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MakING Team DEcISIONS

Kristin Amold

Afnstract: Making decisions is one of the most impor-
pagnt team responsibilites, Team members must not
arnfy make the maost effective and appropriate deci-
sicois, but they must make decisions that will be sup-
pesrted by everyone on the team. This article presents
gewpen decision-making methods for teams, It focuses
o Consensus, the most misundersiood, yet often the
mecrt needed method, providing suggestions for more
e ciently reaching consensus.




Hcm do teams make decisions? If you took a poll, most tecam mem-
Teers wionld say “by consensus”=—without really knowing what consensus
is or how to build a true team consensus. Most rraditional teams use only
one or two strategies to make decisions. However, high performing teams
use a wide range of decision-making options, from one person {(usually
the team leader or expert) deciding to the entire team agreeing whole-
heartedly, depending on the time available, imvolvernent desired, expen-
ise available within the team, and ithe need o develop the wam, Several
methods and the advantages and disadvantages of each are shown in Fig-
ure 1. Let's define each of these ways teams miake decisions and some res-
sons why each may be successful.

Command Decisions. With this method, the team leader or expert de-
cides, This method is useful when a decision must be made quickly and
the leader i in control of the situation. The key here i for the leader
to explain the decision and the reasons for making the decision o other
team members as snon as possibile,

Leader Decides with Input from Individuals. The advantage of obtain-
ing input is that the leader does not have to bring all the team members
together; yet he or she does collect information from them before mak-
ing a decision. As information is collected, the key is for the leader 1o
explain the critera for making the decision, how others will be imvolved,
and what type of input is needed (ideas, suggestions, information).

Leader Decides with Input from Team. By gathering the team together,
the leader creates opportunities for creativity, smergy, and buyin. How-
ever, the process docs take more time and may create conflict if the leader
makes a decision that is against the icam's recommendation. The key is
for the leader to explain the criteria for making the decision, how the
team will be involved, what type of input is wanted, and the time aoailable
for discussion, In addition, the leader must clearly state up front that he
or she will make the decision.

Majority Vote. Majority vote is useful when the issue is relatively incon-
sequeniial or the team i stuck. The advanitage is that Amenicans are furky
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Figure 1. Decision-Making Methods Employed by Toams




commfortable with a hand vote, The key is for the leader 1o ensure that
everyone understands what they are voting on and the rules involved be-
fre the actual vote is taken,

If the team must make a decision among many choices, ¥-inch
round labels can be used to prioritize. The leader can post the list on a
fMip chart and give each participant one vote per item. If the leader de-
sires, team members 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 a more dramatic visual representation of the team’s pref-
erences, Also, the leader could use two different colors of label so that
team members could vote for first and second preferences. The resulis
in this case could resemble Figure 2,

Minority Rule, Minority rule is a standard default for routine team deci-
son making and wseful for less important issues. It does, however, require
a team member to have the courage 1o speak up with an opposing view-
point, From a positive perspective, the team may request a subject-matter
“expent” in the group to make a decision, The key is that the team mst
support this method of decision making and the decision reached.

Unaninous Agreement. The hardest way o reach a decision is by unani-
mous agreement. This strategy is not recommended unless all team mem-
bers must agree, as in matters of life or death.

Consensus. When there is consensus, everyone can live with and sup-
port the decision, but it is not necessarily everyone's first choice. Lead-
ers uae consensus for important sswes when the team must learn about
all the alternatives and issues, and then implement the decision, Reach-
ing consensus increases the likelihood and ease of successfully imple-
menting a decision.

mmmm seee
see ﬁummum .

Figure 2. Making a Team Decision by Afizing Labeds




Comsensus is not the sune as unanimity, wherein a decision is every-
one’s first choice, Nor is it a compromise, whereby each person makes
concesions to achbeve 3 team decigion. As Robert Lodlum wald, 2 com-
promise is "a decigon which pleases no one, except in knowing that no
one else got what they wanted either” Consensus is a process, The team
bueilds 3 consensus—striving (o reach a decision that best reflects the think-
ing of all team members, Consensus is a bigger, bener decision thar is built
froam the inpunt of each and every team member,

When a team decides 1o make a decizion by consensus, the lexder
must explain exactly what consensus means and why it is imporant for
the team o reach it The lesder must ensure that all team members in-
derstand the issue and the most imporant aspects of the decision. To
prevent confusion, he or she must take the time to define terms, as well
as identify and cuthne any constraints (e, tme, inancial, resources,
political). The bewder must remind each member wo participate fully in
the discussion and that each has equal power o support or block any
proposals. Finally, the veam must agree on a “fallback” decision-making
strategy in case consensus cannot be reached. For a group of peers, the
fallback stravegy is usually to use majority vote. When the leader is part
of the group, the fallback strategy may be 1o defer 1o the leader.

To build a consensus, the leader mist hear from everyone on the
ream, Many teams do this by soliciting opinions from evervone in the
groap or by brainstorming every possible option and then looking for op-
porunities to combine, create, and smergize the ibems into a better idea.

The following questions can be used to help a team be more cre-
ative before trying o reach consensums:

® “All of these items are possible. Do we have 1o choose only oned”™
® “Is there any way we can use the best feamures 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 wantr™
® "Could we try out several options in parallel before we commit o just

ey

Team energy increases as new ideas and possibilities surface, Using
a trial-and-error approach appears chaotic; however, itis well worth it if
a team builds a new, symergistic alternative based on the best of the best.
When it appears that a team has reached a decision, the leader isu-
ally takes a "straw poll” 1o see how close or how far apart the team mem-
bers are. The leader reminds the weam at this point that this is not a final



vole, but simply 3 way 1o determine how much work must be done to build
conscnsus These sentence starters can be used:

m "It sounds as though we are making progress, Let's check that out with
a quick straw poll 1o see how close we are 1o a consensus. We'll go right
arcund the ble. Salh?™

# "Let’s sce if everyone cither can agree with or can agree (o support
the most popular alternative. Let's start with Emile and go around
the room.”

Record the responses and simmarize the resulis, Il everyone can lve
with and support the altermative, then the team has reached a consensus.

Tiry this quick, fun approach to testing for consensus: the "Five L
Straw Poll.” Give each person a Post-it™ Tape Flag. Draw the “Five 1"
scale on a flip chart, as shown in Figure 3. Describe each *L" as you write
it. Say something Like *You lathe it or hate it You will kereest it and moan
about it in the parking lot. You can fivewith it. You can lik it. Or you can
really e it.”

Now ask the team members to think silently about the proposed al
ternative, Then ask them to place their tape flags on the flip chare, build-
ing a bar chari, such as the one in Figure 4.

Ask iff the team believes there is a consensus, that is, the altemative
received at beast a “live with™ or better vote, In the event there are votes
that are in the “loathe™ or “lament” categones, the leader must check with
the: team to see why people have voted that way, being careful not to pick
on a specific person, but hearing feedback from team members.

If your team cannot reach consensus, try these sentence starters

8 “There seems to be a lot of support for this alternative. What would
it take for sveryons to support i7"

s “What is getting in the way of some team members” ability to support
this alternativer What could we do to meet those needs?™

Integrate the feedback and create another, better alternative! Con-
tinue to build agreement for the decision until there B true consensus,
that is, when evervone can live with and support the decision. Four e
teria must be met before a decision can be declared o have been made
by consemnsus,

1. All team members must have had an opportunity to provide inpar,
2. Al peamn members must believe that they were heard and undersood,
3. Evervone miusd be able 1o state the declsion clearly,
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Figure 3. Samplo Fiva L Scaln

4. All team members must agree to suppert the decision in what they
say and whart they do.

If time runs out, the leader must decide whether 1o postpone the
decision for another time or whether 1o fall back to another decision-
making method. If a leader uses the fallback decision option frequently
or for many key decisions, something is happening that must be ad-
dressed. Many times, the “something” is happening outsiche of the group
or i8 bevond the team's contral,
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Figure 4, Sample Five L Bar Charl

By building a consensus, team leaders hawe a greater chance of pro-
ducing a better quality decision, a more cohesive tcam, and smoother
implementation of the decisions that are made.




