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eaders are known by the decisions they make.
LFamous leaders are often remembered for one
critical decision that shaped destiny, such as George
Custer’s brash decision to attack at Little Big Horn, or
Harry S Truman’s fateful decision to drop an atomic

bomb on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

I have been studying organizational leaders for two
decades, and have come to the conclusion that what
separates effective leaders from others is not their
decisiveness, but rather their skill and willingness to
use a variety of decision-making styles to choose a

course of action for a given situation.

These styles can be thought of as points on a
continuum, ranging from decisions made by the leader
alone to decisions fully delegated to the team. Each

of the styles are valuable for some situations but are
inappropriate in others. Effective leaders move back
and forth on the continuum, gracefully choosing the

most appropriate style in the moment.
The Decision-Making Continuum

Perhaps the most often-used (and abused) style is one
I call Now Hear This! Much like the captain of a ship,
the leader making a Now Hear This! decision does

so acting alone, without input from others. Once the
decision is made the leader can announce it to the

team and clarify any questions they may have.

Occasionally, a leader recognizes a need to run his
decision past his or her team before it’s finalized. I

call this the Trial Balloon because (if you'll pardon the
mixed metaphor) it isn’t “set in stone” until the team
has reacted. The leader reserves the right to make

the final decision, but in contrast to a Now Hear This!
decision, input from the team is solicited to insure that

the leader has considered all the facts and options.

Some decisions are best made by a leader after
soliciting the input of key stakeholders, not before.
I've adapted President Truman’s famous adage, “The
buck stops here,” to identify the third point on the
continuum - the Buck Stop decision. Just as Truman
did before giving the order to drop the bomb, or John
Kennedy did before ordering a block-aid of Cuba
during the missile crisis, the leader remains as neutral
as possible while gathering the best thinking of the
people involved — without yielding the right to make

the final decision.

There will be times when the best decision is made

by consensus — when the whole team, including the
leader, engages in a creative dialogue to determine the
best course of action. Because the whole group is “in
it together,” I call this style the Life Raft. The leader
facilitates a discussion that helps people plant their
stakes — and move them - to reach a solution that

everyone can actively support.




Finally, some decisions can be delegated to the team
to make without the active participation of the leader.
This style, called You Tell Me! is the direct opposite of
Now Hear This! The leader’s only responsibility is to
define the parameters or boundaries for the decision
and the team engages in a process to arrive at a

decision.

No style can fit every situation, regardless the effort
some leaders expend trying to make it so. For one
thing, those who make too many decisions themselves
are seen as arrogant, brash, and dictatorial, while
those who bring too many decisions to the team are
seen as indecisive, weak time-wasters. Aside from

the perceptions of others (deserved or not) there is

a critical principle with regard to decision-making -
people are more likely to fully support those decisions
they help make (or, put another way, people are more
likely to sabotage those decisions they feel are unfairly

imposed on them).

And one more thing — a compelling reason to involve
people in decisions is the simple truth that arises from
all the research on problem solving — more often than
not, two heads are better than one, and three better
than two, and so on — when trying to find the best

solution to a thorny issue.
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Successful leaders move across the decision-making
continuum with grace, making it look automatic. Our
work with leaders who do this reveals that they are
asking themselves three questions before choosing the

most appropriate style for a given situation.

1. Once the decision is made, will it need simple
compliance by the team, or is it a matter that will

need their tangible commitment?
2. How much time is available to make the decision?

3. How mature is the team in terms of group

decision-making?

Now Hear This! and Trial Balloon decisions are
compliance-centric. That is, they are made with

the expectation that the team will implement them
because that is the job of the team - to “make it so”
Life Raft and You Tell Me! are commitment-centric
styles, because as people put their fingerprints on

the decision and have the opportunity to shape the
final outcome, they are much more likely to be highly
vested in the decision. As is often said, they “own the
decision.” A Buck Stop decision balances compliance

and commitment.
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The issue of time is important, because it usually

takes a group of people more time to make a decision
than one person acting alone. When time is a critical
factor, such as during an emergency, successful leaders
move to the Now Hear This! or Trial Balloon end of
the continuum. If time is not that pressing a factor,
more involvement by the team can be encouraged. We
are not surprised to learn that successful leaders have

fewer emergencies than less effective leaders.

Successful leaders take the third question - team
maturity — quite seriously. They see decisions as
opportunities to choose a wise course of action and
develop their team. They lean in the direction of more
team involvement in their decisions, because that

is how teams learn to make better decisions. Their
confidence in the competence of their team to make
decisions will rise as they skillfully facilitate creative

dialogue around the conference table.

Choose Wisely

We don’t celebrate December 6th as the birth date of
President George Custer because he never became
president. What appeared to be a brilliant military
career which might have been followed by a political
one ended not because Custer was decisive, but
because he failed to access the information available to
him by his scouts. In other words, he chose to say Now
Hear This! when he would have been better served to

make a Buck Stop decision.

Successful leaders weren’t born with the ability to use
the full spectrum of team-based decision-making
styles. They’ve learned how to move across the
continuum until they felt comfortable with every style.
As they did so, the quality of their decisions increased

as did the confidence of others in their leadership.
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Mr. Winters is available to present the material
in this article on a deeper level in workshops
or as a luncheon or after-dinner speaker.
Please call THE CENTRE at 619-685-1340

for further information.
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THE CENTRE

for Organization Effectiveness

THE CENTRE for Organization Effectiveness is an innovative and exciting “one-stop shop” concept, specializing
in management and organization development, offering unique leadership training for local, regional and
state public sector organizations and agencies, as well as nonprofit and private sector enterprises. We handle
everything from consultant selection to material preparation to logistics to account management.

Our vision is to raise the caliber of leadership through academies, forums and seminars, facilitation and
consulting services.

Programs and Services

The Regional Management Academy

The Regional Management Academy (8 days) is a thought-provoking and challenging curriculum which
routinely develops an “esprit de corps” among graduates and creates a critical mass of leaders who begin to look
more deeply at their responsibilities from an organization-wide perspective.

The Certified Public Manager® Program

This nationally recognized program builds on the Regional Management Academy as a prerequisite. The CPM
program is an additional 200 hours of intensive, competency-based training which prepares participants to
become more effective public managers and step into more responsible leadership roles.

The Regional Supervisors Academy

The Regional Supervisors Academy (4 % days) is geared to first and second line supervisors and those who also
lead front-line employees.

The Professional Assistants Academy

The Professional Assistants Academy is based on input from executive secretaries, administrative assistants, and
chief executives in a variety of organizations.

Leadership Forums & The Film / Literature Series

In 2008-2009, our series includes four forums and a series on leadership in literature and classic and
contemporary film. CENTRE customers are invited to select a few programs or attend them all!

For a complete catalogue or more information, please call or visit our website at www.tcfoe.com.
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