


MakinG Team Decisions

Kristin Arnold

Abpract Miking decibons B one of the most impor-
tani team respomnsibilities. Team members must mot
only make the most effective and appropriate deci-
sions, but they must make decisons that will be sup-
ported by everyone on the team. This article presents
seven decison-making methods for teams, It focuses
on consensus, the most misundersiood, yer ofien
the maost necded method. providing suggestions for
more efficiently reaching consensus.
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Hnw do wams make decisions? If vou took a poll, most team members
wonld sy “by consensus"—without really knowing what consensus & or how to
build & true team consensus. Most traditional teams use onby one of Do sirate
gics 1o make decisions. However, high performing teams use a wide range of
&dhm-fﬂalmﬂ aptians, Erom one person (sally the icam lesder or expert )
deciding 10 the entire tcam agrecing wholehearedly, depending on the tme
available, involvement desired, expenise available within the team, and the
need to develop the team. Several methods and the advantages and disad-
vantages af each are shown in Figure 1. Let's define each of these wigs 1eams
make decksions and some reasons why each may be suocessful,

Command Dedisions. 'With this method, the team leader or expent decides.
This method is wseful when a decision mast be made quickly and the leader
is in control of the sination. The key here is for the leader 10 explain the de-
cimn and the reasons for mal:i:ns the decision o cither feam members as
sooay a8 peossible,

Leader Decides with Input from Individuals. The advantage of olstaining in-
puit ia that the leader does not have o bring all the team members together
yet he or she dees collecy information from them before making a decision,
As information & collected, the E-r:} is for the leader 1o ::Fhin the criteria for
making the decision, how others will be involved, and what type of inpui i
necded (deas, sugpestions, information).

Leader Decides with Input from Team. By gathering the team ogether, the
lemicder creates opportunities for creativity, smergy. and buy-in, However, the
process docs ke more tdme and may creave conffic if the leader makes a
decision that is lﬁli.lﬂ! the team’s recommendation, The key is for the leader
to explain ithe criteria for making the decision, how the team will be Invobved,
what type of input b wanted, and the tme available for discussion. In additon,
the leader must clearly state Lrp-ﬁ'nnlllut he or she will make the decizion.

Majority Yote, Majority vote is useful when the issue i relatively inconse-
quential or the team s stuck. The advantage i that Americans are fairly come
fortable with a hand vote. The key is for the leader to ensure that everyone
undersiands what they are vouing on and the mibes involved befers thie acnial
vile b ken.
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Figure 1. Decision-Making Methods Employed by Teams
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If the towm must make a dedsion amorng many choeless, M-inch round
kabels can be used o prionitize, The leader can post the list on a flip chart and
give each participant one vote per item, If the leader desives, team membens
can be given more than one label and allowed 1o vote for more than one item
or to place all labels beside just one item. This produces 2 more dramatic
visual representation of the team's preferences. Ao, the leader could use nwo
different codors of label w that temm members coadd vate for Bret and secomd
preferences. The results in this case could resemble Figure 2,

Minarity Rule. Minoriry rule is a seandand defanl for routine team decision
making and useful for less important sswes. It s, hovwever, require a team
membeer to have the courage to speak up with an opposing viewpoint. From
i positive perspective, the team may request a subjec-matter “expert in the
group i make a decision. The key is that the team mnst support this method
of decision making and the decision reached,

Unanimous Agreement. The hardeso way 1o reach a deciskon s by unanimaouss
pgrocmpent. This strategy i not recommensded unless all team members mast
agree, &3 in maters of life or death.,

Consensus. When there Is consenaus, everyone can live with and support the
decisicon, but it is not necessarily everyone’s first choice. Leaders wse consen-
sias for important issues when the team must learm about all the sliermatives
and issues, and then implement the deciaion. Reaching consensus increases
the likelibood and exse nfl.'l.ln:l:-:ﬂi'uﬂ':,rimphmznr.i.nga decision.

Consensus is not the same as unanimity, wherein a decision is eveny
one's firit choice. NMor is it a compromise, wherely each person makes con-
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Figure 2. Making a Team Decision by Affixing Labels
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cestions 1o achieve a team decision, As Robert Ludlum said, a compromise
is "a decision which plexses no one, except in knowing that no one else got
wihiat they wanted either.” Consensus is a process. The team builds a conscns
sus—striving to reach a decision that best reflecs the thinking of aif ream
meermbers, Consensus is a bagger, bewter decision that & built from the imput
of cach and every team member,

When a team decides to make a decision by consensus, the leader must
cxplain exactly what consensus means and why it is important for the team to
reach it The leader musst ensure that all team members understand the isoe
and the most important aspects of the decision, To prevent confusion, he or
shee st ke the ime to define terms, a3 well a8 denify and oautline any coge
straints (e.g., ume, financial, resources, political}, The leadder must remind
each member to participate fully in the discussion and that each has equal
power 1o support or block any proposals. Finally, the team must agree on a
“Eallback” decison-making strategy in case consensus cannat be reached. For
a group of peers, the fallback strategy is usually 1o use majority vote. When the
leader is part of the group, the fallback strategy may be 1o defer to the leader,

To build a consensus, the leader musf hear from everyone on the team,
Many teams do this by soliciting opiniens from everyone in the group or by
brainstorming every possible option and then looking for opporiunities o
combineg, create, and synergiee the items into 3 better idea.

The following questions can be wed 1o help a wam be mone crcative
before trying to reach consensus:

m “All of these items are posible, Do we have o choose only one?”
® "Is there any way we can use the best feanires of all of our options?”

s “What would happen if we added/deleted features of several options.
Would that move us closer o what we want?”

s “Could we try out several options in paralle] hefore we commit o just one?”

Team energy increases as new ideas and possibilities surface, Using a
wrialand-error approach appears chaotic; however, it is well worth itifa weam
bullds a new, synergistic alternative based on the best of the best.

Whien itappears that a team has reached a decision, the leader usually
ks a “straw poll” to see how close or how far apar the team members are.
The leader reminds the team at this point that this is not a final vote, bat
#i |||]1||:.-':|w:|.}'1.-u- determine how much work must be done to build consensuai.
These sentence starters can be used:
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® "It sounds as though we are making progress. Let’s check that out with
a quick straw poll to see how close we are to a consensus. We'll go right
around the whble. Sally?”

® “Let’s see if everyone either can agree with or can agree 1o support the
most popular alternative. Lets starn with Emile and go around the room.”

Record the responses and summarize the results. If everyone can live
with and support the aliernative, then the team has reached a consensus,

Try this quick, fun approach to testing for consensus: the "Frve L Strms
Pall.” Cive each person a Poat-it™ Tape Flag, Draw the “Five L scale on a flip
chart, as shown in Figure 3. Describe each *L° as you write it. Say something
like “You feathe it or hate it You will femend it and moan about it in the park-
img hot. You can fvewith it You can ke ie O yoii can really fawie”
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Figure 3. Sample Five L Scale
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Figure 4. Sampls Flve L Bar Chart

Mow ask the team members to think silently about the proposed alter-
native. Then ask them to place their tape flags on the flip chan, bailding a
bar chart, such as the one in Figure 4.

Ask if the team believes there is a consensn, that s, the aliermative re-
ceived at beast a “Tive with™ or better vote. In the event there are votes that are
in the “loathe” or “lament” categories, the leader must check with the tearn
1o see why people have voted that way, being careful not to pick on a specific
person, but hearing feedback from team members.

1T youur team cannol reach consensus, try these senlencs startems

# “There seems to be a Jot of support for this alternative, What would it ke
for wmseryons to support 2"
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® "What is getting in the way of some tcam members' ability to support this
alternativer What could we do to meet those needs3®

Integraie the feedback and create another, better aliernative] Con-
tinue to build agreement for the decision untl there is true consensus, that
is, when everyone can live with and support the decisson. Four criteria mast
be met before a decsion can be declared 1o have been made by consensus.

L. All team members must have had an opporunity o provide input.
2, All team members must believe that they were heard and understood,
4. Everyone must be able to state the decision clearly.

4. All team miembers must agree to support the decision in what they say
and whiat they do.

If time runs out, the leader must decide whether to postpone the deci-
sion for another time or whether to fall back to another decision-making
method. If a leader uses the fallhack decision option frequently or for many
key decisions, something is happening that must be addressed, Many times,
the “something” is happening ouside of the group or is heyond the team’s
control.

By building a consensus, weam leaders have a greater chance of pro-
ducing a better quality decision, a more cobesive team, and smoother imple-
mentation of the decisions that are made.

Kristin Arnold maintaing o frtoate convulling prctice speialising in facililation
sevvrices and (raiming, with an emphasis on iirabegic planmmg, strategic pariner-
eeperimce i both an interral and eternal comrutiond with o wide peridy of man
frcturing and sereice industries, as well as the government socor
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