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  FOREWORD




  Welcome to this fully revised edition of Effective Decision Making. It is a comprehensive guide to effective thinking in all its applied forms: making decisions, solving

  problems and generating new ideas. I hope you will enjoy reading it as much as I have enjoyed writing it.




  At an early stage in my career I identified what I saw as the ‘big three’ subjects for training or development in what management theorist Douglas McGregor called the ‘human

  side of enterprise’, and over the years I haven’t had cause to change my mind. They are Leadership, Decision Making and Communication. I later added a fourth – Time Management

  – because if you cannot manage your time correctly you cannot lead others, you will have no time to think and you will always be short of time to listen.




  I see the ‘big three’ – or the ‘big four’ – not as separate subjects but as vital components of a single function: the general effectiveness that enables you

  to be a leader. In Effective Leadership I described the three overlapping functions at the core of leadership: achieving the Task, building the Team and developing the Individual, as

  depicted in the famous Three Circles model.




  At first sight, decision making appears to be solely relevant to that first or top Task circle. But, as I shall be reminding you in this book, in the context of leadership decision making (which

  here includes problem solving and creative thinking) by necessity involves the Team and Individual circles as well. Remember, the circles are always

  interactive.




  The message of this book is simple. With a little thought you can dramatically improve your powers as a decision maker. Of course, it can take years of practice, but if you apply the principles

  described here when working with your depth mind (see here) or reflecting on your experience – successes as well as failures – you will make progress.




  Who knows, you and I may one day acquire that attribute the ancient Greeks prized so highly in their leaders, which they called phronesis. We can best translate that Greek word as

  ‘practical wisdom’. It is the product of a rare combination of keen intelligence, wide experience and profound goodness. On the following pages you will find pointers to lead you in

  this direction. It is a journey I am delighted to accompany you on.




  John Adair 2009




  

     

  




  INTRODUCTION




  Decision making is an essential function of effective leadership. Together with communication it heads the list of abilities you should be seeking to develop as a successful

  leader. The aim of this book is to help you do just that.




  The actual moment of decision cannot be studied – we are sometimes not even aware of it. Our primary concern here therefore must be the whole process by which minds are made up, the mental

  movements that lead to decisions: in a word, thinking.




  For any leader, the kind of thinking that leads to action should be regarded as a demanding activity in its own right. ‘If I have any advice to pass on it is this: if one wants to be

  successful one must think until it hurts.’ So wrote Roy Thomson, one of the great businessmen of his day. ‘Believe me’, he added, ‘this is hard work and, from my close

  observation, I can say that there are few people indeed who are prepared to perform this arduous and tiring work.’




  Deciding implies a choice from several – or many – possibilities. Thinking is the preliminary work of weighing up the pros of cons for each course of action. A decisive person is

  someone who, when the time is ripe, has the power to stop thinking and start acting.




  Decision making of this nature should not exhaust all of your thinking time. For one thing, it assumes that you know your objective: the mark you are trying to hit. Though that is not always the case. There is a perennial need in organizations to ‘think until it hurts’about their purpose, aims and objectives.




  Another important sphere for thinking that is not coupled to daily decisions concerns the generation of new ideas. Inventing new products, services and technologies, modifying or improving

  existing ones, seeing new opportunities and discovering fresh markets all require a capacity for original thought. Here, being overly preoccupied with decision making can actually be

  counter-productive.




  On this sketch map we now need to place the sort of thinking appropriate to practical leadership that is commonly called problem solving. A problem literally means something thrown in front of

  you that requires attention, a solution or an answer. It is a very general word, as shown by the very varied ways we use it in everyday life: Jack’s drinking problem, the problem of

  unemployment, the problem of motivating people, the problem of inflation, and so on.




  Problems in these cases are loose descriptions of states of affairs that call for decision. Thus decision making and problem solving as activities tend to be conflated with each other; indeed,

  much established management literature seems to regard them as synonymous. I feel this is a mistake.




  I’d like to suggest that as a business leader – I am using ‘business’ here in its widest sense of the field you are involved in – you are likely to be faced with

  two broad types of problem. The first is like an obstacle in your path. You have decided upon an objective and chosen a course of action: then, somewhere along the road you encounter an unforeseen

  block such as a strike in a supplier’s factory or the unexpected illness of a key colleague. What should you do? Problems of this sort often derive from an earlier decision (the illness of

  your colleague might not have been a problem if you had not decided to, say, go on holiday for a week). If you never decide anything you never have any problems.

  The mental processes for dealing with solving are the same as those used in decision making.




  The second type of problem involves systems – something goes wrong with a mechanical system such as an assembly line or machinery. As a manager in this type of scenario, you are rather

  like a doctor dealing with the human body; you need to study the symptoms and diagnose the underlying cause(s) of the trouble. Only when these have been corrected will the health of the system be

  restored. Problem solving of this kind is heavily dependent on professional knowledge and case experience. As you rise higher as a leader in your field, however, it is an activity you are likely to

  delegate to specialists. Problem solving in systems situations, therefore, is not a major theme in this book




  Many problems – crossword puzzles, for example – can be solved without having to take action. But decision implies action and change: life will not be quite the same again and it may

  very well be radically different. Thus, people who are very clever at solving academic-type problems may lack the qualities required to take decisions in situations involving uncertainty and

  risk.




  The context of decision making for the manager is the subject of the first chapter of this book. In it I contrast the theory of the rational manager with some research into what managers

  actually do, mainly to get you thinking hard about how you use your time. I also underline the significance of decision making in this chapter.




  The subsequent chapters review the basic functions of thinking – analysing, reasoning, synthesizing and thinking in wholes, imagining and valuing. These are described and illustrated with

  practical examples and case studies. For, where possible, I have drawn on the experience of those who have excelled in decision making or some other relevant form

  of thinking. Not all examples are taken from the world of work: you can stretch your mind more if you consider a wide range of analogies or models. To stimulate further thought I have included some

  exercises for you to tackle as you go through the book. You will, on occasion, also find Signposts, where you can take stock and decide which part of the book you would find it most useful to read

  next.




  In Chapter 8 I explore the role of what I call the ‘depth mind’ in decision making, an aspect of thinking closely related to intuition that has received little attention. You can

  make progress in making more effective use of the unconscious mind if you are aware of its existence and understand how it works.




  In the later chapters of the book, I focus upon decision making in the sense of choosing between feasible options; the nature of good reasoned argument about those courses of action; and how new

  ideas are produced. The final chapter is a summary, drawing together the threads and suggesting practical ways in which to maintain and improve your basic mental fitness. I hope you find it

  useful.
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  THE MANAGEMENT CONTEXT




  ‘Without a leader, the birds do not fly far’




  Chinese proverb




  Thinking is not done in a vacuum. This book assumes a context: the manager at work.




  Managers are subject to many pressures. They are interacting with their environment with particular ends in view. But that environment is subject to change, as are the ends of enterprise and the

  managers themselves. Therefore thinking for the manager is like handling a small ship in a rough sea, often without maps or charts. That is the test of true management.




  In this chapter we look at the key factors that impinge upon – and often shape – the decision making aspect of the manager’s job. Perhaps you will recognize yourself in this

  identikit picture. In the rest of the book we shall work on that picture until it becomes more to your liking.




  What is management? All authors like to start with a definition. But in this case it might be more useful to look at what we know about managers, and the qualities they need to succeed.




  THE CRUCIAL COMPETENCE




  Everyone agrees that decision making and problem solving are among the core functions of the manager’s job. By ‘everyone’ I mean the academics who have

  studied management and the people who manage. Let’s concentrate on the latter.




  One of the most sensible criterion we have for determining pay relativities is to go by the decision making content of jobs. A surgeon, an airline pilot and a refuse collector all take

  decisions. Why do we pay the first two more than the latter? Because their decisions involve life-and-death for us and because the knowledge required for their jobs takes many years to acquire.

  When a client complained to a famous painter about the fee he proposed to charge her for six hours of work on her portrait he replied, ‘Not six hours, madam, but thirty years of

  experience.’




  By the same token a builder responsible for a large town centre redevelopment project lasting three years will earn more than one who merely refurbishes kitchens. In life you will be paid

  according to the quality and quantity of the decisions you make within your sphere of work.




  Decisions, therefore, are central to managing. One definition of management is ‘deciding what to do and getting it done’. In any management situation a decision or series of

  decisions must precede implementation. The outcome in terms of success or failure, however, will depend on both the decision itself and your effectiveness in implementing it. That is where

  leadership or, influence, communication and motivation come into play. The first requirement for success in any enterprise, then, is high quality management decisions.




  THE RATIONAL MANAGER




  The decision maker, in the classic view of management, follows a logical or step-by-step sequence. He or she is completely rational with clear, unconflicting objectives

  and a perfect knowledge of the problem. All information is gathered and all possible solutions or courses considered.




  In management theory the hallmark of the rational manager is that he or she makes a decision between choices in terms of their consequences or outcomes. When people talk about being rational in

  this context that is usually what they mean. If the objective is purely financial – to maximize profit – consequences can be assessed numerically and a simple choice made. If you can

  safely invest a large sum of money with a 10 per cent return in one stock or with 12 per cent in another, the choice is obvious – at least on purely rational grounds.




  The rational manager in action




  Imagine you are the owner of a small building firm. One day, you are told that the old lorry you have been using for the last eight years is on the point of falling to

  bits. You have a month at most to decide what to do. Here is a list of possible actions you can take. Which would you not do, and in what order would you work on the remaining items?:




  

    

      1 Go and buy a new lorry from the nearest dealer.




      2 Take a month’s holiday in Spain.




      3 Buy a farm instead.




      4 Find out the cost of renting new vans of different types.




      5 Work out what kind of lorry you need.




      6 Ask the bank manager how much he will lend you.




      7 Add up how much money you could afford to spend.




      8 Find out the tax angles.




      9 Get details of all possible types of suitable lorry, including price, fuel consumption etc.




      10 Get three quotes for repairing your present lorry.




      11 Take a cold bath.




      12 Sell the business.




      13 Carefully evaluate all your options.




      14 Consult your staff.




      15 Find out the cost of hay and a horse and cart.


    


  




  The irrelevant items in the list are numbers 2, 3, 11 and 15. The information gained and the activity of tackling these items may be interesting and enjoyable but they are not

  vital to the decision. Whereas the remaining items are most certainly important.




  The rational manager would start by defining the problem, in this case whether to buy a new lorry or repair the old one. They would then obtain all the relevant information (4, 6, 7, 8, 9) and

  draw up a list of all the reasonable alternatives available (13). Having evaluated the options they would make a decision and take some kind of action. This might be to sell the business or buy a

  new lorry from the nearest dealer or even to do nothing! The important point is that the decision is taken at the right time and is the best possible choice. What about consulting staff? That

  depends on the style of the owner; some always consult, some never do.




  THE FIVE POINT PLAN




  On Decision Making courses I have frequently asked managers to list the main stages they go through when making a decision or solving a

  problem. There is a general agreement that clusters around a Five Point Plan, as shown in the table below.




  There is probably an element of unreality here in that the several thousands of managers who answered the question may have been telling me what ought to happen, rather than what actually does

  happen. They may have attended courses or read books on the subject, with both sources preaching the Five Point Plan.




  Nevertheless, the very fact that there is a consensus on this sequence is significant. It means you can appeal to it in joint decision making or problem solving, and that it can serve as a frame

  of reference for a team working together. Moreover, it does reflect what many managers in many situations actually try to do.


  





  

    

      	

        FIVE POINT PLAN


      

    




    

      	

        STEPS


      



      	

        KEY ACTIONS


      

    




    

      	

        Define objective


      



      	

        Specifying the aim or objective, having recognized the need for a decision.


      

    




    

      	

        Collect information


      



      	

        Collecting and organizing data; checking facts and opinions; identifying possible causes; establishing time constraints and other criteria.


      

    




    

      	

        Develop options


      



      	

        Listing possible courses of action; generating ideas.


      

    




    

      	

        Evaluate and decide


      



      	

        Listing the pros and cons; examining the consequences; measuring against criteria; trials; testing against objective; selecting the best.


      

    




    

      	

        Implement


      



      	

        Acting to carry out the decision; monitoring the decision; reviewing.


      

    


  




  

    The Decision Making Model below shows a slightly expanded version of the Five Point Plan. (‘Sense effects’ here means having the awareness to pick up

    the signs or symptoms of an existing problem, long before the nature of the problem is clear.)


  




  [image: ]




  Using the Five Point Plan




  If you happen to have attended a decision making meeting in the last week, try and recollect how far its chairman guided the group in the five phases. Alternatively, if you

  are involved in making a personal decision yourself, write it down, as far as you can, using the Five Point Plan as a framework.
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  FACTORS THAT AFFECT DECISION MAKING




  In decision making today, managers have to take into account a wider range of factors than was assumed in the early days of management science. An American researcher

  called Nicholas Nicholaidis analysed 332 administrative decisions taken by officials in the public sector. He found that, far from being based purely on logical grounds, decisions were informed by

  strong combinations of emotion, power politics, the influence of other people, and the individual decision makers’ own values. Moreover, the decision makers

  rarely settled for the best or optimum solution as recommended by the management text-books, tending to look for a satisfactory compromise among two or more of the courses or solutions; namely,

  one(s) that:




  

    

      

        	

          Agreed, at least to some extent, with their own personal interests, values and needs.


        




        	

          Met the value standards of their supervisors.


        




        	

          Were acceptable to both those who would be affected by the decision and those who had to carry it out.


        




        	

          Looked reasonable in its context.


        




        	

          Contained a built-in justification that would furnish an excuse, and possibly an avenue of retreat, in case the actual results of the decision turned out to be quite

          different from those anticipated.


        


      


    


  




  How far Nicholaidis was an accurate and fair observer is open to debate, but this research is typical of much that emphasizes the apparently illogical elements at work in the

  manager’s thinking, such as the presence of strong emotion and the influence of personal values.




  There is one factor in particular that militates against a careful step-by-step approach to decision making – there is often not enough time. So you cannot gather all the important and

  relevant information, nor carry out a thorough evaluation of the choices. Managers agree that there often seems to be insufficient ‘thinking time’.




  The prominence of such phrases as ‘influence of other people’, and ‘power politics’ points to another missing key factor in the classic view of managerial decision making

  – the centrality of people. That is the theme of the next chapter. But it’s worth noting here that taking the human factor into consideration does not

  necessarily imply that you are flying in the face of reason.




  Rational thinking can also be contrasted with the kind of decision that seems to be taken without conscious reasoning, or in spite of the Five Point Plan rather than through

  it.




  The essence of management, then, is decision making. In the classic view that process involves the Five Point Plan: Define objective, Collect information, Develop options, Evaluate and decide,

  and Implement. A rational approach to management emphasizes the importance of making the best choice by calculating the consequences. That is fine so long as you remember that the consequences that

  need to be considered are not solely financial: other benefits and losses must enter the picture. Moreover, many managers do not appear to reach decisions by a logical or step-by-step process, but,

  rather, rely more on flair and intuition. Indeed, there are pressures on managers, such as shortage of time, that can work against their following a systematic decision making process. These

  pressures can conspire to induce stress, which in turn can lead to poor quality thinking and indecisiveness. Time to think must be the priority for managers who want to become more effective, and

  therefore they must manage their time with that end in view.




  PEOPLE ARE WHOLES, NOT SPARE PARTS




  People can be difficult to manage. But they are also your enterprise’s most valuable resource. All business involves cooperative effort. Management implies that you

  have people working under you, and probably beside you and above you. In the classic definition, management is achieving results through people.




  Because other people are so central to a manager – in contrast to, say, an author, cartoonist, research scientist or university lecturer – they

  constitute another complete dimension to his or her thinking. The amount of time managers spend with people in meetings and interviews, unplanned discussions and on the telephone, is a simple

  recognition of that fact.




  It is, however, important to remember that people are wholes, not parts. Organizations are groups of people out to achieve a limited purpose. As a manager you are asking people to contribute

  with part of themselves, not their whole selves. Therefore there may be a tension between their whole self and the limited part of the self you are taking on.




  As a manager you are to some extent using other people as a means to an end, just as you yourself are being used by the shareholders or senior managers as a means to an end. But the first

  principle in any commonsense morality is that people should be treated as such, with all that this entails. Think of it as follows.




  There are two sets of jagged rocks on either side of a comparatively narrow channel that you have to steer your ship through. On the one side is the old assumption that you are merely hiring

  ‘hands’ or ‘time’, chunks of some impersonal force called ‘labour’ or ‘human resources’. On the other side is the assumption that you have bought the

  whole person, lock, stock and barrel, and that the interests of the individual are one and the same as those of the group.




  This latter assumption may lead organizations to believe that they can and should mould people by a process of social engineering into ‘company people’ who will think, eat, sleep and

  dream company business. Here the business organization is forgetting that its relationship with the individual is basically contractual. To the individual concerned, it is not like belonging to a

  family, a church or a national community. Of course, they may want to work beyond the call of duty, to the point where they can even be said to be exploiting

  themselves. But that is quite different from the organization requiring them to devote their whole life to its service and demanding the right to pry into their private life or their proper

  privacy as a person. People are under no obligation to have their opinions monitored or their mind explored.




  A natural corollary to this is that the employee, whatever their rank or status, does not have the right to be their ‘whole’ self at work, regardless of the cost or inconvenience to

  others. The organization is not there to further self-fulfilment. It is there to achieve its proper purposes. In other words, the concept of a limited contract works both ways.




  There is bound to be a tension between two ranges or families of values at work – the productivity values (money, goods and services) and the human values. But there need not be

  a conflict – in the sense of open war – between them. Balancing those values is central to the effective management of any organization.




  Consider the views of a young trainee manager who graduated in English from Cambridge University.




  

    

      Many graduates are compelled, indeed are glad, to accept the jobs in business which they are offered. But they remain unwilling to give up at a stroke the personal

      identities they have wrought through their education.




      I would contend that graduates, while accepting jobs in business, do not immediately identify with the values of a business world. That is, they remain profoundly unconvinced of the efficacy

      of the profit motive as it applies to large corporations.




      They retain their belief, albeit romantic, in the opportunity of the individual to express himself; and they remain suspicious of manipulative management techniques. In short, one might say that they feel more one of ‘us’, than part of ‘them’.




      Many graduates are now choosing a half-life; by day fulfilling the demands of the executive to the barest minimum, and retreating at nights and weekends to view quite objectively and

      dispassionately their career ‘half’.




      This is a quite new managerial schizophrenia that has mingled a private, radical disavowal of a business career with a public acceptance of market necessity, and its full ramifications have

      yet to be seen.


    


  




  A senior manager, commenting on these remarks, said, ‘Perhaps all students with these exceptions should remember that leaving university is only the end of the beginning.

  This bleating attitude will not earn much sympathy in the business world.’ Would that view be closer to your own?




  One way to banish this ‘managerial schizophrenia’ is to create as much overlap as possible between the ‘wants’ of the organization and those of the individual. It will

  then be natural for managers to apply all their brain power to their work. The individual will, in turn, strive to become a better decision maker, problem solver and creative thinker because he

  will, in an important sense, be working for himself as well as serving a common and worthwhile purpose. The sense of alienation, that great enemy of good work performance, will give place to a

  genuine and lasting job satisfaction.




  INVOLVING WORK PEOPLE IN DECISIONS




  Should this fuller involvement of the mind in one’s work be confined to the manager?




  At this point I would like to draw attention to the traditional distinction between managers and work people that used to prevail in old-fashioned manufacturing

  industries. Generally speaking, it went without saying that managers would feel involved and committed at work because they had to employ their minds to make decisions and solve problems. It was

  equally assumed that the ‘workers’, as they were known, would not feel so involved, because only their physical strength or manual dexterity was hired. They were hands not minds. Today,

  this old distinction between ‘us’ and ‘them’ has almost entirely disappeared.




  In the last resort, whether you see people as your most important resource or not, depends on your belief in humanity. For my part I hold the belief that most people, irrespective of colour,

  creed or race, will respond to a leader’s request for suggestions or ideas. For we are all born helpful. We only become unhelpful because of what parents or society do to us or because we

  have inherited a particularly unfortunate set of genes. But in general the human race is geared to help one another. That is why man is called a social animal. We could not have survived

  otherwise.




  SUMMARY




  Most organizations today are people businesses. If nothing else, people are one of their bigger costs. It is essential, therefore, for enterprises to create within

  themselves an environment or climate that really stimulates people to use their brains to the maximum. Leadership and good communications are necessary to create those conditions. Once these are in

  place, people will produce better corporate decisions, a higher standard of problem solving and increase creative thinking and innovation. Work will be more fun too.




  KEY POINTS: THE MANAGEMENT CONTEXT




  

    	

      Decision making is integral to leadership in all fields and all levels – team, operational (or middle management) and strategic. That doesn’t mean that the

      leader or manager should make the decisions without consultation – far from it. But the leader is accountable for seeing that the necessary decisions are made and implemented.


    




    	

      Simple frameworks can be very useful. The Five Point Plan is such a framework. It breaks down decision making into five elements: Define objective, Collect information,

      Develop options, Evaluate and decide, Implement.


    




    	

      Although in real life the power of decision making can appear to be untidy it should still always exhibit those five elements – it should, in other words, have an

      underlying order. If one of the elements is omitted or poorly done, the whole process founders on the rocks.


    




    	

      Decisions of any importance require a considerable amount of time in order to get them right. Time pressure can induce stress, which in turn lowers the quality of thinking

      in the decision making process. So good time management is essential.


    




    	

      People are wholes not parts. They bring to work with them their intelligence, experience, goodwill, helpfulness and creativity. All leaders should be grateful of this rich

      human resource.


    


  




  

    

      The task of leadership is not to put greatness into people but to elicit it, for the greatness is there already.




      John Buchan
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  KNOW YOUR MIND




  ‘Thought, I love thought . . .




  Thought is the welling up of unknown




  life into consciousness,




  Thought is the testing of statements




  in the touchstone of conscience,




  Thought is gazing onto the face of life,




  and reading what can be read,




  Thought is pondering over experience,




  and coming to conclusion.’




  D.H. Lawrence




  You can start to improve your decision making ability by sharpening the thinking tools that Nature and education have equipped you with. This chapter offers a sketch map of how

  your mind – and the minds of every colleague in your organization – actually works. We shall then consider the main components, so to speak, of the model. To become more effective as a

  thinker you will need to separate out and sharpen up major mental abilities that, in the actual processes of decision making or problem solving, are virtually indistinguishable.




  Understanding how your mind works when it is thinking about a decision or problem is not easy; it is like trying to jump on your shadow. Most of us are not

  introspective by nature though you shouldn’t let that prevent you from becoming more aware of the range and depth of your basic mental functions. The secret is not solitary introspection,

  which may merely tend to make you a bit more introverted, but to try to catch your mind off-guard when it is going about its business.




  You can think of your mental functions as being rather like a football team before the camera. They are anxious to pose for you, arms folded and faces smiling, perhaps with a silver cup or two

  at their feet. But that kind of photography session tells you nothing about their footballing skills, nor, indeed, the game of football itself. You have to see them struggling against another team,

  passing the ball from one to another, giving ground and then surging forwards, obeying rules and breaking them, to come near to understanding what football – or, by analogy, the mind at work

  – is all about.




  Try the following exercise. It brings some important mental functions into play.




  

    

      EXERCISE 1: Who is going to Barker Street?




      Five taxi-drivers have been summoned to pick up five fares at a London club. On arrival, they find that their passengers are slightly intoxicated. Each man has a different

      first and last name, a different profession, a different destination; and each man’s wife has a different first name.




      Unable to determine who’s who and who’s going where, the taxi-drivers ask you to find out: Who is the baker? What is Bert’s last name? Who is going to Barker Street? You

      collect these facts from the passengers:




      

        1 Brad is married to Betty.




        2 Barbara’s husband gets into the third taxi.




        3 Bart is a banker.




        4 The last taxi goes to Barton Street.




        5 Beatrice lives in Burton Street.




        6 The butcher gets into the fourth taxi.




        7 Bob gets into the second taxi.




        8 Bernice is married to the broker.




        9 Mr Barker lives in Burton Street.




        10 Mr Burger gets into the taxi in front of Brenda’s husband.




        11 Mr Bunger gets into the first taxi.




        12 Mr Baker lives in Burbon Street.




        13 The barber lives in Baker Street.




        14 Mr Baker gets into the taxi in front of Mr Burke.




        15 The barber is three taxis in front of Brian.




        16 Mr Burger is in the taxi in front of the butcher.


      




      If you have completed the exercise successfully in 20 minutes you have done well; 30 minutes is average, while 15 minutes or less is exceptionally good. Check your answers

      by turning to this page. No cheating allowed!
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