

[image: Cover]




[image: image]


Decision Making


In A Week


Martin Manser




Martin Manser is a professional reference-book editor, highly experienced in managing people and projects. He has led large teams of people to create The Thematic Reference Bible (1996), the award-winning Collins Bible Companion (2009) and the best-selling Macmillan Student’s Dictionary (1996). Since 2001, he has been a language trainer and consultant with national and international companies and organizations, leading courses on business skills and communications, report writing, project management and time management.


Website: www.martinmanser.co.uk


I wish to thank Linda Eley for her careful typing of my manuscript and Nigel Smith and Ian McLellan for their advice on points in the text.




Introduction


You make decisions all the time in everyday life: what to eat, what clothes to wear, with whom you spend your leisure time and how you spend your money. In your business life you are also constantly making decisions, and this decision-making process is the subject of this book: the different activities you – and your business colleagues – need to carry out in order to arrive at a sound decision.


At work, you are deciding how to spend your time, which emails to answer, what subjects to raise at a meeting, when is the best time for your company to launch a new product, what companies you should invest in, what you are not willing to compromise on in negotiations, what policies to develop and how best to market your products and services. Some of these decisions may have already been made for you by other colleagues, usually those above you in your company or organization, and your task is merely to implement them. In other matters, however, you can exercise some control over the actual decision-making process.


To expand on this, we will explore the following:


•  Sunday: Know your aims clearly What are you actually making a decision about?


•  Monday: Collect relevant information Consider all the relevant factors as you gather the information you need.


•  Tuesday: Identify different options Widen your thinking, challenge assumptions and consider creative solutions.


•  Wednesday: Work effectively as a team Make decisions as a group so that colleagues will feel motivated to implement the decision.


•  Thursday: Evaluate different options Set objective criteria against which you can examine the various options you have identified.


•  Friday: Make an informed decision and implement it, communicating it well to all the relevant parties.


•  Saturday: Review the decision carefully, evaluating the whole decision-making process, noting what went well and learning from mistakes.


Each of the seven chapters, one for each day of the week, covers a different aspect of the decision-making process and starts by introducing the theme for the day. The main part of each chapter explains the key lessons by clarifying important principles, which are backed up by tips and case studies. Each day concludes with a summary, suggestions to follow up and multiple-choice questions to reinforce the learning points.


I have included examples from both the business and the wider sphere of life, as it can be useful to consider how you make decisions outside your work life and then apply those principles to your decision making at work.


The principles I outline here are the fruit of more than 30 years in business, including over 10 years of leading courses on business skills and communications. I have sought to make good decisions and to pass on the results of such decisions to others. My hope is that, as you read and act on what I write, it will be a refresher course that will renew your confidence in your ability to become a more effective decision maker at work.


Martin Manser
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‘Ready, fire, aim.’ This anonymous quotation describes how we, all too often, set about things. The right way round is, of course, ‘Ready, aim, fire’: prepare yourself, know exactly what your target is and then act. Time spent in planning and preparation is time well spent.


Today we lay foundations for making good decisions at work. We begin by asking what it is exactly that a decision needs to be made about. We then move on to consider the following questions:


•  What kind of person are you?


–  How would you describe your values, motivation and working style? These will affect the decisions you make at work.


•  Do you know your own style?


–  Are you by personality decisive or indecisive? Perhaps the reason you are reading this book is that you are indecisive: you need to realize that by not making a decision you are also in fact making a decision!


•  Are you more logical or more creative?


–  What is your own preferred learning style?


Knowing the answers to these questions will help prepare the way for you to make good decisions.


What is the real decision?
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Suppose your company wants to refresh its website. The original website was put together hurriedly a few years ago when everyone suddenly discovered the Internet and realized that they needed a web presence. One of the managers in your company at that time knew that the husband of one of the secretaries understood a little about the web and asked him to build a website. The result is acceptable but the website is ordinary and unimaginative and now looks dated. The subject of refreshing the website has recently come up at meeting after meeting. Frankly, you’re a little tired of that, so you decide that you will act on it. After all, you know a couple of friends who could do with the cash and could do a good job.


So you chat with your friends … and then one of them asks you, ‘What is your website for?’ This makes you think and you suddenly realize that you don’t really know. There’s been no discussion, let alone agreement, on the aims of your company’s website.


You may say that your company’s or organization’s website is your ‘shop window’, but what exactly do you mean by that? Your website may show the location of your offices, with information about your goods or services, but what else do you want it to do? An essential first step is that you clarify the exact aims of your website. You will therefore need to ask yourself some questions, such as:


•  Will customers buy direct from us or via a retailer or other intermediary?


•  How do we want interested users of our website to respond to us?


•  If users want to complain about our service, do we want to make it easy or difficult for them to do so?


•  Do we want to promote something – such as an author or a rock band – or inspire users by our choice of photographs, stories or poems?


•  Do we want to inform or educate users about a particular need or hobby?


•  Do we want to ask users to give money towards our cause?


The first rule in decision making is to ask yourself what exactly you are making a decision about. You need to identify as clearly and precisely as you can what your goal is: what are you trying to decide?
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The first rule in decision making is to ask, ‘What exactly am I making the decision about?’
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Defining exactly what you need to make a decision about will not come easily. You will need to discuss this with your colleagues. When I say discuss, I mean talk – not email! We need to hear and see the challenge from others as we talk about a subject. Gradually, and over time, you will hone – sharpen, make more focused – what exactly the decision is. In the above example, the primary decision wasn’t about ‘Who should we ask to refresh our website?’ but ‘What is our website for?’


‘Nothing is more difficult, and therefore more precious, than to be able to decide.’


Napoleon Bonaparte, military and political leader (1769–1821)
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Other factors in the decision


As you begin to focus on the core issue of the decision, other factors will begin to emerge, for example:


•  What is the budget? (See also Monday.)


•  What is the timescale?


–  See if you can break down the time factor. Does a decision need to be made quickly? Often the answer is yes, but you need to consider the long-term implications of a rushed decision, especially if it turns out to be the wrong one.


–  If you are introducing change management, you will be faced by cries of resistance: ‘We’ve done it this way for years; why do we need to change?’ You need to explain why changes are being made and why this is a good time to begin to make such changes.


–  As you may have only one opportunity to make a decision, you need to ensure that it is the right one and that it is made properly. For example, a Member of Parliament once told me that they have many policies they could pursue but that an important part of their party’s thinking was to discern what would be most acceptable at any given time.


–  You may need to ask for more facts (see also Monday).


–  In determining an ultimate goal, you will identify milestones along the way. For example, my son Ben wanted to live in Japan, so this meant that he wanted to learn Japanese. Such a goal was realized practically as a Japanese friend of my wife’s gave him lessons every Thursday evening for two years. Visualizing his goal constantly kept him going even during the times when learning the language was demanding and laborious.


–  You may need to ask for more time in order for you to reach a decision. In negotiations, you can say, ‘I need a little time to think about that.’


•  What secondary matters can you resolve at the same time?


–  For example, if you are redesigning your website, can you also redesign the company logo at the same time? It is important, however, to keep such secondary matters separate from the main focus of your decision making.


At this stage, don’t discount any aim or thought because it is limited. Here, you are ‘dreaming dreams’ and ‘thinking outside the box’. You are looking at creative ways of solving problems and, indeed, of turning problems into opportunities.


If you want to solve a problem, you need to get to the root of it:


  1  Think; discuss it with other colleagues; analyse the problem by separating it into its parts to help you define it more closely and understand it more fully.


  2  Concentrate on the causes of the problem, not on its symptoms or effects. If someone’s work is below standard, for example, don’t keep moaning about it by giving examples, but try to find out why. Ask whether they need training or whether they would be more suitable for a different kind of work.


  3  Keep on asking questions, especially the question ‘Why?’ so that you gain a complete understanding of the real issue. At this stage, it’s more about asking the right questions than finding the right answers.


As you begin to list various factors in the decision, you will begin to realize what the decision is not primarily about. Again, to use the example above, the decision about a website was not primarily about who was to make the changes but what the purpose of the website was.


Know what kind of person you are
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It is good to stand back, as you begin to consider the foundations of decision making, and analyse what kind of person you are in terms of your:


•  morals and principles


•  standards of work


•  motivation and attitude


•  working style.


Answer the following questions to help you find out.














	What kind of person are you?






	Morals and principles

	

•  How honest and responsible are you?


•  Do you do what you know is right?


•  Do you always act fairly towards others, respecting them, or do you take unfair advantage of them?


•  What other values do you and your company or organization hold that you seek to follow in your working life?


•  Would you make a decision that is wrong for the sake of making a short-term gain?


•  Are your procedures honest and open to scrutiny?









	Standards of work

	

•  Do you always do your work consistently well or are you often satisfied with a task that you know you have not completed properly?


•  Do you persevere with a task or do you give up quickly?


•  Are you committed to excellence?








	Motivation and attitude

	

•  Are you enthusiastic or half-hearted?


•  Are you diligent or lazy?









	Working style

	

•  Are you content with simply working efficiently, not wasting resources of time and money, or are you also concerned to work effectively, to do the right thing to the best of your ability?


•  Do you work well with others or are there often areas of conflict?


•  Do you set priorities and stick to them or are you constantly dealing with crises so that you don’t get round to doing what you really should be doing?










Doing what is right


Oliver’s first job was in an agricultural business, where he soon found that he had a natural flair for sales. Customers would often arrive with a worn-out item such as a lawnmower and expect a generous trade-in allowance against a new one. The farming customers consistently drove a hard bargain, and none more so than Sam. Sam had the ability to get what he wanted and would almost intimidate staff to secure the best possible price … and Oliver was to be no exception.


Sam arrived late one day (when all Oliver’s senior colleagues had gone home) with a worthless trade-in. After demanding an inflated trade-in allowance, Sam set about seeking generous discount levels. Oliver did his best to hold out and, when the price was finally agreed, he was relieved to have done a deal without making a loss.


Later, when going over the figures, Oliver noticed that he had made a mistake: he had supplied Sam with a basic model mower but charged him for a more expensive one with more features. The result was a reasonable profit and so natural justice seemed to have been done.


However, that night Oliver’s conscience set to work as he went over the day’s events. He tried to justify what he had done (‘unscrupulous customer’, ‘reasonable profit’, ‘best for the company’, ‘too late to change it’ and so on) but, whichever way he looked at things, he still knew it was wrong to have overcharged Sam. He wondered what would happen if he owned up to the boss; would he be punished? He worried about his boss’s reaction, and thought he might just keep quiet; after all, no one would ever know and so no harm would be done.


Still troubled, however, Oliver owned up the next day, and his boss’s argument was simple: ‘Do what’s right. Credit the customer and don't worry about the profit. The company’s reputation is too important.’ Humbled and relieved, Oliver had learned a lesson. He phoned the customer, who appeared a little stunned, but Oliver’s conscience was clear … and Sam always seemed a little more amenable after that.





In the above case study, what if Oliver had kept silent? What if his boss had pressurized him into doing wrong? Whether it’s big business or a family firm, there is always a cost to doing what you know is right and a temptation to do well for the company in a way that is in fact wrong. You should do what you know is right, even when it is difficult and even costly for the company you work for.
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