the room’s furnishings. In other words, your decision to buy that sofa has had a domino effect on other aspects of the room. This can make life easier, in that you have narrowed down the choice of other furnishings (having bought the sofa you now know you need to surround it with pale colours and light fabrics), or it could make life more difficult (where are you going to put the coffee table Mum gave you because it now does not look right with the sofa?).
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