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Decision Making by Management

MANAGEMENT is a decision-making process. Its special
function is to choose between alternative means of
moving toward an objective.

None of the many changes brought about by tech-
nology appears likely to diminish the opportunities
open to men who are gifted with skill in making
decisions and trained in administration.

Doing business in an economy like ours demands
foresight and judgment besides resourcefulness and
courage. Only the person who applies all these quali-
ties in making decisions advances his company’s
business.

The management principle is readily stated: the
business manager is paid to find and define the prob-
lem, analyse it, develop alternate solutions, decide
upon the best solution, and convert his decision into
effective action.

The world is full of people who shun this sort of
responsibility. Only a few seek it, and they become
leaders. They know that there is a possibility that a
decision they reach may be wrong, but they know that
this chance may be minimized by following some
simple rules and procedures.

Many business decisions made from day to day are
routine and repetitive to the manager, but he must bear
patiently in mind that the problems are new to his staff
and it is part of his duty to give guidance.

This is part of the leadership function of the busi-
ness manager. Everyojae has a stake of the most con-
crete kind in leadership, because the manager is
accountable for the success of his business or his
department and for the continued employment of al!
those associated with it and the satisfaction of those
holding stock in it.

On a wall of the Engineering Societies’ Library in
New York we read this inscription: "Management is
the art and science of preparing, organizing and
directing human effort applied to control the forces
and utilize the materials of nature for the benefit of
man." In carrying out this mandate, the manager has
to weigh the risks of every course of action against

the expected gains. Then, having decided, he must issue
clear orders and put forth the drive to get things done.

Administration of a business is a network, in which
every decision is connected in some way with other
decisions which have preceded it, and will have a
bearing upon decisions to be made in the future.

Decision making has never been easy, even for the
highly trained man, but history is made up of the
stories of men and women who were good at it. Busi-
ness is complex, not only within its own walls but
because of outside influences and pressures. A man-
ager needs the qualities of a statesman, so as to see his
business in all its relationships. He has to know his
firm’s objectives and policies, what resources he can
call upon, the capabilities of those who will make his
decisions effective, and then produce plans that take
all these into account.

A cardinal rule is that his decision must be adequate
to the solution of the problem. There is no use in
attacking a tank with a bow and arrow, and it is
wasteful to shoot sparrows with a big game rifle.

Wide knowledge
Decisions on important matters are not within the

reach of men and women whose knowledge of facts
and the forces acting upon them is small. There must
be on hand a large store of memories of previous ex-
periences and things learned which can be linked with
the current problem.

No reasoning can be done by our minds unless we
have units of comparison gathered through experience
and study. When we have many objects in our minds,
our imagination ranges over them, assesses them, takes
a little of this and a little of that, relates them signifi-
cantly, and produces a decision. What is the faculty we
praise so highly as "good judgment" except this: the
ability to bring together a fact which we have just
unearthed and a general judgment suitable to the
purpose long since deposited in the archives of our
memory, and unite them effectively.

The business man must never stop adding to his
stock of knowledge and understanding, but this need
not be a burdensome task. If he is under pressure all



day long he will find it relaxing as well as useful to
spend his leisure hours at something in which he must
be deliberative: such as reading one of the classics
(like the Thoughts of Marcus Aurelius or the Teachings
of Epictetus, which have many ideas useful in thinking
through to decisions) or watching documentary films
which broaden his horizons.

It is altogether foolish to think of the capable de-
cision maker in terms of a cartoon stereotype--
as a table pounder, a window gazer, a pacer of the
office, an aspirin user or a man with a wet towel around
his head. One general belief may be given credence in
some measure: the person who makes important
decisions may not be sweet tempered. He is under
pressure, he takes risks, he wrestles with the task of
getting his ideas carried out, he has little patience with
incompetency.

Some firms make no provision for the stress of
management. Their managers are loaded with detail
instead of being relieved of all trivia so that they may
devote their special talents to important things.

The man who has to swim hard in muddy waters to
get his head out where he can make an important
decision may be plagued with "doubting folly." This is
a state of mind in which a man cannot remember
whether he did this or decided that or whether he did
it in the best way. He is forever returning to see if he
has turned off the gas, locked the door, and the like.
He calls back decisions for review.

When to be careful
It is necessary in the convulsive scene of business life

to assign proportions to our problems and to set up
priorities. Clearing up mechanical difficulties is differ-
ent from reaching a decision on a course of action
which involves people, budgets, and markets.

You need to give patience, time and thought to
decision making when you are on unfamiliar ground
or dealing with a strange subject. Decisions come easily
to the sales manager who has been twenty years on the
job so long as they involve only the factors to which he
is accustomed. When a new factor is introduced, or
the manager moves into an area where he is a stranger,
he must take time for orientation.

The power of deciding involves the danger of going
astray -- that is the essence of deciding. And going
astray involves some kind of penalty -- that is the
essence of error. The consequences of a decision are
part of the total problem, and should be considered as
factors in it. We must balance risk against gain, and
be neither deterred by the one nor dazzled by the other.

This involves forethought. The manager is subject to
one trial not common to the worker: he has the con-
tinual feeling of incompletion. His job is never done.
His energy drives him to consideration of the next
job while this one is still in the works, and he needs to
keep his balance in both.

There is no necessary virtue in "planning" itself.
Its value depends upon what the plan is for, what ends

it will serve, what difficulties it is designed to over-
come -- difficulties arising from the caprices of fate,
the actions of competitors and the quirks of human
nature. Without a plan, fluid though it may be, we
cannot reach decisions intelligently.

An umpire must call the strikes and balls as he sees
them, instantly. But mere speed in coming to decisions
may have small relevance at the top business manage-
ment level where a man’s contribution to the enterprise
may be the making of two or three significant decisions
a month.

This is not to say that we should debate and stew
over every problem. We are probably too much given
to sending out a man with a red flag in front of every
new idea as they used to do with steam locomotives.
On the whole, it is wiser to make a decision promptly
and crisply after giving the matter adequate thought
than to linger over it and lose momentum and drive.

To make a sound decision it is not necessary to have
all the facts, but it is necessary to know what facts are
missing so that we may make allowance for the gap
and decide the degree of rigidity to give our orders.

Some managers, in trying to avoid off-the-cuff
masterminding, make it a practice to take time to sleep
on a problem. This can be useful if a tentative decision
has been reached or workable alternatives outlined so
that the subconscious has something tangible to push
around.

Very little that is good can be said about procrasti-
nating. Any business will become paralyzed if there
are persistently long delays in the making of manager-
ial decisions. They cause waste of time among person-
nel, loss of team-work, and forfeiture of faith in
management.

Excuses for postponing a decision are not hard to
find. Recall the hesitancy of Hamlet. One moment he
pretended that he was too cowardly to perform the
deed; at another he questioned the truthfulness of the
ghost; at another he thought the time was unsuitable,
that it would be better to wait until the King was at
some evil act and then to kill him, and so on. Every
reason had a certain plausibility, but it would not
stand serious consideration.

There are, of course, times for postponement, when
a resolute determination to take no action until more
facts are available is a constructive contribution to
wise decision. The warning is against unwise or friv-
olous putting off. We must keep in mind that to make
no decision is itself a decision, and must be justified.

Effective use of postponement was made by Penel-
ope in Homer’s Odyssey. During the protracted
absence of her husband, Ulysses, Penelope was be-
sieged by suitors for her hand in marriage. She put
them off for several years by telling them that she
would give her decision when the burial cloth on which
she was working was complete. Then she undid by
night what she had woven by day, and so staved off
decision. Ulysses returned and drove out the suitors.




