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Series overview

The Chartered Management Institute Flexible Learning Programme is a
series of workbooks prepared by the Chartered Management Institute and
Elsevier for managers seeking to develop themselves.

Comprising ten open learning workbooks, the programme covers the best
of modern management theory and practice. Each workbook provides a
range of frameworks and techniques to improve your effectiveness as a
manager, thus helping you acquire the knowledge and skill to make you
fully competent in your role.

Each workbook is written by an experienced management writer and
covers an important management topic or theme. The activities both reinforce
learning and help to relate the generic ideas to your individual work context.
While coverage of each topic is fully comprehensive, additional reading sug-
gestions and reference sources are given for those who wish to study to a
greater depth.

Designed to be practical, stimulating and challenging, the aim of the work-
books is to improve performance at work by benefiting you and your
organization. This practical focus is at the heart of the competence-based
approach that has been adopted by the programme.

Introduction

Managers need to be good at making decisions. The impact of decisions
you make at work directly affect the running of your department or team
and, in many instances, will have a knock-on effect on the success of the
whole organization. The survival of any organization depends on the sen-
ior managers’ ability to take strategic decisions.

Good decision-makers understand the importance of having the right infor-
mation; quality information that provides a sound basis for the decision. They
also recognize that different decisions need different approaches. Being
aware of the range of methods and techniques gives you the confidence to
select the right ones as the need arises. For example:

B knowing when to make a snap decision versus knowing when to postpone until
you have more information

B recognizing when to invest time and effort into involving others versus going it
alone

B identifying the difference between routine decisions versus those needing a
tailor-made response.
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Series overview

The aim of this workbook is to increase your confidence when you are
either making decisions or contributing to the decision-making process.
Much of the content is commonsense; what's important is that you take the
opportunity to reflect on how you approach decision-making and then inte-
grate the tried and tested approaches you'll find described in the workbook
as appropriate.

The first two sections of the workbook focus on information, as its availabil-
ity is a pre-requisite of making any decision. Once assured of the quality of
information you have around you, you can then concentrate on the skills of
decision-making. Without good information any decision-making is going to
be fundamentally flawed.

Objectives

By the end of the workbook you will be better able to:

gather quality information

decide which data and information you should store

make data storage systems accessible

comply with the Data Protection Act (1998)

present quantitative data in a way which is meaningful

review your approach to decision-making

select approaches which are most appropriate for the circumstances
recognize when there’s a problem to solve rather than just a decision to make
avoid unnecessary decisions

assess the risks associated with a decision

check the implementation of your decisions

use appropriate methods to present information to decision-makers
provide effective guidance to people taking routine decisions

inform people of your decisions.



Section 1 Focusing
on information

We live in an age of information overload. As well as being bombarded
with it from the media and advertising, we have the Internet at our fingertips,
a gateway to a seemingly infinite amount of information.

With so much information now online, it is exceptionally easy to simply dive in and drown.
Alfred Glossbrenner

As human beings we successfully ignore much of the information around us.
We're selective and only process what’s of interest to us. Managers have to
be equally selective; but instead of focusing on what's of interest to them,
they have to focus on the information that’s useful to getting the job done —
and ignore the rest. The challenge is being able to stay focused on your
information needs. Just because there’s lots of information doesn’t mean it’s
relevant, useful or warrants any of your time.

This section explores different aspects of information — what it is, how it
can be collected and how to make sure it serves its purpose. In particular
it looks at:

What is information?
Types of information
Collecting data
Quality information

Managing data and information

By the end of the section you’ll be able to identify ways of improving the
quality of the information you use.

What is information?

The words ‘data’ and ‘information’ are often used as though they mean
exactly the same thing, but there is a difference.

B Data These are the undigested facts and figures that are collected on
innumerable subjects.You may gather data yourself, or use data that has been
gathered by other people.

B Information is data which you have processed or selected so that it meets
your requirements.
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A manager of a service providing meals-on-wheels in the community is preparing to plan
how the service should develop over the next year. He asks customers to complete a
customer feedback form asking questions about how they found the service.

The completed forms have the ‘data’. If the manager then analyses the data and
summarizes the results the data is then turned into information which could answer
questions such as:

— How satisfied are customers with the service?
— Has their satisfaction increased since the last survey?
— What are the main causes of dissatisfaction?

At a conference a manager attended a seminar on the use of thermal imaging for
electrical fault finding. She could see that it offered potential for giving advance warning
of insulation breakdown or faulty components. She took the reports of the process

(i.e. the data) and selected findings, which were relevant to her own type of plant
(turning the data into information).

The process of turning data into information can be as simple as a person
identifying that something they hear will provide useful information for a par-
ticular purpose. It doesn’t necessarily have to be written down.

o> procgssed ) o | information for a purpose
(physically or just
mentally)

Figure 1.1 Turning data into information

Therefore the commonly used term ‘information overload’ should more pre-
cisely be called ‘data overload’.

INFORMATION INTO KNOWLEDGE

Often, information by itself is not enough on which to act. It has to be
combined with a manager’s experience and insight (sometimes referred
to as tacit knowledge) to give the knowledge which enables effective
action.

The concept of ‘knowledge management’ (i.e. how the combination of infor-
mation and tacit knowledge that people have in their heads can best be cap-
tured and used) is relatively new within organizations and the ‘Information
Toolbox” on page 107 contains references to it.
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past experience

v

information  + tacit knowledge = knowledge for effective action
O
insight/intuition

Figure 1.2 Knowledge management

Types of information

ACTIVITY 1

w N

[~ N ©, B N

There are two basic types of information. Quantitative information is
expressed in figures. It answers questions such as:

How much?
How many?
How frequently?
How likely?
How quickly?

Qualitative information is concerned with things that cannot be measured
in numerical terms. It answers questions such as:

What!
Why!?
How?

Quantitative information is usually obtained from analyzing large amounts
of numerical data. It is objective, in that you are likely to get the same infor-
mation, no matter who analyzes the figures.

Think of six pieces of quantitative information that you know about your
organization. (You don’t have to give the exact figures.)
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FEEDBACK

Your examples may include:

number of employees
average wage levels

number of women employed
average age of retirement
average salary levels
numbers of customers.

Now imagine that a friend is considering applying for a job in your organ-
ization and asks you for information about it. You might give him or her
some figures similar to those you listed in the last activity. But you would
also give some qualitative information:

It's a family business that’s been making packaging materials since about 1890. It’s run
on very traditional lines and | think it’s going to have to wake up a bit if it's going to
survive into the next century. | think there are big changes on the way.

They are a great bunch of people in the company, really committed, and some of them
are exceptionally talented. | was very lucky to get a job with them. Haven't regretted it
for a moment.Youd love it there, 'm sure. Go for it!

Qualitative information is subjective. It reflects the knowledge and per-
spective of the individual who provides it. It gives you depth, while quan-
titative information gives you breadth. There are times when each type of
information is useful. For example:

Information need Type of information

To choose which of two styles of You would probably discuss the two
illustration to use in a promotional | styles of illustration with people who
brochure had experience of the market.You might

also show them to a small group and ask
for their reactions. In either case, you
would receive qualitative information.

To select a candidate to appoint If you made the appointment solely

for a job on performance in a test, you would be
using quantitative data. If you took other
things into account, such as the impres-
sion that the applicant made at inter-
view, you would also be using qualitative
data.An assessment centre lies some-
where between the two as assessors try
to be as objective as possible and trans-
late observations into quantifiable scores.
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TRANSFORMING QUALITATIVE DATA INTO INFORMATION

By definition, qualitative data consists of facts that are not measured. This
can mean that there is no easy way to check this data. You have to rely on
the accuracy and adequacy of your source. As a consequence, you must
select your source with care, and also be prepared to ask the right
questions.

ACTIVITY 2

In each of the following situations, decide whether the data source is adequate
and accurate. If it isn’t, what other source could you use?

1 You want to write to the research and development manager of a company
to discuss the possibility of setting up a project with your own organization.
You ask a friend who used to work there for his name. He says, ‘It’s Hammer.
Or Hanner. No, it’s definitely Hanner, Richard Hanner. Or was it Michael?

I’'m almost positive it's Hanner, but | can’t be sure of his first name’

2 You want to find out some information about a conference centre you are
planning to hire for the launch of an up-market new product. It is important
that the venue contributes to the sense of quality and style you want to
associate with the product.You receive a set of glossy brochures from the
centre, in which the accommodation looks sensational.

FEEDBACK

1 This information is neither reliable nor adequate.You need to telephone the manager’s secre-
tary and ask for his full name.

2 This information is probably adequate, but it may not be reliable. The accommodation was
probably newly decorated for the photographs in the brochures.You need to visit the venue
to check on its current appearance, or send someone else with a checklist of points to report
back on.
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When you are getting qualitative information you often need to ask ques-

tions before you can get the information that you need. For example,

supposing you sent someone to look at the conference venue, you may ask

them a range of questions on their return including:

Was the reception area tidy?

Would you describe them as helpful?

Did you get the impression that
they would come up with
the goods?

What were the seminar rooms like?

What impression did you get of
him/her?

When do you think they would be

able to deliver?

So which of the two suites you’ve

described would you actually
recommend?

You say you might book the dining
room for special occasions — would

you eat there on a regular basis?

These are closed questions, which
require a yes/no answer or an
answer from a small range of
options, are useful for clarifying
details.

These are open questions, which
cannot be answered in one or two
words, are useful if you want your
informant to supply more
information

Probing questions, which ask for
more information, are useful if you

want to go into further detail.

ACTIVITY 3

Identify an occasion when you have used qualitative information to make a

decision.What made you confident that you could rely on the information?

FEEDBACK

A combination of faith in the source, instinct and plausibility often gives you the confidence to

rely on quantitative information.VVhat’s important is that, where necessary, you are willing to

challenge the information until you are confident.
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TRANSFORMING QUANTITATIVE DATA INTO INFORMATION

Quantitative data is based on figures. Many people, including some man-
agers, have a natural aversion to numbers. When they see a chart contain-
ing figures, they assume that it will be difficult to understand. They may not
even attempt to make sense of quantitative data, but rely on somebody else
to provide a verbal translation and interpretation.

In order to turn quantitative data into useful information, it is necessary to find
patterns and meaning in the figures, by using statistical techniques. In Section
2 we explore some ways of using statistical methods to make sense of figures.

Collecting data

Data can come from two types of source:

B Primary data is gathered by you (or your team) for your own purposes.
It could include survey results, commissioned reports and notes of meetings
with consultants.

B Secondary data has been gathered by other people for their own purposes.
It includes, among many other things, journals, published reports, internal sales
figures and commercial databases.

Primary data is likely to be more directly relevant and up-to-date than sec-
ondary data. However, the people who put together secondary data have
greater resources available to them and often are able to provide more
breadth or depth of coverage than you can manage yourself. If relevant sec-
ondary data already exists, it will usually be quicker to use it than to do
your own research. Published data will usually have gone through some
sort of checking process, so it is often more reliable than primary data.
However, you should be aware of any bias on the part of those who pre-
pared it. Finally, it is usually much cheaper to refer to existing data than to
find everything out for yourself.

When scientists begin a piece of research, they always begin by searching the
literature and finding out about previously completed work in the field. This
has two benefits:

B it prevents them wasting time unnecessarily repeating work that has already
been done
B it provides a context in which their own discoveries can be understood.

In most situations where you need to gather data, you should follow this
example. Gather secondary data first. Then, if necessary, extend this second-
ary data with primary data of your own.
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We look in more detail at collecting:

B secondary data

formal primary data
B informal primary data.

COLLECTING SECONDARY DATA

The gathering of secondary data is often described as desk research,
because it can be accessed by someone sitting at a desk. It can come from
a variety of sources.

ACTIVITY 4

The following list covers the major sources of secondary data. For each source,

think of at least one example you have used yourself.

Secondary data Example

B facts and figures collected by other
departments within your organization
B reference books

databases, available both on-line and
on CD-ROM

journals

newspapers

published reports

government statistics

business centres and libraries

research organizations

FEEDBACK

Your list will reflect the nature of your organization, and the work you do within it. If you
couldn’t think of at least one example for each of these types of source, it might be that you are
not using a wide enough range of secondary data. In this case, you should make it a priority to
investigate other relevant sources.
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There are three ‘golden rules’ of accessing data:

1 Know what you're looking for

2 Use all the

It's important to think through what information you need before you
begin to trawl through data sources. It’s often useful to draw up a briefing,
as if you were going to ask a member of your team to find the information,
as it forces you to think through exactly what you’re looking for.

clues provided to find your way around

Most sources of data provide some clues on where you can find the infor-
mation you need. If you are reading a book, use the index and contents
page. If you are looking at a journal, read the abstract at the beginning of
an article and scan the sub-headings. Don’t read more than you have to.

If you are consulting a computer database, find out appropriate search
terms. These may be indexed for you. Different databases and search
engines have their own rules, and it is worth spending ten minutes finding
out what these rules will allow you to do. For example, if you use one of
the search engines on the World Wide Web, you can customize your search
by selecting these options:

match any term

match all terms

match 2, 3, 4, etc. terms
loose/fair/good/close/strong match.

You can ask for the results to appear in standard, summary or detailed for-
mat. By typing “bank-river” you can specify that you want references to
banks that do not contain references to rivers, which could be useful if you
were searching for data on banking systems. By typing “med$” you can
specify that you want references to any words that start with these letters,
such as medicine, medical, medicinal, and so on.

Remember that all search tools are provided to make your life easier. They
are not usually difficult to understand, so use them.

3 Don’t get side-tracked

Often easier said than done! Usually, due to time constraints, you have to
stay focused finding what you are looking for. However, when time does
permit a lot can be gained from scanning data from a wide range of sources
to keep you current with what’s happening.
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COLLECTING FORMAL PRIMARY DATA

Primary data is data that you collect yourself, or arrange for other people to
collect on your behalf. You can do this in a formal way, by using various
types of surveys, interviewing experts or even setting up a full research
project. You can also collect primary data by informal methods, through the
use of networking. We'll look at the formal methods first.

Surveys
Interviews
Experimental research.

Surveys
A survey involves collecting data from a large number of subjects, which
can then be analysed statistically. The more subjects you can include in
your survey, the more accurate it will be; and the more expensive. You
need help from professional researchers and statisticians if you are going to
undertake a survey of any real size.
Most surveys involve questionnaires. These can be administered face-to-face,
by telephone, e-mail or in the post. All three methods have their advantages
and disadvantages. Table 1.1, which is reproduced from the Institute of
Management Foundation checklist on the subject, outlines the pros and cons.
Table 1.1 Advantages and disadvantages of questionnaires
Face-to-face Telephone Postal
Acceptability reasonable doubtful open choice
Recruitment controlled controlled self-selecting
Response rate fixed fixed variable
Speed moderate fast slow
Reaching scattered sample poor very good very good
Interaction/rapport very good good poor
Complexity of interview possible limited impossible
Interviewer bias present present absent
Interview length up to 1 hour 10-15 minutes 30 minutes (max)
(prearranged)
Staff resources needed large substantial moderate

Reproduced from Institute of Management Foundation, 1997, Workbook 15, Making Rational Decisions.
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ACTIVITY 5

How would you administer the following questionnaires?
Face-to-face  Telephone Postal

1 To explore in-depth
the attitudes of important 4 U 4
customers to your services

2 To identify the names of as
many people as possible
who are worth adding to a 4 U 4
mailing list for new product
or service information

FEEDBACK

1 Since you need in-depth information from a small number of people, it would be better to

speak to them face-to-face.

2 Here you only need to ask much more basic questions.You are also interested in getting

responses from as many people as possible, so a postal questionnaire would be best.

Questionnaires are usually only sent to a sample of people, not to every-
one whose views you would like to know. A sample can be random, or
based on quotas, which include certain numbers of people who come into
different categories, such as males and females, age groups, geographical
location or social groups.

Before you write a questionnaire, you should work out what you are going
to do with your results. Think how you will analyse your data and whether
you want everyone to answer all the questions.

The following checklist contains some points to remember when designing
questions.

Don’t ask too many questions. Think how much time the respondent will be
prepared to spend on the questionnaire.

Ask easy questions at the beginning, sensitive questions in the middle or at the
end and classification questions (such as age group) at the end.

Use a simple, logical structure which will not confuse people.

Avoid leading questions which will influence the answers you get.

Avoid jargon.

Avoid words like ‘reasonable’ or ‘satisfactory’ which could be interpreted in
many ways.
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Interviews

Avoid multiple questions.
Remember that open questions take much longer to code and analyse — so use
them with care.

Questionnaires often ask about people’s attitudes. The most commonly used
types of questions here are known as Likert and semantic differential.

In a Likert question, you write a statement and ask for a response from a
range of options such as this:

strongly agree

slightly agree

neither agree nor disagree
slightly disagree

strongly disagree.

You then give a numerical score (ranging from, for example, 5 to 1) to the
answer. If you mix positive and negative statements, such as:

| enjoy meeting new people
| dislike talking to people | have just met.
You must obviously remember to reverse the scoring system, so that a

‘strongly agree’ answer to the first question scores the same as a ‘strongly
disagree’ answer to the second one.

In semantic differential questions, you offer respondents a sliding scale between two
opposite answers:

Was the receptionist who took your booking:

friendly 1 2 3 4 5 unfriendly?

If you design a questionnaire, make sure to pilot it before you send it out.
This should allow you to identify any confusing questions or other problems.

An interview can be:

structured
semi-structured
non-structured.

A structured interview is the same as a face-to-face questionnaire. The inter-
viewer has a set list of questions to ask and must try not to influence the
answers he or she gets. In a semi-structured interview, the interviewer has
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a set list of topics to cover, but has more freedom about the way he or she
asks the questions. In a non-structured interview, the interviewer starts out
with topics to cover, but can allow the direction of the interview to change,
if the interviewee comes up with other ideas that look as though they are
worth exploring. As you move from a structured towards a non-structured
format, the influence of the interviewer increases. This has both advantages
and disadvantages. You can often get more in-depth answers from a non-
structured interview and perhaps discover more about why and how things
happen. On the other hand, the answers you get may be very difficult to
analyse statistically. Some researchers begin with a few non-structured
interviews that help them to identify what exactly they want to investigate.
Then they move to a structured format and ask a larger number of people
a simpler set of questions.

You can interview one person at a time, or talk to a group of people at once.
Group interviews, which are also known as focus groups, are useful for
investigating attitudes. The interaction between the people in the group can
bring out more data than you might get in a one-to-one interview.

Interviewer: Id be interested in hearing what you thought of the cover.

A: It was all right.

B: Yes, it was quite attractive.Very bold.

C: | thought it was OK; but the colour was rather bright for my taste.

B: Shocking pink, that’s what we used to call that colour.

A: [ actually preferred the other cover you showed us, the grey one.That was really nice.
Interviewer: Did anybody else like the grey colour better than the pink?

Experimental research

You are unlikely to commission a large research project without getting
specialist advice, but it is interesting to know something about how exper-
imental research is conducted. The first thing to do is to work out a hypoth-
esis. This suggests a cause-and-effect relationship between two things you
can measure, such as the temperature of a workshop and the speed at
which a machinist works.

You would then set up an experiment in which you changed one variable
(the temperature) and measured what happened to the other variable (speed
of work). You could do your tests on the same group of machinists, over a
period of time. Alternatively, you could test separate groups of machinists,
working at different temperatures in otherwise identical circumstances.

You would need to show that any changes in work rates were unlikely to be
caused by chance variations, or even the fact that the individuals concerned
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knew they were involved in an experiment and were working more quickly,
or more slowly, as a consequence. To do this, you would have to set up a
control group, where you tested the speed of work without changing the
temperature.

ACTIVITY 6

What practical problems can you anticipate in arranging a study like this in a
real workplace?

FEEDBACK

People might not want to co-operate with your experiment. It would probably not be covered by
their contracts of employment.You might find it difficult to heat the workshop to a consistent tem-
perature.Your experiment might interfere with normal production schedules.And there might be
other circumstances, such as rush orders or interruptions, which interfered with your results.

If an experiment is to be truly scientific, everything else which could affect
the results must be strictly controlled. The trouble with this is that you can’t
set up these laboratory conditions in a real workshop. On the other hand,
if you put a machinist in a closed room where you can control the temper-
ature and keep all other variables the same, you are setting up an artificial
situation in which your subjects are unlikely to behave in a normal way. In
many research projects, it is necessary to make a compromise between
validity (how applicable the results are to the real world) and reliability
(how you controlled your experimental conditions).

COLLECTING INFORMAL PRIMARY DATA

We will now take a look at some of the informal ways you can gather pri-
mary data. Networking is the name given to the practice of using a wide
range of professional and personal contacts to obtain information. It cuts
across organizational hierarchies and can give you access to facts and ideas
that you would otherwise not have encountered. It is, of course, something
that has been going on for centuries.
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You know a lot of people reasonably well. These may be individuals you
have encountered:

B at work — in your present organization, through your previous employment,
through training courses and inter-organizational contacts, etc.

B because they are members of your family, or friends of family members through
leisure activities

B from your time in education, at school, college or university.

ACTIVITY 7

On a separate piece of paper, draw a map of the people you know. Put yourself
in the middle and put different areas of your life on the spokes.Add extra
forks where you need to.Write the names of the people you know on

your map.

FEEDBACK

You probably found that there were at least 60 people on your network — maybe many more
than this. All these people could be potential sources of information.

Let’s suppose that you know 60 people reasonably well and that each of
these individuals also knows about 60 people. And each of these people
knows 60 people . . .

60 X 60 = 3600

You are one handshake away from 3600 people.

60 X 60 X 60 = 216000

You are two handshakes away from 216000 people.

60 X 60 X 60 X 60 = 12960000

You are three handshakes away from 12960000 people.

In practice, things don’t work out quite like this. Many of the individuals
that the people on your network know will be the same as those you have

listed yourself. Networks overlap. But on the other hand, many people
have considerably more than 60 individuals on their network.



16

Using Information for Decision-Making

ACTIVITY 8

FEEDBACK

A few years ago there was a party game in which players tried to work out
how many handshakes they were away from a well-known personality, such
as the Archbishop of Canterbury or one of the Kray twins. It was usually pos-
sible to establish a chain of three handshakes, or less, no matter who the
target was. You can do the same thing if you are looking for people with
expertise in a particular subject.

Choose a topic on which you need information. Does anyone on your network
know about this topic? If not, can they point you towards someone who does?

It’s likely that someone can at least point you toward someone who does or at least suggest a

secondary source of information.

However, there are dangers in relying too much on your network to pro-
vide information. Just because you know someone, it doesn’t mean that he
or she is necessarily the best person to offer information.

Use your network to provide introductions to new areas of information.
Useful questions to ask include:

Where could | read about the latest research in this area?
Which organizations are active in this field?

What are the key books/references!?

Who are the key people in this field?

You can then make contact with more formal, and verifiable, sources of
information.

Another problem with using networks is that they cannot always be relied
upon to give information in time. You may not be able to wait until an ex-
colleague has dinner with his squash partner next week and asks a crucial
question on your behalf. For this reason, networking is often a more useful
source of information in the early stages of an investigation, when you are
not subject to time pressure.
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If you take from your network, you must also give to it. This means that you
must be prepared to provide information, advice and contacts when asked.
If you don’t co-operate in this way, sooner or later people will get fed up
with helping you.

Networking on the Internet

Instead of relying on your own network, you can now link up with an
international electronic network on the Internet. You can find newsgroups
and forums where people with similar interests can exchange information.
You can do this by posting a question:

I'm interested in knowledge management. Could anybody give me some advice on the
sort of site | should be looking for?

If you put your question in the right place, you will almost certainly find
someone who is willing to share his or her experience. You can then
embark upon a useful correspondence. Sometimes, you can also join
on-line conferences and discussion groups, which can give you an insight
into new areas.

Quality information

Information has to be fit for the purpose you need it for. There are certain
characteristics that you should look for in the information you use. It must be:

relevant
current
adequate
timely

reliable
cost-effective.

We look at each of these characteristics in turn.

RELEVANT INFORMATION

Information is gathered for a purpose. Therefore the information that you
gather must be relevant. It sounds obvious. However, it's so easy to make
the mistake of collecting information for its own sake.
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Irrelevant information can waste your time.

| was trying to choose a hotel for a small conference. | asked Chris to phone round and
see what the choice was in the area.Two days later, she presented me with a dozen
glossy brochures. | spent a morning looking through them, staring at pictures of
swimming pools, restaurants, gyms and landscaped gardens — and reading about
simultaneous translation facilities and videoconferencing suites. | was wondering whether
| preferred a sauna or a Jacuzzi and whether it was better to have an a la carte or
buffet lunch.Then | suddenly came to my senses.All | really needed was a room which
would hold 50 people, a video, a rostrum and a flip chart, with access to a reasonably
priced restaurant at lunchtime. Everything else was irrelevant.

Therefore you must be:

clear about why you want the information, so that you can
specify what information you need.

These two steps will make sure that you avoid being side-tracked by irrel-
evant information.

For example, the manager trying to choose a hotel conference could have saved a lot of
time by asking Chris to complete the following matrix:

Purpose: To choose a hotel for the conference (needs to be in a 20 mile radius)

Room which | Video |Rostrum |Flipchart | Reasonably |Other
holds 50 Price lunch | comments
people

1

2

3

4

5

The most common reason for not being specific about information needs is
because:

Haven’t spent the time thinking through.
Not sure what’s wanted.
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CURRENT INFORMATION

You need information that is relevant to the existing situation — not some
situation that existed in the past. Your information should be obtained from
data that is as up-to-date as possible. Most data has a limited shelf life.

ACTIVITY 9

Would you consider that these types of data were useable?

yes no
1 Last year’s catalogue from an office equipment supplier
(2) if you were working out the budget for
re-equipping the office J a

(b) if you were working out a new layout for the desks and
filing cabinets in the office a a
2 A ssix-month-old copy of a trade journal/professional magazine
(a) if you were deciding whether to accept an invitation to
be interviewed by the journal/magazine 4 l:I
(b) if you wanted to place an advertisement 4 ]
3 Last year’s copy of an expensive yearbook produced by
your industry’s trade association
(2) if you were choosing key figures in the industry to
invite to a presentation 4 d
(b) if you wanted to check the details of a safety initiative
described in the yearbook a ;]

FEEDBACK

1 (a) No, because the prices would probably have changed.
(b) Here you would only be interested in the dimensions of the items, which would be
unlikely to have changed. So last year’s catalogue would be OK.
2 (a) Assuming the publication has not undergone a change of editorial policy, this would
probably give you the information you needed.
(b) No, because advertising rates may have changed in the last 6 months.
3 (a) No,because these key figures may not still be in the same jobs.
(b) You could certainly use the out-of-date yearbook to check the details of the initiative, but
you would also be wise to consult a current copy for updated information.

It is usually cheaper and more convenient to use the data you have to hand,
rather than search out new data. In some circumstances, old data can still yield
valuable information. In other situations, it can be completely misleading.
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ADEQUATE

You need to make sure that you gather enough information to meet your
requirements.

ACTIVITY 10

Imagine that you were going to buy a house in a new area. List ten things that
you would want to know about a house before you gave it serious considera-
tion. Tick any of these things that you could find out from the estate agent’s
information. How would you find out the other things?

10

FEEDBACK

Your list will not be the same as this, but it should reflect your individual requirements in a
similar way:

number of bedrooms v
size of rooms v/

how much sun the house gets (visit house at various times of day, talk to owners)

1

2

3

4 state of decoration (visit house)

5 whether there is a good pub within walking distance (visit area)
6

structural condition of house (survey)
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7 proximity of public transport ¢/

8 quality of local schools (visit schools, talk to local parents)

9 whether there is room for an Aga in the kitchen (visit house)

10 whether the neighbours would object to you practising your trumpet (talk to neighbours)

As this Activity demonstrated, you may need to obtain your information
from several different sources. In this situation, the estate agent has pre-
pared the details with the average buyer in mind. He or she cannot know
all your individual requirements. Don’t assume that you will get all the
information you need from the individual or organization that is trying to
persuade you to choose the product or service offered.

ACTIVITY 11

What information might you need if you were considering a job application for
a post in your team? And where could you get this information?

Information Source

FEEDBACK

Compare your answer with this:

Information
academic qualifications
previous experience
ability to do the job
communication skills

Source

cv/application form

cv/application form, discussion at interview

discussion at interview, psychometric tests, references

cv/application form, impression given at interview

When you are drawing up a list of options, you may not need very detailed
information. Later, when you are making your final decision, it may be nec-
essary to go into greater depth.

| wanted to buy a house, which would not require much money spent on it.To start with,
| ruled out any property, which the estate agent described as ‘in need of renovation’ or
‘ripe for improvement’.When | visited houses, | looked out for tell-tale cracks in the
plaster and bulging walls. And when | actually chose a house, | brought in my own
surveyor to do a full structural survey.
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TIMELY INFORMATION

You have to be able to gather information by a particular date. This can
affect the type of data you use, and the source you get that data from.

| didn’t have the time to wade through a lot of technical details, so | just read the
summary at the beginning of the report.

| had to find out as much as possible about an organization before the meeting that
dfternoon, so | did a search on the Internet.

You often have to strike a balance between time, cost and quality. If you
can’t get the information you need in order to make a decision at the time
you want it, the following options may be open to you:

B pay a financial premium to get the information faster
B make your decision on the basis of inadequate information
B delay your decision until the appropriate information is available.

If you choose the first option, you sacrifice money. If you choose the sec-
ond you sacrifice quality. If you choose the third, you sacrifice time.

ACTIVITY 12

Think of a situation in which you couldn’t get the information at the time you
wanted it.

What did you do? Why?

FEEDBACK

Below are the responses of three managers faced with the dilemma of not receiving information in
time.

‘I needed to look at some design drawings to decide what line | would take at a meeting. They hadn’t
arrived in the morning post, so | arranged for them to be biked over to me.The meeting was important, so
the extra cost was well worth it’
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‘l had to decide which of three projects | would back.The decision would be dffected by changes expected
in the Budget. | couldn’t get advance information of what the Chancellor would say, so | had no choice but
to delay the decision.’

‘A customer had complained that a product had been contaminated. | sent the sample to the lab for
analysis, but their tests were going to take a few days.There was no way of hurrying these tests. However, |
had a strong suspicion that the contaminant had come from a particular machine on the production line.
Because the consequences were potentially serious, | decided to act on inadequate information and close
the line for overhaul’

What you do in a situation such as that described above depends on the
urgency of the decision and whether its importance justifies paying extra to
get information more quickly. Sometimes you have to make such a quick
decision that you cannot afford the time to get any but the most basic
information. And in some situations it is not possible to get information
more quickly by paying more for it.

RELIABLE INFORMATION

You need to be able to trust your information. When you look at a piece of
information, ask these questions:

B Has it been put together by someone who really understands the decision and
its implications?

B |s there any reason why anyone should try to mislead you?

B Are there any other barriers to getting accurate information?

Darrell Huff wrote a classic book in the 1950s called How to Lie with
Statistics (W.W. Norton and Company, Reissue November 1993). This drew
attention to many ways in which statistical data can give a misleading
impression of reality. He describes two surveys that took place in an area
of China. The first survey gave the population as 28 million. Five years later,
another survey gave a figure of 105 million for the same area. The enor-
mous difference between these two figures could largely be explained by
the way these two surveys were conducted. The first was for tax and mili-
tary purposes, and the second was for famine relief.

In these days of spin doctors and media management, people have become
expert at presenting information in a way that favours their own cause. If you
suspect that you are not getting an objective view on the situation, try to go
back to the original data and draw your own conclusions.
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COST-EFFECTIVE INFORMATION

You have to balance the benefits of getting the right information against its
COSts.

ACTIVITY 13

1 You want to purchase a new filing cabinet for your non-confidential papers.
What could be the cost of choosing the wrong cabinet because of lack of infor-
mation about its features?

2 You have been asked to decide whether a letter dismissing a member of staff
should be sent out in its present form.What could be the cost of sending out
the letter if it proved to be incorrect!?

FEEDBACK

Here are some of possible costs of choosing the wrong filing cabinet:

B reduced efficiency if it becomes difficult to get access to your papers
B cost of replacement filing cabinet
B cost of removing the wrong filing cabinet.

If you spot your mistake quickly, your costs will not be much more than the price of a replacement
cabinet.

However, if you make the wrong decision about the letter of dismissal, you could find that your organi-
zation is involved in paying for the staff time, legal fees, bad publicity and compensation payments of a
case for wrongful dismissal. These costs could easily amount to many thousands of pounds.

It is clearly worth investing much more time in finding out if the dismissal letter was correct than
in the information about the filing cabinet.
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ACTIVITY 14

Think of a decision you have to make soon based on information that you need
to gather.

B What are the potential costs of making the wrong decision?

B What are the potential benefits of making the right decision? (e.g. lower costs,
better service to customers, higher output, improved staff morale)

FEEDBACK

This Activity will have given you an indication of the importance of the decision, and hence the
resources it is worth using to get it right.

So what are the costs of getting the right information? They are made up of:

B the cost of the information itself, including fees for using a database,
consultancy fees, cost of books, magazine and journal subscriptions and
conference fees

B the cost of staff time

B |ost opportunity costs of other more profitable activities that could have been
undertaken instead.

ACTIVITY 15

You are considering whether to send one of your staff on a two-day training
course that you believe will help him or her to make better decisions on the
computer software requirements of your organization. The fees for the course
are £250.You will also have to pay accommodation and travel costs of £150.

Work out the cost of staff time for a member of your own team.
Cost of two days’ time

annual salary + employer’s pension and NI contributions
48 X 5
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Now work out the lost opportunity costs. Is there any work that would result
in direct financial gains to the organization and which would not get done if this
member of staff were away for two days? If so, estimate its value.

Finally, work out the total cost of sending the person on the training course.

FEEDBACK

You may not have been able to work out this calculation using exact figures, but you probably
found that the actual cost of the training and accommodation fees amounted to less than half of
the total cost of sending someone on this course.

In order to be cost-effective, the cost of getting any information must
clearly be less than the benefits from using it. Suppose that you completed
the last Activity on someone who receives salary and other benefits from
the organization totalling £20,000 a year and who generates profits of
£40,000 a year from his or her activities. Unless there was a strong likeli-
hood that sending him or her on the course would save the organization
more than £1000, it could not be justified on financial grounds. There may,
however, be other benefits, such as increasing staff loyalty by showing a
commitment to training, which you could set against the costs of this exercise.

ACTIVITY 16

Use the following checklist to either review information that you have recently
used.

Before collecting the information did I:

O ldentify clearly the purpose of collecting the information? Yes/No
O Set a deadline for collecting the information? Yes/No
O Decide how much time and resources to invest? Yes/No

Am | confident that the information collected:

O lIs all relevant? Yes/No
O s enough to meet the purpose? Yes/No
O s sufficiently up-to-date? Yes/No
O s reliable? Yes/No

O Has been cost-effective to collect? Yes/No
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FEEDBACK

You may find it useful to use this checklist as a reminder whenever you are gathering information

or assessing the quality of the information you plan to use.

Managing data and information

Storing data

Collecting data and information is often only the first stage. You then have
to decide what to do with it. It needs thoughtful maintenance if it is to
remain useful and, where a person’s personal details are involved, within
the law. We look at:

storing data

retrieving data

using electronic databases
identifying data

the Data Protection Act.

Once you have used the information, you have to decide what to do with it.
Do you throw it away, or file it for future reference? If you will need the
information to monitor the results of your decision, you obviously have to
keep it. However, you may well have collected a lot of material that could
well come in useful in the future.

The storage of information takes space, time and money. You have to bal-
ance this use of resources against the time and money it would take to find
the information if you needed it again.

ACTIVITY 17

Look at the data you have collected for a particular purpose.Ask yourself these
questions:

When am | going to need this data again?

Will it still be current at that time?

What are the costs of storing it?
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B What are the costs of re-acquiring it?

B Could anyone else in the organization use this data?

B s it already duplicated within the organization?

B s there a central site where | could make this data available?

Now decide what you will do with this data.

FEEDBACK

It is not always easy to balance the costs of keeping or re-acquiring data.You may not be compar-
ing like with like.You may, for example, have to compare the financial cost of buying an obscure
trade directory with the cost to your time (and temper) of having such a large collection of books
that you cannot find a particular volume when you need it.

This activity asked you to consider other sites within your organization
where data is held. Most people have access to several collections of data
and information:

B your personal store of data and information

data and information kept within your department or section
B data and information which is stored centrally.

Some of these collections may duplicate each other unnecessarily. You may
want to have your own copy of some internal documents on a temporary
basis, while you are working on a particular project, but do not need to
keep them permanently. However, it is important to keep the data and
information you refer to most frequently within easy reach.
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ACTIVITY 18

Go through your desk drawers and filing cabinet. Check the hard drive of your
computer. Look at what you keep in your personal store of data and information.

Could you move any items to other sites within the organization?

Could you get rid of any items?

Is there anything that it would be useful to add to your personal store?!

FEEDBACK

Compare your answers with these:

‘l have my own copies of letters | have sent, although copies are also stored by the administrator
of the department. It is not necessary to keep two sets.

‘| have a complete drawer of my filing cabinet full of early drafts of a major report | completed
two years ago. Their time has come!

‘Every time | write a letter, | have to consult an address book. Since | write on a pc, | should keep a
list of addresses | use regularly stored on the hard drive!

Retrieving data

If you do decide to store data, you must be able to get hold of it again eas-
ily when you need it. If you don’t, you might as well have thrown it away
in the first place. There are two connected aspects to the storage and
retrieval of data:

B you need a system in which you can place your data
B you need to identify your data.

Storage systems can use various methods of classification. Paper-based
records can be arranged:
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by subject
alphabetically

by frequency of use
by date

by reference number.

Some records are even stored by size! The method of classification is related
to the reason why the records are kept. Unless it is part of an organization-
wide system, it may have been chosen by the person who has to use the
system most regularly. It may, however, be completely impenetrable to
other occasional users.

ACTIVITY 19

FEEDBACK

Examine the classification system used to store data and information in your
department.

Is it related to an organization-wide system of classification?

Can you understand it?

Could all members of staff who might need to use the system understand it?

Think about the guides and signposts you used when searching other data
sources. Could you use any of these to make your own data sources more
accessible?

If you found difficulty in understanding the system, and it is independent on a larger classification

system, consider changing it or introducing some method of indexing or cross-referral, so that

it is possible to find data and information without the help of the individual who set up the

system.
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A good data storage system makes it easy to extract the information you
need. It should also be consistent with the other systems in the organization,
so that data can be linked. And it should also make the recording of data
as simple and automatic as possible.

USING ELECTRONIC DATABASES

Data that is stored on an electronic database can be used much more flex-
ibly. A database record is like a form, in which a box (called a field) can be
indexed and searched. There are several types of field:

B a character (or alphanumeric) field contains words, such as names, streets,
towns or codes

B a numeric field contains figures, such as amounts of money, which can be used
for calculations

B 2 date field contains dates

B 2 logic field contains yes/no or true/false answers to questions such as ‘Service
agreement?’

You can instruct the database to show you any records in which, for exam-
ple, the town field = Birmingham or the amount paid is greater than £200.
This provides instant access to information. When a database is designed,
it is essential that thought is given to the ways in which it will be used in
future. As long as the appropriate fields are set up, the information they
contain can be retrieved and analysed.

ACTIVITY 20

Look at the databases used in your department and discuss them with the
people who enter data and extract information.

How easy is it to enter data?
How easy is it to extract information?

Could these databases yield more (or more useful) information than you are
taking from them at the moment?
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FEEDBACK

Some commercially designed databases are very sophisticated indeed. The specifications may be

much higher than you actually need.This could mean that staff are entering unnecessary data. On

the other hand, it could also mean that you could get much more information from them, if you

used their facilities more fully.

IDENTIFYING DATA

Once you have an adequate system for storing data and information, you
must make sure that items are properly identified within it. Common mis-
takes with paper-based storage systems include:

forgetting to date items
mixing up different drafts
wrongly classifying items.

Common mistakes with electronic databases include:

putting things under the wrong field, such as the town under the postcode field
writing numbers in a character field, where they won’t be recognized as
numbers

duplicating records without realizing it.

THE DATA PROTECTION ACT (1998)

If you store data that contains personal details of individuals, or informa-
tion that is of a sensitive nature, you must make sure that it complies with
the Data Protection Act (1998).

The Act lays down rules about the handling of personal information. This
can include details such as names, addresses, customer history, etc. Although
called the Data Protection Act, it actually protects individuals.

The Data Protection Act (1998) is based around the following eight
principles:

Personal data shall be processed fairly and lawfully. Personal data processing
may only take place if specific conditions have been met.These include the ‘data
subject’ giving consent or the processing being necessary for the legitimate
interests of the data controller.
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Additional conditions apply for personal sensitive data such as ethnicity, religion
trade union membership.

2 Personal data shall be obtained only for one or more specified and lawful
purposes.

3 Personal data shall be adequate, relevant and not excessive in relation to the
purpose or purposes for which they are processed.

4 Personal data shall be accurate and, where necessary, kept up to date.

5 Personal data processed for any purpose or purposes shall not be kept for
longer than is necessary for that purpose or those purposes.

6 Personal data shall be processed in accordance with the rights of data subjects
under this Act.

7 Appropriate technical and organizational measures shall be taken against
unauthorized or unlawful processing of personal data and against accidental
loss or destruction of, or damage to, personal data.

8 Personal data shall not be transferred to a country or territory outside the
European Economic Area unless that country or territory ensures an adequate
level of protection for the rights and freedoms of data subjects in relation to
the processing of personal data.

The Act applies to all personal information held in ‘any relevant filing sys-
tem’ so this includes paper as well as databases, spreadsheets and word
processing folders.

ACTIVITY 21

Which principles of the Data Protection Act (1998), if any, are relevant to the
following activities?

1 Throwing a floppy disk containing personal details of employees onto a skip.

2 Using the results of an anonymous survey of people’s spending habits to plan an
advertising campaign.

3 Using out-of-date data to assess customers’ credit rating.
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FEEDBACK

1 This could give unauthorized people access to the data and is forbidden by the seventh
principle.

2 Since this data is anonymous, it is not covered by the Act, which only deals with information
about identifiable living individuals.

3 The fourth principle states that data should be accurate and, where necessary, kept up
to date.

ACTIVITY 22

How much care goes into the storage of personal data in your department?
What do you do to ensure that it is:

adequate

accurate

not excessive

up-to-date

not accessible to unauthorized people
only used for lawful purposes

not altered or destroyed accidentally.

FEEDBACK

If you have any concerns about the way personal data is stored on computer in your department,
you must improve your procedures.

Learning summary

B Information is data which you have processed or selected so that it meets your
requirements.

B Information is often combined with tacit knowledge to give the knowledge
necessary for effective action.

B Data can either be quantitative or qualitative. It can come from primary or
secondary sources.

B Before collecting information:
O identify clearly the purpose of collecting the information
O set a deadline for collecting the information
O decide how much time and resources to invest.
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B Check that information collected:

O

o
©)
o
©)

is relevant

meets the purpose

is sufficiently up-to-date

is reliable

has been cost-effective to collect.

Only store data and information that is likely to be useful in the future. Make

sure it’s stored in a way that can be retrieved.

Make sure that any personal data complies with the Data Protection Act
(1998).

Into the workplace

You need to:

gather quality information

decide which data and information you should store

make data storage systems accessible
comply with the Data Protection Act (1998).
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Section 2 Making
sense of figures

Averages

This section focuses on some methods that can be used to find pattern and
meaning in numbers. You may already be familiar with some or all of them.
If so, move on. We look at:

averages
grouping your data
distribution

trends

correlation

pie charts.

Imagine that you want to know how long to allow for a particular part of a
process. You check back in the records and find that, on the previous ten
occasions it has been performed, the activity has taken the following num-
bers of days:

2a 4, 5, Sa 4) 4a 69 ]-O, Sa 4

As it stands, you can’t do much with this data. You need to find an average
figure that you can build into your schedule.

There are three ways of working out an average. The mean is obtained by
adding up all the results and dividing the total by the number of results. In
this example, you would get

47 —
15 4.7 days

The problem with this figure is that it is distorted by the one time that the
activity took ten days. This was an untypical result that may have been
caused by special circumstances, but it has affected the average figure.

The median is the middle result if you arrange all the results in order,
like this:

)
23444455610
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Because there is an even number of results in this set, you actually have to
take the two middle results and divide them by 2, to get a median of 4. The
median is useful in situations where you have one or two extreme results.

Another way of looking at these results is to ask the question: ‘How long
does it usually take?” The mode is the result that occurs most frequently.
In this set of numbers, 4 crops up more often than any of the other numbers,
so 4 is the mode.

ACTIVITY 23

You are negotiating the renewal of a service contract for a piece of office
equipment.The contractors say that they have been called in seven times over
the last year, and the cost to them of making the repairs has been:

£30
£35
£35
£40
£40
£40
£180

They say that this averages out at £57.14 a visit, and therefore want to increase
the cost of the contract next year.

What would you say to them?

FEEDBACK

You should point out to the contractors that they have worked out the mean, which has been
distorted by one unusually large figure. If you can argue that a similar expense is unlikely to arise
again, you should suggest that it would be fairer to look at the median or the mode, either of
which would give an average cost of £40 per visit, and the new contract should be based on

this figure.
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Grouping your data

When you are looking at a large number of figures, it can be helpful to
summarize them by putting them into groups. For example, imagine that
you work in a large factory. You are planning some staff training and want
to find out which type of people to direct it at first. You have a printout in
front of you that lists the number of times last year each worker produced
goods that were rejected by the quality checkers.

The printout starts like this ...

Name D.O.B. Employed Line Faulty goods
Achen, J. 23.1.71 22.4.96 A 40
Alvarez, M. 5.7.65 30.5.94 B 20
Attwood, P. 3.9.50 19.3.85 B 63
Aziz, M. 4.6.48 9.11.89 E 21
Brown, T. 6.3.72 16.10.90 C 49

and continues for several pages, giving the same information for all 250 people
who work on the assembly lines. It is impossible to draw any conclusions
from this mass of data unless you organize it in some way.

One way you could organize this data would be to list people in order of the
number of faulty goods they produced, and direct your training at the top
section of the list first. However, there is a high staff turnover in your factory,
and many of the worst offenders are no longer working for the company.
You need to group people in some other way.

Another method you could use is to look at the records on the five different
assembly lines. You would do this by taking everyone on Line A, and work-
ing out the mean number of mistakes per year, then doing the same for Lines
B, C, D and E. You could then put the results on a bar chart as shown in
Figure 2.1. This tells you at a glance that Line A makes more mistakes.

60 — Mean no. of
items returned
A
50 E
40 B D
n C
30 —
20 —
10—

Figure 2.1 Bar chart showing mean number of mistakes by line
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60 - Mean no. of
items returned
21-25
50
40 26-30
31-35 46-50
30 — 3640 41-45
51-55 61-65
20 56-60
10 —

Figure 2.2 Histogram showing mean number of mistakes by age group

Or you could group workers in another way, by age. You would have to
divide the workforce into convenient age ranges, say 21-25, 26-30, 31-35,
36-40, 41-45, 46-50, 51-55, 5660 and 61-65 and work out the mean num-
ber of mistakes for people in each group. You could then draw a histogram
as shown in Figure 2.2. This tells you that the 21-25 age group makes the
most mistakes.

You may have noticed that the columns touch each other in the histogram,
but have space between them in the bar chart. This is because the horizon-
tal scale in a bar chart is used to define categories of items from different
times or different places. The bars could be arranged in any order, and the
graph would still have the same meaning. On a histogram, the sequence of
numbers on the horizontal axis has some meaning. Here, it shows the
increase in age of the workers. By the way, it is important that the intervals
between the numbers on the horizontal axis are the same.

ACTIVITY 24

Look back at the printout. How else could you group the workers?

Would you present this information on a bar chart or a histogram?
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FEEDBACK

The printout also gave the date at which each worker began his or her employment at the
factory. This might be a better way of deciding which group needed training. The graph you
would use to present the results would be a histogram, because it would have a numerical scale
(showing years or months of employment) on the horizontal axis.

Distribution

If you have a large number of figures, you often need to summarize them
in some way. The mean, median or mode will give you three different
types of average. The range, which is the difference between the lowest
and highest figure, is also useful in some situations. However, freak results
at the low and high ends of the scale can sometimes make the range some-
what misleading.

Although 75 per cent of the phone calls were made in less than two minutes, the
shortest lasted only ten seconds and the longest 25 minutes.

Another statistic, the standard deviation, gives you information about
how tightly the figures are clustered around the mean. Imagine that you
have done a survey on the number of cups of coffee that members of staff
buy from the office machine in a week. Your results are shown in Table 2.1.

Table 2.1 Cups of coffee bought each week

Cups of coffee People
1 1
2 3
3 4
4 6
5 11
6 12
7 10
8 8
9 6

10 4

11 3

12 2

13 1

1

-
N
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You can get a better impression of what is happening if you present the fig-
ures as shown in Table 2.2.

Each dot represents one person who comes into this category. You can
see that the dots form a sort of curve. The most popular number of cups of
coffee is 6 — and the line curves down on each side to the least popular num-
ber. You often get a curved shape like this when you arrange data to show
how frequently things happen.

Now imagine that you did a similar survey on people’s tea-drinking habits,
and produced the results shown in Table 2.3
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You can probably see that this curve is much flatter. The number of people
in the most popular groups, where the frequency is highest, is not very dif-
ferent from the number in the groups at the edges of the curve. The standard
deviation gives you a statistic that you can use to compare the shape of these
two curves. It tells you the average amount by which all your results deviate
from the mean.

You can work it out like this (although we don’t necessarily recommend that
you try it now):

1 Start by working out the mean for all the values. In the example of the cups
of coffee, this would be the total number of cups bought, divided by the total
number of people.

2 For each group, subtract the mean (which you worked out in step 1) from the
value (the number of cups bought).

3 For each group, calculate the square of your results in step 2.

4  For each group, multiply this figure by the frequency (the number of people in
the group).

5 Now add up the results you worked out in step 4 and divide this figure by the
total frequency (the total number of people in the survey).

6  Finally, take the square root of this figure.You now have the standard deviation.

As you can imagine, working out the standard deviation on paper is a
lengthy process. Luckily, computer programs exist which can do the calcu-
lations for you, even taking the figures directly from spreadsheets.

The larger the figure you have for the standard deviation, the more dispersed
are your results.

ACTIVITY 25

Can you think of any situations in which it would be useful to know the
standard deviation as well as the mean?
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FEEDBACK

It is helpful to know the standard deviation in many situations where you are comparing different
sets of data.Your example may be similar to this one:

‘We were comparing the times it took to perform the same task using different systems.VVe had
the average (mean) time for each system, but it was also important to know which system was
more consistent.VWe chose the system which had the smaller standard deviation, even though the
mean time was slightly greater’

Trends

If you have data that has been collected over a period of time, you can
arrange it to provide information about what is likely to happen in the future.

ACTIVITY 26

Look at Figure 2.3.What does it tell you about the past?

What do you think is likely to happen in 2004?

600 —| £000 Profits
500 —
400 —
300

200 —

100 —

1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004
Figure 2.3 Graph for Activity 26
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FEEDBACK

The graph tells you that profits more than halved in the years 1996 to 2002. At that point, the
decline was halted and profits now appear to be going up again.You could not make any predic-
tions for 2004 on the basis of this graph alone, because the upturn has only been going on for a
year. It could be a temporary blip. However, the graph could indicate the type of questions you
should be asking.Why did the profits decline before 2002? What was done in 2002 to remedy the
situation? You could then assess whether the action taken was likely to be effective. If it is, then
you could expect profits to continue to rise. If it is not going to be effective, then the long-term
decline of the company will probably resume, and it may not stay in business much longer.

Sometimes you have data that varies a great deal from one period to the
next. For example, if you were looking at the monthly sales figures of a
shop that specialized in school uniforms, you would probably see peaks
during the months that contained the start of a new term. If the line on a
graph is zigzagging up and down, it can be difficult to see underlying
trends. It is helpful to even out the peaks and troughs by working out what
is known as the moving average. This is done by plotting another line on
the graph that shows the mean results for a longer period, usually twelve
months, which ended in the month in the question.

Correlation

You often need to know whether one activity or set of circumstances affects
something else. If you put more people on the tills of a supermarket, do
sales rise? Is there any relationship between the number of special offers
that you advertise and the total level of sales? If you increase (or decrease)
the volume of piped music, do people buy more? In order to answer these
questions, you need to know the correlation between two things.

You can look for a correlation by drawing a scatter diagram, as shown in
Figure 2.4.

In this example, the horizontal axis shows the outside temperature in degrees
Fahrenheit and the vertical axis shows the number of ice creams sold. Each
dot represents an occasion when the temperature was measured and the
number of ice creams was counted. A straight line has been drawn through
the dots, with an equal number of dots each side of it. This shows clearly that
the number of ice creams sold rises when the temperature goes up. This is
known as a positive correlation: as one value goes up, so does the other
value that you are measuring.
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60 —

60 62 64 66 68 70 72 74 76
Figure 2.4 A scatter diagram

If you drew a scatter diagram showing how many hot drinks were sold from
a stall when the temperature was at different levels, you would expect to see
the straight line going in the other direction. This would be an example of a
negative correlation: as one value goes up, the other falls.

As well as knowing which direction the line goes in, it is useful to know how
tightly the dots are clustered around it. The closer they are to the line, the
stronger the relationship between the two variables you are examining. The
statistic that gives you this information is the correlation coefficient, which
is usually represented by the letter 7. The maths necessary to calculate the cor-
relation coefficient is beyond the scope of this book, but you should be able
to recognize the significance of this statistic when you see it.

A correlation coefficient of —1 is a perfect negative coefficient.

A correlation coefficient of 0 indicates that there is no relationship between
the two variables.

A correlation coefficient of +1 is a perfect positive coefficient.
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ACTIVITY 27

Which correlation coefficient is likely to belong to each of these situations?

(@) —0.1
(b) —0.8
(c) +0.7

1 The number of customer complaints received in relation to the amount spent
on customer care spending.

2 The height of employees in relation to their success rate making telephone sales
calls.

3 The months of experience workers have had and the speed with which they
perform a particular activity.

FEEDBACK

1 You would expect a negative correlation here.As training increases, complaints should go
down. Hence —0.8 shows a strong correlation between these two things.

2 Asfar as we are aware, no relationship has ever been established between these two variables.
You would expect a correlation coefficient near to zero. Therefore —0.1 is the most likely
result out of the three given here.

3 Here, you would expect a fairly strong positive correlation. So 0.7 is the most likely answer.
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You can use correlation coefficients to compare different sets of data. They
can help you find out more about cause and effect and to predict the con-
sequences of future actions.

Pie charts

If you were told that a local authority took more than five working days to
arrange care packages for clients on 2420 occasions in a single year, you
might think it needed to re-examine its procedures as a matter of urgency.
However, if you were shown a diagram such as Figure 2.5, you would be
able to see this number in context.

9 per cent care packages
in more than five days

84 per cent care packages
within five days

Figure 2.5 A pie chart

Pie charts allow you to see how the parts of a situation relate to the whole.
They are useful for gaining a sense of perspective, particularly if you are
dealing with large figures.
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Learning summary

B Look for patterns, meaning and trends in quantitative data.

B Finding the mean = adding up all the results and divide by total number of
results.

B Finding the median = the ‘middle’ result when all results are arranged in order.

B Finding the mode = the result that occurs most frequently.

B If you have a large number of figures, group the data into meaningful categories.

B The standard deviation tells you how tightly the figures are clustered around

the mean.
B A correlation coefficient shows you if one activity or set of circumstances is
directly affected by something else.

Into the workplace

You need to:

B Present quantitative data in a way which is meaningful.
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Section 3
Approaches to
decision-making

To recap from the introduction to the workbook, quality information is a
pre-requisite for effective decision-making. In the last two sections we've
focused on information; now we’ll turn to look at decision-making.

Decisions are about being faced with a choice. The choice can be very sim-
ple and obvious requiring little consideration; alternatively it can be very
complex with the pros and cons of a wide range of options being closely
evaluated.

In this section we look at the following approaches to decision-making and
highlight their advantages and pitfalls:

making a random choice
following tradition

going by the book

going by experience

gut feelings

trial and error

rational decision-making model.

We also highlight the differences between routine decisions and decisions
needing a tailor-made response.

Types of decisions

A decision can require an answer that:

B s routine,or
B tailor-made.

We'll look at the characteristics of each of these types of decision.
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ROUTINE DECISIONS

Ui A W N

These are the routine decisions for which clear criteria exist. The same
decision, or something very like it, has already been taken. The conse-
quences of these decisions can be relatively trivial, or very important
indeed for the people who are affected, but there is not usually much argu-
ment about which way they should go.

Routine decisions can be taken by people who do not have the skill, experi-
ence or authority to make the decisions single-handed. For example, a recep-
tionist at a hotel desk can refer to the organization’s policy when deciding
not to accept a cheque without a supporting credit card. Sometimes routine
decisions can be handled by a machine. For example, a hole-in-the-wall cash
machine at a bank uses the following criteria to decide whether to dispense
money:

Does the owner of the card have an account with this bank, or a bank with
which we have an arrangement?

Does the account holder have sufficient funds in his or her account?

If not, has an overdraft facility been agreed?

Does the PIN number correspond with the cash card?

Has the card been reported lost or stolen?

If the answer to the first four questions is yes, and the answer to the last
question is no, the machine will dispense money.

Some decisions cannot be reduced to a clear procedure involving a series of
‘yes/no’ questions, but a ‘routine’ solution is still available. For example,
imagine that a member of your staff has asked if he can download an item of
software from the office network onto his own laptop, so that he can con-
tinue a piece of work at home. In making your decision, you would be prob-
ably be guided by:

how you have treated similar requests in the past

the organization’s written or unwritten policy about transferring software
the legal requirements of the software licence

the expert opinion of the network manager.

ACTIVITY 28

Think of a routine decision that you have made recently. What was it?

What did you use to help you make your decision?
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FEEDBACK

Even if you don’t know what to do immediately when you are faced with a routine decision, the
answer is not usually difficult to find. Somebody has already thought about this situation and can
provide you with guidance.

Every routine decision will have once been a tailor-made decision. Somebody
had to write the guidelines and lay down the criteria.

TAILOR-MADE DECISIONS

These are the decisions where no easy precedent or policy exists for you
to follow. They’re often more complex than routine decisions.

Seven approaches to decision-making

There are several ways to make a decision, and you have probably used
them all at one time or another:

making a random choice
following tradition

going by the book

going by experience

gut feelings

trial and error

logical reasoning.

There are some circumstances in which each of these methods can be
appropriate.

MAKING A RANDOM CHOICE

Making a random choice is not a bad way to make your mind up when you
are in a situation where:

B you have to make a decision quickly in order to move on to the next stage, AND

the consequences are not important, AND
B you have no idea which option to choose.

We were rushing to get a report ready for a meeting. My assistant came to me with two
versions of the cover. One was printed on shiny white card and the other on matt grey
card.They both looked good — | would have been happy with either version.There was
no point in making a meal of the decision, so | just picked up the one which was nearest
to me on the desk and said, We'll go with this one.
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The big advantage of this method is its speed. It is appropriate in situations
where the swiftness of the decision is more important than the potential
consequences of the various options. It is not appropriate in situations
where making the wrong choice could have serious outcomes.

FOLLOWING TRADITION

Some traditions are valuable, but others just acquire a spurious authority
because they have been going on for so long. For example:

We've always sent our best customers a desk diary in December, so let’s do the same
this year.

None of the women in the office wear trousers to work, so please come in a skirt
tomorrow.

People can get so used to ‘the way things are done round here’ that they
don’t even realize that they are taking a decision to act in a particular way.
Following tradition does not guarantee that you will make a good decision,
especially if circumstances have changed since the tradition was estab-
lished. When you make a traditional choice, people will be familiar with
what happens next. This may be an advantage or a disadvantage.

ACTIVITY 29

Think about your own experience as a manager. Give an example of a time
when:

you followed tradition when you made a decision

you broke with tradition when you made a decision

In each case, explain why you decided to follow (or break with) tradition.
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FEEDBACK

Compare your answers with the following:
Following tradition

| had to choose where to hold the annual office party. | looked at several venues, but in the end |
chose the same restaurant that we have used for the last five years.The staff there know us and
the arrangements have always worked well in the past. It seemed the safest thing to do.

Breaking with tradition

When | started this job | found that the weekly departmental meetings were often a complete
waste of time, so | decided only to call a meeting when we needed to get together. My reason for
doing this was obviously to save time, and also to demonstrate that | valued my own time, and the
time of other people in the department. Because | was new in the job, | suppose | also wanted to
show them that | wasn’t afraid of doing things differently.

Following tradition can be an appropriate way to make a routine decision.
However you need to check that there are sound reasons for following the
tradition. Many people resist change because they feel comfortable with the
way things are; it doesn’t necessarily mean it’s the best way.

GOING BY THE ‘BOOK’

This is the method that is used for making many routine decisions. It
involves consulting the written instructions or guidelines that have been
produced for the purpose. Used in appropriate circumstances, it is usually
perfectly satisfactory. However, if you have ever needed to persuade some-
one who goes strictly by the book to take a non-routine decision, you will
be aware that this method has definite limitations.

| needed to make an urgent phone call from a train. It was a genuine emergency — |
had been delayed on my way home from a meeting and needed to arrange child care
for my daughter who would shortly be arriving back from school. | hadn’t got my mobile
with me and both the public phones on the train were out of order. So | asked the buffet
steward if | could use his phone. He refused, on the grounds that passengers weren’t
permitted to use company equipment. | explained my problem but he would not budge.
He told me that it was more than his job was worth to let me use that phone. In the
end, | borrowed another passenger’s mobile phone. | wrote a strong complaint to the
train company, complaining about this inflexibility, and received a letter of apology.

It is important to recognize when the book is inadequate, and also to make
sure that your staff understand the circumstances in which they should
either depart from the guidelines or refer a decision to a higher authority.
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GOING BY EXPERIENCE

The right type of experience or ‘tacit knowledge’ can be enormously help-
ful when you have to make a routine decision. You can instantly recognize
the criteria to use and which procedures or guidelines apply in the situa-
tion. You are also in a good position to make a tailor-made decision, and
may not have to go through a more complex decision-making process of
making a formal comparison of all the various options (known as the
rational decision-making process).

The danger here is that you will not recognize when a decision lies outside
your experience.

When | was working for a publishing company, a lot of unsolicited manuscripts arrived on
our desks. | normally read the adult fiction, but one day a colleague asked me to take a
look at a children’s book that someone had sent in. | thought it was complete rubbish and
said so in my report. On the basis of my verdict, we rejected the manuscript.The author
took it elsewhere. It wasn’t an international best-seller, but the author went on to write
several books which were. If | hadn’t written that report we would have been his
publishers.The mistake | made was to assume that | had the experience to know what
type of children’s book would appeal to the public, when I really didn’t.

ACTIVITY 30

Use the diagram below to record the topics about which you have (and have not)
the experience to make a decision. If you feel very confident about the relevance
of your experience, write the topic near the centre of the circle. If you are less
sure, write it near the edge of the circle. If you know that you do not have the
experience to make a decision about something, write it outside the circle.

Start by writing the following topics on your diagram, then add some other
topics of your own.

B health and safety

B employment law
B staff training

m T
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FEEDBACK

If a decision lies outside your experience, it is much better to admit it and get some expert advice

from someone who has the relevant experience.

GUT FEELINGS

Sometimes you may get a strong feeling about which way a decision should
g0, regardless of what the evidence suggests.

One of the candidates for the job looked really good on paper. He had excellent
quadlifications and an impeccable work record in his CV. And he was charm personified
at the interview. But there was something | couldn’t put my finger on which made me
uneasy ...

In a situation like this, you can’t go on intuition alone. Begin by consider-
ing whether your reaction is due to:

something about you
something about the option that you are considering.

For example, are you made uneasy by this candidate because he:

reminds you of somebody at college whom you really disliked?

has managed to achieve things you would like to have done yourself?
has eyes that are too close together?

looks as though he might be up for your job in a couple of years’ time?

Examine your own prejudices and fears. If you can honestly say that your
gut feeling is not connected to them, then try to work out the source of
your uneasiness. We pick up a lot of subconscious messages from the
world and many of them are important. In this situation, it could be that:

the candidate’s body language is showing that he is hiding something

his work record does not follow a normal pattern

he did not ask a question you would have expected him to ask

you have heard rumours about difficulties at one of the places where he has
worked.

If you have an irrational feeling against a particular option, this may be a
signal that you need to get more information about it. Gut feelings are often
an indication that what appears to be a routine decision actually needs to
be a tailor-made decision.
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TRIALAND ERROR

This is an expensive way of making decisions. While it makes sense to
learn as much as you can from any decision that goes wrong, it is not a
good idea to invite failure. It is much better to give some extra thought to
the decision before you take it.

There is also a difference between learning from your failures and simply
reacting to them.

Last year we leased our office equipment from a local company. It was a total disaster.
The machines kept going wrong and we had to wait days for an engineer to turn up.The
next time, we are definitely going to buy new equipment, not lease it.

The trouble with using the trial and error method is that you are simply
reacting to disaster, instead of analysing and learning from it. It could be
that the manager who had the bad experience with the leased equipment
simply chose the wrong company. The fact that one leasing arrangement
was unsuccessful does not necessarily indicate that all similar arrangements
must be avoided in the future. When a decision goes wrong, treat the situ-
ation as a problem and explore its boundaries and causes. Do not simply
take it as a reason to do something different the next time around. Better
still, spend more time thinking about the decision before you take it and
reduce the likelihood of error.

If you have ever been managed by someone who takes decisions on a trial
and error basis, you will know how demotivating it can be. Your confi-
dence in any decisions that are taken is low, as is your commitment to mak-
ing them work.

THE RATIONAL DECISION-MAKING MODEL

This method of taking decisions is based on a model developed by Kepner
and Tregoe in their book The New Rational Manager.* 1t provides a frame-
work that you can use for any decision where it is worth investing time and
resources in identifying the best answer. There are five main stages in the
process.
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|. Define the decision and establish objectives

l

2. Clarify and define the objectives

l

3. Gather information and generate options

l

4. Evaluate options

l

5. Make a final decision

Figure 3.1 Rational decision-making process

We'll look at each of these stages in turn.

1 Define the decision and establish objectives

Start by stating exactly what decision you are taking. This helps clarify your
thinking and lets everyone know what the real issues are. To illustrate the
decision-making process we’ll use the following case study, although in prac-
tice you're not likely to invest the time and effort into this type of decision.

Some important clients from another part of the country are coming to an all-day
meeting at your organization. You have to decide what to do with them at lunchtime. It’s
common practice in your organization to order a range of gourmet sandwiches to eat at
the meeting table, but you don’t think this solution is appropriate on this occasion.You
realize that you need to impress these particular clients by taking them out to lunch. So
the decision you have to take is: Where shall | take these clients out to lunch?

Next, consider what the perfect answer to your decision would achieve.
You will probably have to gather some information to work out some
objectives that are attainable and realistic. It doesn’t matter if some of your
objectives are incompatible at this stage. However, wherever you can,
make them measurable. For example, you may decide to set the following
objectives:

B price per person not over £30
B good wines available
B good food
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the clients will be impressed with the service and atmosphere

local dishes served, to remind clients of their visit to this part of the country
some degree of privacy, so we can talk business during the meal

the meal will take less than an hour and half in total

within five minutes’ drive of the office.

What's important is that the objectives you set for any decision contribute
towards your department’s objectives and, ultimately to the organization’s
objectives. It makes sense that everyone in an organization is ‘pulling in the
same direction’.

Operational decisions

Strategic decisions Mission
Business decisions Business
Objectives

For example, if you work for a not-for-profit organization where the whole
focus is on maximizing income to provide services for customers then
spending money impressing clients by taking them for lunch would not be
appropriate.

ACTIVITY 31

Select three decisions you’ve made recently. Make a note of them below and
briefly explain how they contributed towards objectives for your work area.

Decision How did it contribute towards
the achievement of objectives?




Approaches to decision-making 61

FEEDBACK

On a day-to-day basis it’s often easy to lose sight of the wider picture — the whole organizational
context in which you are operating. However it does set important boundaries when you have
a decision to make.

2 Clarify and define the objectives

You now have to decide which of your objectives you absolutely must have —
and which you would like to have, but can live without, if absolutely nec-
essary. The difference between a MUST and a WANT is that if one of the
options you consider doesn’t meet a MUST objective, it should be rejected.
For example, you may decide:

MUSTS WANTS
B good food
B the clients will be impressed with B price per person not over £30
the service and atmosphere
B some degree of privacy, so you can B good wines available
talk business during the meal
B the meal will take less than an hour B |ocal dishes served, to remind
and a half in total clients of their visit to this part
B within five minutes’ drive of the country
of the office

The way that you clarify your objectives into MUSTS and WANTS will
depend entirely on your priorities. It could be that the price of the lunch is
a crucial factor, or that you would be prepared to take a little longer over
the meal if you could find somewhere really special.

Now look more closely at your MUSTS. Find a way of measuring them, or a
standard that an option should meet in this area. For example, you might
consider that a suitable standard for ‘good food’ was that the restaurant had
a certain number of rosettes or stars in a restaurant guide. The reason for
doing this is that you need some non-subjective (and relatively easy) way of
telling whether an option meets these criteria.

Think about how important each of the WANTS is to you and give it a numer-
ical weighting out of 10. Give 10 points for something that is really important,
and less than 10 for something that is less significant.
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This is how you might weight the WANTS in the feedback to the last activity:

B price per person not over £30 (10)

good wines available (8)
B |ocal dishes served, to remind clients of their visit to this part of the country (5).

Once again, the amount of weight you give to each point depends entirely
on your own priorities.

3 Gather information and generate options

Now you have to assemble your list of options. This is an information-
gathering exercise. Remember the advantages (and disadvantages) of col-
lecting either primary or secondary data — and the characteristics of quality
information.

ACTIVITY 32

Think of three ways in which you could gather information about local restaurants.

FEEDBACK

Your methods might have included some of these ideas:

ask around the office

drive around the area

consult a restaurant guide

look at advertisements in the local/national press

phone around restaurants listed in the Yellow Pages.
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Once you've found out more about the options available, you may decide
that you want to modify your MUSTS and WANTS. For example, if you dis-
covered that one particular restaurant had panoramic views of the river,
you might think about adding ‘pleasant surroundings’ to your list of
WANTS. If this happens, adjust your MUSTS and WANTS before moving on.

4 Evaluate options

Assemble the options in a format that makes it easy for you to compare
them. If you relied on a restaurant guide for your information, you might
do this by marking the relevant pages in the guide and writing a list of your
options on a piece of paper:

Riverbank Restaurant
Wilsons

Carabinos

Le Trottoir.

Now go through your list of MUSTS and reject any options that don’t meet
all these criteria. For example, if you discovered that although Le Trottoir
met all your other essential requirements, it was very noisy and crowded, it
would have to be crossed off the list.

You will now have a shorter list of options, all of which meet your essential
requirements. The choice will now be made on how well they score against
each of your WANT objectives. It helps to draw up a chart at this stage.

WANTS WEIGHT Riverbank Wilsons Carabinos
price 10
good 8
wines
local 5
dishes
TOTAL .
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Look at each WANT one at a time. Give each of the options a score out of 10
for this feature. Give the alternative that best meets this WANT your top
score, and score the other proportionately.

WANTS WEIGHT Riverbank Wilsons Carabinos
price 10 9 10 7
good 8 7 8 10
wines
local 5 10 8 5
dishes
TOTAL

Notice that because Carabinos is the most expensive restaurant among the
three, it receives the lowest score on price.

You must now fill in the empty columns on your table by multiplying the
weights by the scores.

WANTS WEIGHT Riverbank Wilsons Carabinos
price 10 9 90 10 100 7 70
good 8 7 56 8 64 10 80
wines
local 5 10 50 8 40 5 25
dishes
TOTAL

Now add up the scores and see which option does best.
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ACTIVITY 33

FEEDBACK

Which restaurant comes out on top!?

You should have given the Riverbank Restaurant 90 + 56 + 50 = 196 points,Wilsons
100 + 64 + 40 = 204 points and Carabinos 70 + 80 + 25 = 175 points. So Wilsons is your first
choice, closely followed by the Riverbank Restaurant.

5 Make a final decision

If you find that two or more options score similar totals, check that you are
happy with the weightings and scores you gave earlier in the process
before you make a final decision. For example, if you decide that good
wines are really not as important as you thought they were, you could find
that the Riverbank Restaurant actually comes out on top.

THE ITERATIVE METHOD

Ui & W N =

You might decide that it was not worth going through the whole of the
rational decision-making process to choose a restaurant. One quicker vari-
ation is to use the iterative process:

Work out a list of MUSTS

Pick an option and see if it meets these criteria

If it does, choose that option

If it doesn’t, pick another option

Continue until you have found an option which meets all your criteria.

This method will not guarantee that you make the best choice that is avail-
able, but it will allow you to make an acceptable choice in a short amount
of time.
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ACTIVITY 34

Think of two decisions that you have to make in the near future.Which

methods will you use to come to these decisions? Why?

Decision |

Method

Why!?

Decision 2

Method

Why?

FEEDBACK

Check your answers against these points:

Making a random choice Do you need to make a quick decision and are the
consequences relatively unimportant?

Following tradition Is the decision routine? What are the benefits of not breaking with
tradition here?

Going by the book Is the decision routine? Are the existing guidelines relevant?

Going by experience Is your experience relevant?

Gut feelings Are these due to your own prejudices and fears, or do they have an objective
basis?

Trial and error Are you sure that you have analysed past mistakes and are not simply
reacting to them!? Is there a better way of making this decision?

Rational decision-making process Is this decision important enough to justify the time
and resources you will give to it? Is this a routine decision? If so, consider using another
method.
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Learning summary

Making a random choice is appropriate when:

O you have to make a decision quickly, AND

O the consequences are not important, AND

O you have no idea which option to choose.

Check that there are sound reasons for following tradition before you use
tradition as a basis for making a decision.

Going by the book or following procedures is often used for making routine
decisions.

Going by experience can be helpful for routine and more complex decisions.

Make sure that you recognize the limits to your experience.

Following gut feelings can be useful but should be treated with caution —
additional evidence to back it up is needed. Make sure the gut feeling is not
based on prejudice or fears.

Do not use trial and error as a means of making decisions — it’s expensive and

can be very demotivating for people around you.

The rational decision-making model provides a systematic approach to
decision-making. Use it when it’s worth investing time and resources in
identifying the best answer.

Into the workplace

You need to:

B review your approach to decision-making

B select approaches which are most appropriate for the circumstances.
Reference

1 Kepner, CH & Tregoe, BB, 1981, The New Rational Manager: a systematic

approach to problem-solving and decision-making, London, J Martin
publishing.



This page intentionally |€eft blank



Section 4 Good
practice decision-
making

The previous section identified a number of approaches to decision-making.
But becoming a skilled decision-maker requires these approaches to be set
in a wider context. You need to be able to:

recognize when there’s a problem to solve rather than just a decision to make
avoid unnecessary decisions

assess risks associated with a decision

check the implementation.

You may also find it useful to use specific decision-making tools.

This section looks at these aspects of decision-making.

Decisions and problems

Not all decisions start off as problems. However, it is important to be able
to identify a problem where they exist. Once you have clearly identified the
problem, you can then move into your choice of decision-making process.
If you don’t, you may miss out on laying the foundations for an effective
outcome.

It is very easy to confuse decisions with problems, especially if they are
described to you by someone else. For example:

My assistant came to me and said, Jane is coming to the end of her contract next
month. I've been rather disappointed with the results she’s produced.We could give her
another six months, but | don’t think we should renew her contract. What do you think?’

On the face of it, this looks like a decision. Only two options are offered:

give Jane another six month contract
don’t renew Jane’s contract.

However, what you really have here is a problem: Jane is not producing the
results which she was expected to achieve. Therefore you need to investi-
gate the problem before moving onto making a decision.
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Investigate a problem by:

1 Defining the boundaries

B How long has Jane been under-performing?
B |s she under-performing in all areas of her job, or just some areas?

2 Identifying possible causes

B |[s Jane ill, or perhaps going through a period of stress at home?

B Has she received adequate training?

B Are there other factors at work that make it impossible for her to do her
job properly?

3 Investigating possible causes

You may find that Jane received no training, as the rest of the team was very
busy when she started.

Once you know the cause, devise a range of alternative actions to deal with the

problem. For example, if Jane has not received adequate training, the options

could be:

B give Jane another six month contract and hope she gets up to speed

B give Jane another contract and provide her with some relevant training

B don’t give Jane another contract, but make sure that her replacement
receives adequate training

B replace Jane with someone who has already received appropriate training.

Now there really is a decision to be taken.

ACTIVITY 35

Put yourself in the position of the manager who was asked whether Jane
should have another contract. If you restricted yourself to the two options that
were originally presented — and failed to discover that this was a problem
caused by lack of training, what could the consequences to the organization

be of:

1 Renewing Jane’s contract?

2 Not renewing Jane’s contract?
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FEEDBACK

1

You may be lucky. Jane could gain in experience and improve her performance without
training. On the other hand, she may not. In this case, she will continue to under-achieve.
You may have missed an opportunity to develop Jane into a valuable employee.You will
certainly be involved in the expense of finding a replacement.And if you are not aware of the
importance of training, you may well make the same mistake with her replacement.

If you take a decision when you really ought to start by investigating a
problem, the chances are that the problem will not go away.

Avoiding unnecessary decisions

A skilled decision-maker must be able to recognize when there is a decision
to be taken — and when there isn’t. There are situations in which you may be
asked to make your mind up about something, but should probably hold
back. For example:

when a diversion appears
when you are not the best person to take the decision
when the time is not right.

AVOIDING DIVERSIONS

From time to time, you will have read advertisements like these:
Can your business survive without ...?

Act now and save 50% on your ... bills!

Don’t renew your ... until you've talked to us.

Dramatic and alarming statements of this kind are intended to stop you in
your tracks. The people who make them are trying to get you to consider
the product, service, idea or proposal that they are promoting. They want
you to think they are making an offer you can’t refuse. The benefits often
appear extremely attractive, and the dangers of ignoring the option can
seem frightening. It is often very tempting to explore these possibilities.
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ACTIVITY 36

Imagine that you are driving across country to an important meeting that will
start in an hour’s time, along a route you have travelled several times before.

You are thirty miles from your destination and the road is clear ahead of you.
You see a signpost pointing up a narrow side road that you hadn’t noticed on
earlier journeys. It indicates twenty miles to your destination.Would you:

1 turn into the side road without further thought?

2 ignore the side road and continue on your existing route?

3 stop the car, consult a map and then decide whether to drive up the side road?
Why!?

FEEDBACK

You would be foolish to take the side road in these circumstances.The risk of getting lost would
not be worth the benefit of arriving slightly early for your meeting. Most people would not even
stop the car to consult a map and check where the side road went.The delay to the journey this
would involve would not be balanced by any useful benefit.

If you know where you are going — and are confident of getting there — it
is not usually worth taking a diversion from your planned route to embark
on a mystery tour. When you have started on a course of action at work
and a new option is presented to you, ask yourself this question:

If T ignore this option, will I achieve my objectives anyway?

If your answer is yes, you don’t have to spend your time making a decision
about the new option. If your answer is no, recognize that you are faced
with a problem. We look at dealing with problems later in this section.

Sometimes a new option can seem so extremely attractive that you
feel obliged to investigate it further, even though it is not essential to the
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achievement of your objectives. In this situation, consider carefully whether
the benefits are actually of value to you. This may seem obvious — but how
often have you been persuaded to buy something you didn’t really want
because you couldn’t resist a special offer? If the benefits are of potential
value to you, remember that there will also be costs and risks associated with
the proposed option — and you may not get unbiased information about
these from the person who has brought the option to your attention. If, and
only if, you can afford the time to get an objective opinion on the new alter-
native, then it may be worth considering further.

You do not have to spend time coming to a decision about every new option
that appears. The people who are trying to persuade you know this — which
is why they try very hard indeed to get your attention so that you will think
about the option they are promoting. Be open to innovative ideas — but
consider them on your own terms, when the situation demands it.

ISTHIS MY DECISION?

Don’t waste your time by trying to make other people’s decisions for them.
It is important to recognize when a decision is at too high a level for you,
and pass it on to the relevant individual within the organization.

ACTIVITY 37

Give three examples of decisions that you would refer to a senior manager
within your organization.

Do these decisions have anything in common?
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FEEDBACK

Senior managers are usually responsible for taking strategic decisions while middle managers are

responsible for decisions related to the implementation of strategy. The examples you identified
are likely to involve situations in which you were uncertain how to apply the organization’s
strategy, or which were not covered by it, or where the strategy clearly wasn’t working.Your

examples could also have been decisions for which there wasn’t a precedent, or where the

consequences of getting things wrong were potentially serious for the organization.

ACTIVITY 38

If you refer a decision to a higher authority, you will probably be asked to
describe the options and perhaps to make a recommendation. Techniques
that you can use to communicate information to decision-makers are
explored in the final section of this workbook.

You may also be tempted to take operational decisions that really ought to
be the responsibility of people in your team. This can happen if:

you don’t trust the people whom you are managing to make the right decisions
team members are frightened of making the wrong decisions

accepted procedure says that you have to make these decisions

you are worried about diminishing the area of your authority.

Think about the decisions that the people whom you manage regularly refer to
you.What decisions could they handle themselves:

if they had more skills and experience?

if they had more confidence?

if the system allowed them to?

if you were willing to let them?

FEEDBACK

If you could think of some decisions in any of these categories, it may be that you need to develop

the skills or confidence of the people you manage, or make recommendations for changes in the

decision-making structure of your organization.




Good practice decision-making 75

Giving the people you manage more responsibility for decisions can be
a way of empowering them — and so increasing their commitment to what
they are doing. You can read about how to go about developing and
empowering your staff in the workbooks The Performance Manager and
Developing High Performance Teams in this series.

GETTING THETIMING RIGHT

The pressure to make a quick decision can come from three sources:

1 From your own desire to get the decision over with.

2 From the people who will be affected by the decision who want to know
where they stand.

3 From the situation itself.

If the pressure comes from either of the first two sources, set a time or a date
when you will make the decision, and, if relevant, tell the people involved.

| had to decide whether or not to fund a project, which had been proposed by someone
in my department. She was on tenterhooks about the result and was asking me about it
every day. It was a good project and | was pretty sure | would agree to the funding she
had asked for. However, | knew | should not make a decision until | had discussed the
matter with two independent experts whom | had asked to comment on her proposal.

| told her that nothing would be decided until the beginning of next month, when | would
be able to give her my verdict. She was a bit disappointed at first, but then her anxiety
seemed to evaporate and she was able to concentrate on her work.

However, if the circumstances themselves demand that you make a quick
decision, don’t put it off. Some decisions really do have to be made immedi-
ately. They may not be the decisions that you would most like to have behind
you, or the ones which other people are pressing you to take. They may not
even be the decisions where the consequences are particularly important.

You need to be able to distinguish between decisions that are important, and
decisions that are urgent. A decision can be urgent without being particularly
important. It can also be important without being urgent. A few decisions are
both urgent and important.

HIGH URGENCY
Decisions which are Decisions which are
LOW IMPORTANCE  urgent but not important | important and urgent HIGH IMPORTANCE
Decisions which are Decisions which are
neither urgent nor important but not urgent
important

LOW URGENCY
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ACTIVITY 39

Can you identify occasions when:

B an important but non-urgent decision became important and urgent!?

B you made a decision too quickly that wasn’t urgent?

FEEDBACK

Most people have erred in either direction at some time or another.What’s important is that you
identify the quadrant in which a decision lies at an early stage — and then act accordingly.

It is not a good idea to take a decision when you are angry. Other emotions
can distort your judgement, too:

| felt so grateful for his support that | agreed to sign the contract immediately.

| decided to withdraw the formal warning on the spot because I felt sympathetic about
the problems he was experiencing.

| was really disappointed about the way my proposal was received and | decided not to
put it before the Board.

I only made that statement to the press because | was shocked at what had happened.

| was so embarrassed by the way the customer had been treated that | over-reacted
when | spoke to the member of staff who had been involved.

Try not to make a decision when you are emotionally involved in the situ-
ation. If circumstances permit, wait until you feel more detached.
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ACTIVITY 40

List the last 4 or 5 decisions you made at work, regardless of their size or
importance. For each decision, consider whether you really needed to make it,
or whether the decision could have been handled in some other way. Perhaps it
could have been dealt with by someone else. Or perhaps there was not a deci-
sion to be made at all.

Decision Was | right to make it? If not, what would have been an
alternative way of dealing with the
situation?

1 Yes/No

2 Yes/No

3 Yes/No

4 Yes/No

5 Yes/No

FEEDBACK

You may have considered that most of your decisions were necessary and could only have been
taken by you at the time at which you took them. But if you identified any decisions that you need
not have taken, you are wasting time and effort. Any time that you spend on unnecessary
decisions would be better used taking the decisions which really matter. With a clearer desk,

and a clearer mind, you will be able to give these decisions the attention they deserve.

Assessing risks

In ordinary life, people have a tendency to over-estimate the possibility of
unlikely things happening — especially if these things coincide with their
personal hopes or fears. This is why millions of lottery tickets are sold every
week and why many older people are frightened to go out alone at night.
At the same time, many of us have a tendency to under-estimate the risks
of much more likely events — especially if we don’t want them to happen
or they reveal some unpleasant truth about ourselves.
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In management decision-making, you need to get a realistic picture of the
risks involved. Your first source of information here is what has happened in
the past. For example, if you were considering using a supplier, you could
assess:

your organization’s previous experience with this supplier

other organizations’ experience with this supplier

the standing of this supplier within the industry, as demonstrated by its
membership of trade associations or regulatory bodies.

What happened in the past cannot guarantee what will happen in the
future, but it will give you some indication of what is likely to happen. The
further a decision takes you into unfamiliar territory, the riskier it is. For
example, it is very risky to sell a new product in a new market, but less
risky to sell a new product in an established market, or an established prod-
uct in a new market.

Sometimes it is enough to make a subjective assessment of the risks. In other
situations, you will need to quantify these dangers. It may be advisable to
consult someone with an understanding of statistical probability. For exam-
ple, if you were making decisions about a survey you were about to com-
mission, a statistician would be able to tell you how representative of the
general population the results would be if you sent questionnaires to 50, 100
or 500 people.

If a decision has important financial implications, you may need to prepare a
sensitivity analysis. This describes the amount by which key figures, such as
the cost of materials or labour, would have to change to turn a good invest-
ment into a bad one.

MINIMIZING RISK

1
2

There are two types of risk to consider:

The risk that something will prevent you implementing your decision.
The risk that your decision will not produce the effects you expect.



Good practice decision-making 79

ACTIVITY 41

FEEDBACK

1

You have just taken a decision to book a particular hotel for a conference.

What could prevent you implementing the decision?

What could you do to reduce this risk?

Why might your decision not produce the effects you expect!

What could you do to reduce this risk?

Two problems you might encounter are that the hotel cannot take your booking or that the

funds to pay for the conference are no longer available.You could protect yourself against

these risks by checking the availability of these resources immediately before taking the

decision and also, once the decision is made, confirming it as quickly as possible.You could also

have a second choice of hotel ready, in case the first was not available.

The main risk you face here is that the conference facilities are not of the standard you

expected. It is also possible that your original objectives were unrealistic, or that you chose

the wrong selection criteria.You can minimize these risks by taking extra care with the first

stages of a decision and ensuring that your information is accurate, adequate and current.

You can also minimize risks by testing out or piloting decisions before
you implement them fully. For example, if you design a questionnaire, you
should pilot it with a small group of people before you begin your
full-scale survey. This will allow you to check whether you made the right
decisions about:

the number of questions

how you phrased the questions

the layout of the page

the method you chose to analyse the results.
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ACTIVITY 42

What form of simulation would be helpful to test out these decisions?

1 A decision to invest in purchasing a videophone link.
2 A decision to promote a member of your department.

3 A decision to put a rhubarb-flavoured ice lolly onto the market.

FEEDBACK

1 You could rent the videophone link system and assess its benefits before committing yourself
to purchasing it.

2 You could send this individual on a management course where he or she would be observed
in situations requiring the exercise of new types of responsibility.

3 You could test the rhubarb-flavoured ice lolly by asking a suitably chosen tasting panel to give
their verdict.

These tests all have two things in common:

1 They require less resources than putting actual decision into action — and
therefore involve less risk.
2 They provide a lot of feedback.

ACTIVITY 43

Now think of a decision you have to make in the near future. Are there any
aspects of this decision that you could try out in advance to minimize risk?

If so, what resources would this require?

What feedback would you get?
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FEEDBACK

The greater the consequences of making wrong decisions, the more advisable it is to try

and do some form of testing beforehand to minimize the risks.

The key points to remember to minimize risk are to:

get quality information on which to base your decision

be rigorous with your decision-making process

have a contingency plan

not introduce further risks by delaying the implementation of your decision
carry out testing wherever possible.

Checking implementation

You need to know whether a decision has the desired outcome. This involves
checking what happens after the decision is implemented. You can then
deal with unexpected problems. This sometimes involves returning to the
decision-making stage to make sure that the implementation stays on track.

greseeeenseeenens » Make a decision - eeereremeennen :

Y

Check outcome <€ - Implement

If you have implemented a decision, which relates to an ongoing process, you
will have a lot of information available about what should happen. Therefore
you can have systems in place that will alert you automatically if things begin
to go differently.

If you are taking one-off decisions, you often have to make a conscious effort
to monitor and reflect on how effective the implementation has been. You
will need to consider what can be learned from a decision that does not have
the expected results:

Three months ago, you appointed a new deputy.You realized that you needed someone
who could take responsibility for some of your day-to-day work and prepared a job
description which reflected this role.You drew up a list of criteria for assessing applicants,
which you used to evaluate the people who applied.You selected someone who met all
the important criteria and gave him the job.You have tried to delegate some of your
work to your new deputy, but he has made a mess of everything he has touched.
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ACTIVITY 44

If this happened to you, what questions should you ask about the way you
took your decision?

FEEDBACK

Something has clearly gone badly wrong here. It could have happened at any stage of the process.
You must question:

your original objectives — were they realistic?

your choice of criteria — were they appropriate!

the options that were available — did suitable candidates apply?

the accuracy of the data you received — did the candidate mislead you?
the adequacy of the data you received — did you ask the right questions?

how you interpreted this data — should you have been more rigorous when you examined the

applications?

B the conclusions you drew from your analysis of the information — did you apply your method
of analysis properly?

B your method of analysis — was it a good way of comparing the candidates?

You must also consider whether something has changed in the environ-
ment that has a bearing on your decision and the way you made it. For
example, if the nature of your own work has changed significantly in the
last months, the qualities it requires will not have been reflected in the job
specification that you drew up and it is not surprising that your new deputy
cannot cope.
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ACTIVITY 45

Now think about a one-off decision that you made in the past and which
did not have the effects you expected.Try to identify why this happened.
Was it because:

something changed in the environment

you had unrealistic objectives

you set the wrong criteria

you did not have an adequate range of options available
you received inaccurate or inadequate data

you processed this data wrongly

you analysed your information wrongly

you chose the wrong method to analyse your information
something else? If so, what?

What did this experience tell you that will help you take better decisions in the
future?

FEEDBACK

The way in which you answered this activity is a good indication of how much you have learned

from working through this book. Hopefully, you will now have confidence in some aspects of your

decision-making technique and also feel able to make improvements to some other aspects. If you

were completely happy with the way that you took the decision and felt that it went wrong

because of a change in the environment, think back to the issues that were discussed earlier in this

section. Perhaps you mistook a problem for a decision, or took a decision at the wrong time.

Tools in the decision-making process

DECISION TREES

Sometimes you may have a complicated decision to make which involves
thinking about the possible consequences of various courses of action. It
can be very helpful to draw up a diagram that clarifies these alternatives.

A decision tree is built by using two types of fork.



84

Using Information for Decision-Making

Activity forks show points where a decision must be made.

Event forks show points where more than one outcome is possible.

At its simplest level, a decision tree is useful for examining the roles that
choice (decisions) and chance (activity) play in a process. It gives you a map
of what could happen. For example, the decision tree in Figure 4.1 shows
what could happen if you asked for (or did not ask for) a full survey on a
building you were considering buying in the hope of selling it to a particular
buyer.

buy

don’t sell

ositive surve
P Y sell

w buy

get survey buy

. don’t sell
negative survey

sell

don’t buy

don’t get survey
buy

don’t sell

don’t buy
Figure 4.1 A decision tree

This diagram reminds you that the decision about whether to buy the build-
ing is separate from the decision about whether to get a survey. Regardless
of whether you get a survey, you may still go on to buy the building (or not)
and sell it to your client (or not). Notice that buy/don’t buy is an Activity fork,
because you have a choice at this point. Sell/don’t sell is an Event fork,
because you are dependent on circumstances you can’t control — the decision
of the potential buyer.

Although it is beyond the scope of this book, you can also produce a much
more sophisticated decision tree, in which you assess the probability of the
outcomes at each Event fork and assess the monetary value of each outcome,
based on the cash this outcome would yield, multiplied by the probability of
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it happening. When you have taken away any costs involved, such as the sur-
vey fees and the cost of the building, and placed all this information on the
tree, you can trace through the route that is most likely to produce the best
outcome. For example, you would be able to calculate whether the increased
likelihood of selling the building to your client if it had a positive survey, was
worth the added cost of paying for a survey.

ACTIVITY 46

Draw a simple decision tree, using Activity and Event forks, to describe a
decision you will have to take in the near future.

Would it be possible to assess the probability of the various events?

[ yes
d no
(1 with difficulty

Would it be possible to give a monetary value to the various outcomes?

[ yes
d no
1 with difficulty

FEEDBACK

It is often reasonably easy to work out the expected monetary value of various events, but less
easy to assess their probability with any accuracy. Even without this information, a decision tree
can be a good way of clarifying a complicated choice.

Computer models

Computer programs have made it very easy to see the effect of different fig-
ures on a calculation. This can be a great aid to decision-making. For example,
if a formula has been worked out which relates the cost of raw materials to
the total production costs of manufacturing a product, it is a relatively sim-
ple matter to feed numbers into a computer spreadsheet and find out the
effect of buying raw materials at different prices. The hard work goes into
producing the formula in the first place.



86 Using Information for Decision-Making

There are many different kinds of computer models. Some are automated
versions of techniques that previously had to be worked out on a calculator
and painstakingly plotted on a graph. For example, it is now possible for
someone without specialist mathematical knowledge to use linear program-
ming to chart the constraints on a situation. Decision trees and critical path
analysis diagrams can also be produced automatically.

Other types of models do not ask you to enter figures at all, but take their
data from the way you answer questions. Yet others can simulate the behav-
iour of machines such as tube trains and aircraft from the way you handle the
controls.

An expert system is a computer program that tries to emulate the way an
expert in a particular subject would take a decision. The system receives data,
either by asking questions or by some other form of monitoring, and
processes this information to produce a decision. Expert systems are expen-
sive to develop, and are not yet able to cope with the wide range of situ-
ations that a human expert could handle. They do, however, have a
surprising range of uses. Read this case study.

CASE STUDY
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ACTIVITY 47

This case study illustrates some of the advantages of an expert system.What
do you think an ‘expert system’ is?

FEEDBACK

The system can be operated by someone without specialist knowledge of the subject. It is quick
and easy to operate and can be used in a situation where a fast decision is necessary. It also
produces authoritative information to back up its decision.

Computer models are capable of astonishing things. They can make faster
(and usually more accurate) decisions than people. Although a model is
expensive to develop, once it is up and running it is much cheaper to use
than a human being with the same degree of skill and experience.
However, a model is only a representation of reality. It cannot, unless told
to do so, take into account all the factors that human beings are aware of.

Think back to the choice of restaurant made by the rational decision-making
model earlier in the section. If you were using this method to make a deci-
sion, you could change the weighting you gave to your various criteria. You
could turn a MUST into a WANT, or add other WANTS to your list. In other
words, you could tinker about with the formula until it came up with an
answer that you were happy with. This fine-tuning would enhance the use
of the model, not invalidate it. However, if the model were computerized,
you would not be able to do this. In the first place, you probably would not
understand the formula. And in the second place, the answer produced by
the computer program would have a certain authority, which you might feel
nervous about challenging. Both these problems are significant. Computer
models allow people to take decisions that they would not be able to take
unaided. Since people have to rely on the model, it can take on a mysterious,
almost magical status. It becomes a ‘black box’. This is the same thing that
can happen to junior staff who do everything ‘by the book’. They have
become afraid to use their common sense. The answer is not to abandon
computerized models, but to keep your faculties about you. Find out the
principles that a computer model uses and be aware of when they do not
coincide with your own perception of reality. At this point, what has been a
‘routine’ decision becomes a ‘tailor-made’ decision. You may be able to work
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out the answer yourself, but if you can’t, seek help from someone with the
necessary knowledge and experience.

Learning summary

If you have a problem, investigate the problem first, this gives you quality
information on which to base a decision.

Don’t get sidetracked into taking decisions which are unnecessary.

Make sure that you should be the person making the decision.

Respond to the level of urgency and importance of a decision.

Try to minimize the risk of taking the wrong decision.

Check whether a decision has had the desired outcome — if not, learn from the
experience.

Use tools such as decision trees and modelling where appropriate.

Into the workplace

You need to:

recognize when there’s a problem to solve rather than just a decision to make
avoid unnecessary decisions

assess the risks associated with a decision

check the implementation of your decisions.



Section 5
Decision-making and
communication

In this final section of the book we explore some of the communication
skills associated with decisions. The section begins by considering how
best to present a decision to other people so that they are clear about the
options available to them.

You will also look at ways in which you can provide guidance to staff who
have to make routine decisions. When you do this effectively, you will find
that your own workload is lighter, because you have to intervene less fre-
quently to explain or to put things right.

Finally, we look at what to consider when announcing decisions to people
who will be affected by them. If you handle this part of the process well,
your decisions are much more likely to gain acceptance.

Communicating information to decision-makers

You will often be asked to do the groundwork on a decision which other
people are actually going to take. This may involve:

B drawing up a list of options
B exploring the pros and cons of various alternatives, and
B making a recommendation.

Alternatively, you may just be asked to gather evidence to support a par-
ticular option. In either situation, you need to present the facts as clearly
and succinctly as possible to the decision-makers.

Remember that the reason why you have been asked to do the preparatory
work on the decision is to save other people’s time. They do not want to
know everything that you have found in the course of your investigations.
Decision-makers want knowledge, backed up by information. They do not
want to have to analyse the data themselves. Use graphs and charts to organ-
ize what you have found out.
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All they want to know is information that is of direct relevance to the deci-
sion. This usually means:

the criteria on which the decision should be taken
a list of options

concrete details of what these options will involve
a logical argument comparing the various options
a recommendation

warning of any risks associated with the chosen option.

It is often possible to summarize most of this information on a chart. You
have probably seen tables such as Table 5.1 in consumer magazines.

Table 5.1 Summary of information

BEST BUY

Magazine racks Acme Star Tokyo 339 Bologna
Princessa

Capacity (no. of mags) 12 10 8
Styling * ok stofok
Price 24.99 29.99 45.99
Weight 1kg 0.5kg 1.5kg
Height 30cm 30cm 35cm
Width 50cm 55cm 60 cm
Depth 12cm 15cm 10cm
Wall-mounted v X v
Durability Gl ook *
Assembly instructions ot ot o

OUR VERDICT: The Acme Star is not pretty, but it makes up for its unexcit-
ing appearance with its strong construction, large capacity and attractive price.

This tells the prospective buyer a great deal of information to help him or her
choose from these three products. Notice that the chart:

B contains precise data (such as the dimensions)

uses v" and X to indicate the presence or absence of a feature
B rates some features using a star system.

The verdict at the bottom sums up the information, makes a recommenda-
tion and warns prospective purchasers of the Acme Star’s main disadvan-
tage — its looks.
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You can use charts that follow the same principles as this one to sum up the
different options in many different kinds of decision.

ACTIVITY 48

Use this framework to prepare a chart comparing three options for a decision
you have made yourself recently. Don’t worry about filling in the details in each
cell of the chart. Concentrate on the criteria you list down the left-hand side
and the method or methods you will use to give relevant information

(v and X, star system, precise data, or some other way).

Show your chart to someone else and ask whether they think it would help
them to make the decision.

Is there anything else they would want to know?

Do they feel that this presentation trivializes the decision?



92 Using Information for Decision-Making

FEEDBACK

There are obviously some types of decisions where this kind of presentation is not appropriate.
These could include situations where the criteria concern ethical matters or are sensitive or
contentious in some other way. However, where practical decisions are to be taken, a chart of this
kind can be extremely effective.

A chart may not give the decision-makers all the information they need.

ACTIVITY 49

Imagine that you are in the position of having several hundred thousand pounds
that you are about to invest in purchasing magazine racks. Look back

at the chart.What other information might you want before making your
decision?

FEEDBACK

You would probably want to see the three products in the flesh — or at the very least have high
quality colour photographs in front of you.

You might also want to ask:

B why these three products were selected for comparison?

B why the criteria were selected?

B on what basis the products were rated against the criteria for styling and durability — in other
words, what tests were done!

You would probably also want some more details about:

B reliability of supply
B any other risks associated with the decision
B any legal or financial implications.

Depending on the significance of the decision, you will have to give a
greater or lesser amount of background information. If you are writing a
report comparing different options, much of this information can be put in
the appendices. This allows you to keep your argument and recommenda-
tions clear and uncluttered, but lets the decision-makers check on any data
they want to be sure of. For example, if you were writing a report compar-
ing the magazine racks, you would mention in the main text that you had
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ACTIVITY 50

subjected the three products to laboratory tests for strength of construction
and summarize your results. Bar charts could be a helpful way to present
these results. In the appendix, you could describe these tests in more detail.

Below is the framework for a report that has been prepared to help decision-
makers assess several options.Where would you put the:

knowledge
information
data?

Title page

Executive summary (a quick synopsis)

Introduction (terms of reference and methodology)

Main report

Conclusions and recommendations

Acknowledgements

References

Glossary

Appendices
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FEEDBACK

Knowledge belongs in the summary, main report and the conclusions and recommendations.

It will also be evident in the introduction, where you outline your methodology.

Information belongs in the main report.

Data belongs in the appendices and also in the glossary.

It is important that decision-makers know the risks they are taking. If you
don’t tell them, you may come in for criticism if something goes wrong later
on. There is no need to cause alarm by thinking up a list of all the possible
disasters that could be associated with the various options. Be sensible and
realistic, but if you do have any reasonable doubts, pass them on. Always
back up what you say with facts and figures.

Company A is a well-established business, with over twenty branches throughout the UK
and a turnover in excess of £9.5 million. Company B is a much smaller and newer
organization.Although several of its products have won international design awards, our
contract would be the first major order that it has handled.

Decision-makers always want to know what will happen next, once they
have made their decision. You must be ready with concrete details of pro-
cedures, schedules and other arrangements. Only include this information
in your report if it is relevant to the decision itself.

Sometimes, you may have to persuade decision-makers that they have to
take a decision. They may not be aware that they have a problem, or that
there is an opportunity that they can exploit. In this situation, you can use the
following format:

Position Tell them what is happening at the moment
Problem Tell them about the problem or opportunity
Possibilities Discuss the options

Proposal Make your recommendation

Don’t forget that in evaluating proposals, decision-makers need to know
some quite basic things, which are all too easily omitted. They are:

What do you propose to do!?
What are the benefits?
When are you going to do it?
How much will it cost?

So far, we have concentrated on situations where you are asked to make an
objective comparison of several options. This is not always the case. You
may be asked to prepare a proposal promoting a particular option. Here,
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you don’t have to tell the decision-makers about all the disadvantages of
the option you want them to take. You must, however, have thought about
these potential problems and be ready to suggest solutions if somebody
else brings them up.

You often have to make a difficult judgement here. If you are pretty certain
that someone is going to see a particular feature of your option as a major
disadvantage, then you should face it head on and, if you can, explain why
this isn’t the case. On the other hand, if you think that no one is going to
notice a potential difficulty, you may decide not to draw people’s attention to
it. Caveat emptor — let the buyer beware. If you keep quiet, you must be sure
that you are not breaking any legal requirements or falling short of your orga-
nization’s ethical standards.

Occasionally, you may find that the option you are promoting simply
doesn’t match up to the specifications that the client requires. If this is the case,
it is usually best to admit it and retire gracefully. If you don’t, you will be let-
ting yourself in for a lot of trouble if your option is chosen. By being open
about the fact that your option is not viable in the present circumstances, you
may lose out in the short term, but the client’s respect for your fairness and
integrity will rise immeasurably. When a suitable opportunity arises, the
client is very likely to contact you again.

Setting up systems for routine decisions

In section three of the workbook we looked at the difference between
tailor-made and routine decisions. A tailor-made decision is one in which
you are more likely to make a full comparison between the various options.
A routine decision is one where you go for a quick, ready-made answer.
We will now consider some ways in which you can provide those answers,
so that other people can take routine decisions on your behalf.

One approach is to tell people the underlying principles or rules they should
remember when making the decision:

B Non-members are not allowed in the Members’ Lounge.

B Never leave a delivery on the doorstep. It can be stolen and may compromise
household security.

B ‘Flexibility, quality and reliability’.

B The management cannot be held responsible for damage to customers’
belongings which are left on the premises.

B Our mission is to provide customer care of the highest standard.

B No admission after 4 pm.
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There is a mixture of different statements in this list. Some express the mis-
sion or the policy of the organization. Others describe regulations or secu-
rity procedures. The thing that they all have in common is that they all need
to be interpreted by the person who is taking the decision.

Let’s look at one of the mission statements. Suppose that:
Our mission is to provide customer care of the highest standard

is printed on the letterhead of a builders” merchant. A customer telephones
during the lunch hour, when all the senior staff are off the premises, and
asks a junior sales assistant to arrange the immediate free delivery of one
bag of sand. What is the assistant to do? The request seems unreasonable
to the assistant, but the mission statement suggests that he should agree to
it. He obviously needs more detailed guidance than this.

Another of the statements seems to offer more help to the person who has to
take a decision:

Never leave a delivery on the doorstep. It can be stolen and may compromise
household security.

But does this mean that it’s all right to leave a delivery in the front garden,
as long as it can’t be seen from the road? And what is the delivery person
supposed to do if nobody answers the door?

The less experience the people who are taking routine decisions have, the
more guidance you need to give them. It is sometimes necessary to give step-
by-step instructions. Here is a set of instructions that a company gave to people
it employed on a casual basis to deliver directories to household addresses:

Never leave a directory in a place where it can be seen from the
road or by someone approaching the house.

Try to hand the directory to the householder and get a signature on your

white form.

If this is not possible, leave it with a neighbour and get a signature on your

white form.

If this is not possible, find a dry, safe place to hide the directory, such as in a
porch or shed, and put a pink slip through the door saying where you have
hidden the directory. Initial the white form yourself.

If this is not possible, put a pre-printed blue slip through the door, asking the

householder to telephone the office to arrange a time when he/she will be in to

accept delivery of the directory. Write X on the white form.

This leaves very little room for doubt.
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FLOWCHARTS

When a sequence of decisions has to be taken, it can be helpful to draw up

a flowchart as shown in Figure 5.1.

Figure 5.1

CHECKLISTS

Does anyone
answer the door?

Can you leave
directory with
neighbour?

Can you leave
directory in a safe,
dry place?

No

v

Put blue slip through
door. Write X on
white form

A flow chart example

Yes —P

Hand over directory
and get signature on
white form

Yes —P

Hand over directory
and get signature on
white form

Yes —P

Hide directory and put
pink slip through door
saying where it is.
Initial white form

Another way to clarify decisions is to prepare a checklist. This is a useful
format if there are a lot of things that must be verified before a decision can

be taken.

Check these points before passing an invoice for payment:

O 0 od oo d

amount matches purchase order

signature of budget-holder present
invoice is coded
invoice is dated.

name of payee matches purchase order

work description matches purchase order
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ACTIVITY 51

Prepare a checklist that will help people in your team to decide whether
a piece of work is acceptable. (Think of something that they have to make
judgements about on a fairly regular basis.)

FEEDBACK

The content of your checklist will obviously depend on the type of work you were thinking of.

Check the points you listed and make sure that it’s absolutely clear whether you are saying that

this feature ought to be present or ought not to be present in the work people are assessing.

You may have been slightly uncertain about how much to put in your
checklist. You must cover all the important points, but should not insult
people by stating the obvious, or take up their time unnecessarily. A good
checklist is a helpful aide-mémoire, not an irritation.

Telling people about your decisions

When you have made a decision, you have to tell the people who will be
affected by it. If the decision is good news, you will not find this difficult to
do. However, if your listeners will not welcome your decision, you need to
give some more thought to how you will communicate it.

Give the decision and explain briefly why it was necessary to take it. Use
clear, direct language so that there can be no doubt at all about what you are
saying. Do not get into a discussion about the decision itself. If people think
that they can persuade you to change your mind, they will try to do it. If you
are announcing a decision made by a senior colleague in the organization,
you must act as though you support it, even if you don’t personally agree
with it. It is unprofessional to show your doubts in a situation like this, and
will not help the people who are affected.

As the bearer of bad news, don’t be surprised if you receive an unpleasant or
even aggressive reaction. People can behave uncharacteristically if they are
shocked, disappointed or concerned about their own future. They may attack
you verbally, but try not to take this personally.
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Think about when and where you will announce the decision. If it will have
a particular impact on one member of staff, tell him or her privately. If it
affects a whole group in a similar way, tell them together. If a department will
be affected in different ways, try to tell the winners and losers separately, so
they can express their elation or disappointment properly.

Always try to look forwards, not backwards. As soon as you can, get people
to focus on the future. If the decision has very serious consequences, people
may need a little time to absorb it before they are ready to think through the
implications. When they are ready, allow an opportunity for them to ask all
the questions they need to ask — and be ready with the answers.

Sometimes you need to sell a decision to the people who will be affected by
it. You need to persuade them that what appears to be an unwelcome and
problematic change is in fact an exciting opportunity. It is obviously both
futile and patronizing to try this tactic in a situation where the decision really
is bad news, such as redundancy or closure. However, there are many situa-
tions that can be viewed from more than one perspective. Try to get people
to imagine what it will be like for them when the decision comes into force.

| had to tell another department that they were amalgamating with my own
department. | knew that they would be very concerned about the future, as there had
been a lot of rivalry between the two departments in the past.As soon as possible, |
arranged a buffet lunch in the office, so that the two sets of people could begin to get to
know each other. It was important that they began to think of each other as individuals,
not ‘that lot down the corridor’.

ACTIVITY 52

If you were announcing the relocation of your department to a new building
twenty miles away, what could you do to help people imagine what the future
will be like?
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FEEDBACK

You could:

B take staff on a visit to the new building

B show them floor plans of the new offices and ask them to participate in planning their new
workspace

B draw attention to any benefits of the new site, such as parking spaces and local leisure or
shopping facilities

B reassure them about travel arrangements.

SHOWING YOUR HAND

In many situations, people know that a decision is about to be made. If they
have put in a proposal, applied for promotion or helped in negotiations with
another organization, they will be waiting to hear the outcome. However,
some decisions can come as a complete surprise to the people affected. You
have to consider whether or not to warn them of what may happen.

On the first day of term, the Principal called all the lecturers together and said that
there were going to have to be some cuts at the end of the academic year.They had
to make savings of about £150 000 and this meant that one department, or section
of a department, would have to go.They hadn’t decided which department this would
be, but would let us know as soon as possible. | suppose they told us to soften us up,
so that the news wouldn’t be such a shock when it came. Everyone felt pretty
devastated. We all assumed it would be our own department, and started thinking
about early retirement or finding another job. All enthusiasm about the term ahead
went out the window.

In this situation, the effects of warning staff about the impending decision were entirely
negative.The lecturers felt that there was nothing they could do to affect the decision
and that they were only being told to weaken their resistance when the blow finally fell.

ACTIVITY 53

Can you think of any situations in which you should tell staff about an impend-
ing decision that will affect them!?



Decision-making and communication 101

FEEDBACK

The four main reasons for telling people about an impending decision are:

B if they can contribute towards the decision-making process, either by supplying information or
advising on the criteria that should be used:
‘l had to decide whether to ask our in-house graphic designers to do a particular job or put it
out to freelancers. It was impossible to make this decision without discussing the matter with
the Head of Design. | asked her to work out the costs of completing the job in-house.

B if they can contribute positively to the situation that makes the decision necessary:
‘| knew that we would have to make redundancies if we didn’t reduce our costs. | spoke to the
workforce and explained the situation. | put forward some definite ideas on how they could
alter their work habits to save the organization money. Because they appreciated the
seriousness of the situation, they were ready to comply with my instructions.

B if there are legal reasons to keep them informed:
‘l was considering dismissing an employee who had been off-hand with customers on more
than one occasion. | had to follow the organization’s disciplinary procedure and discuss the
situation with the person concerned, giving him a formal warning. If | hadn’t done this, we
could have been sued for wrongful dismissal’

B if there are ethical reasons to keep them informed:
‘| knew that one of my most valued colleagues was considering taking on a big mortgage on a
house that needed a lot of repair work. | also knew that senior management were seriously
considering relocating to another area of the country.This was very difficult, because the
information about the possible relocation was confidential, but | knew that if my colleague
took on the mortgage and the firm decided to relocate, he would be in an impossible
situation. | spoke to my own manager about the problem. In the circumstances, he agreed to
bring forward the announcement that senior management were thinking about relocation.

You can’t always warn people of decisions that will affect them. There may
be commercial reasons why you have to remain silent. Or you may consider
that the damage done to the general morale outweighs any advantages to
individuals or the organization. Telling people that you are about to take a
decision also allows them to mount a campaign to influence the outcome.

ACTIVITY 54

Think of a decision you will have to make soon that will affect other people.
List the reasons for and against discussing the decision before you take it with
the people who will be affected by it.

For Against
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Will you tell them about the decision in advance? How will you tell them?

FEEDBACK

Make sure that the benefits that will arise from discussing (or not discussing) the decision in
advance really outweigh the disadvantages.

Learning summary

B When you are asked to do the groundwork for a decision it usually means
gathering information which includes:

the criteria on which the decision should be taken

a list of options

concrete details of what these options will involve

a logical argument comparing the various options

O O O O O

a recommendation
O warning of any risks associated with the chosen option.
B Prepare guidance to help your team make routine decisions.
B You may need to be sensitive in the way you tell people about decisions.

Into the workplace

You need to:

B use appropriate methods to present information to decision-makers
provide effective guidance to people taking routine decisions
B inform people of your decisions.
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Wilson, T.D. (2002) ‘The nonsense of ‘knowledge management’ Informa-
tion Research, (1), paper no. 144 (Available at http:// InformationR.net/ir/
8-1/paperl44.html)
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