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INDIVIDUAL AND GROUP DECISION MAKING

Individual Decision Making

I

ndividuals in organizations make decisions. That is, they make choices from among two or more alternatives. Top managers, for instance, determine their organization’s goals, what products or services to offer, how best to organize corporate headquarters, or where to locate a new manufacturing plant. Middle- and lower-level managers determine production schedules, select new employees, and decide how pay raises are to be allocated. Of course, making decisions is not the sole province of managers. Non-managerial employees also make decisions that affect their jobs and the organizations they work for. The more obvious of these decisions might include whether to come to work or not on any given day, how much effort to put forward once at work, and whether to comply with a request made by the boss. Additionally, an increasing number of organizations in recent years have been empowering their non-managerial employees with job-related decision-making authority that historically was reserved for managers alone. Individual decision making, therefore, is an important part or organizational behavior.

So every individual in every organization regularly engages in decision making: that is, they make choices from among two or more alternatives. Undoubtedly, many of these choices are almost reflex actions, undertaken with little conscious thought. The boss asks you to complete a certain report by the end of the day and you comply, assuming the request is reasonable. In such instances, choices are still being made though they don’t require much contemplation. But when individuals confront new or important decisions, they can be expected to reason them out thoughtfully. Alternatives will be developed. Pros and cons will be weighed. The result is that what people do on their jobs is influenced by their decision processes.

Group Decision Making

We know that, today, many decisions in organizations are made by groups or committees. The communicative interaction in a group decision can either increase or decrease the quality of the decision over that made by an individual alone. We now look into the advantages and disadvantages of group decisions in contrast to individual decisions.

Advantages
Individual and group decisions each have their own set of strengths. Neither is ideal for all situations. The following list identifies the major advantages that groups offer over individuals in the making of decisions:
1. More complete information and knowledge. Two hands are better than one. There is more information in a group than typically resides with one individual. So groups can provide more diverse input into the decision.

2. Increased diversity of views. In addition to more input, groups can bring heterogeneity to the decision process. This opens up the opportunity for more approaches and alternatives to be considered.

3. Increases acceptance of a solution. Many decisions fail after the final choice has been made because people do not accept the solution. However, if people who will be affected by a decision and who will be instrumental in implementing it are able to participate in the decision itself, they will be more likely to accept it and encourage others to accept it. Participation in the process increases the commitment and motivation of those who will carry out the decision. Since members are reluctant to fight or undermine a decision they helped to develop, group decisions increase acceptance of the final solution and facilitate its implementation.

4. Increases legitimacy. Most societies foster democratic methods. The group decision-making process is consistent with democratic ideals and, therefore, may be perceived as more legitimate in democratic societies than decisions made by a single person. When an individual decision maker fails to consult with others before making a decision, the fact that the decision maker has complete power can create the perception that the decision was made autocratically and arbitrarily.

Disadvantages
Of course, group decisions are not without drawbacks. The following lists the major disadvantages to group decision-making:
1. Time consuming. It takes time to assemble a group. The interaction that takes place once the group is in place is frequently inefficient. The result is that groups take more time to reach a solution than would be the case if an individual were making the decision.

2. Pressures to conform. There are social pressures in groups. The desire by group members to be accepted and considered as an asset to the group can result in squashing any overt disagreement, thus encouraging conformity among viewpoints.

3. Ambiguous responsibility. Group members share responsibility, but who is actually responsible for the final outcome? In an individual decision, it is clear who is responsible. In a group decision, the responsibility of any single member is watered down and less clearly defined. 

4. Domination by the few. Group discussion can be dominated by one or a few members. If this dominant coalition is composed of low-and medium-ability members, the group’s overall effectiveness will suffer.

Groupthink and Groupshift
Two by-products of group decision-making have received a considerable amount of attention by researchers. These two phenomena have the potential to affect the group’s ability to appraise alternatives objectively and arrive at quality decision solutions.
The first phenomenon, called groupthink, is related to norms. IT describes situations in which group pressures for conformity deter the group from critically appraising unusual, minority, or unpopular views. Groupthink is a disease that attacks many groups and can dramatically hinder their performance. The second phenomenon we review is called groupshift. It indicates that in discussing a given set of alternatives and arriving at a solution, group members tend to exaggerate the initial positions they hold. In some situations, caution dominates, and there is a conservative shift. More often, however, the evidence indicates that groups tend toward a risky shift.
Groupthink

Groupthink is an agreement-at-any-cost mentality that results in ineffective group decision making. It occurs when groups are highly cohesive, have highly directive leaders, are insulated so they have no clear ways to get objective information, and, because they lack outside information, have little hope that a better solution might be found than the one proposed by the leader or other influential group members.  These conditions foster the illusion that the group is invulnerable, right, and more moral than outsiders. They also encourage the development of self-appointed “mind guards” who bring pressure on dissenters. In such situations, decisions, often important decisions, are made without consideration of alternative frames or alternative options. It is difficult to imagine conditions more conducive to poor decision making and wrong decisions.

Recent research indicates that groupthink may also result when group members have preconceived ideas about how a problem should be solved. Under these conditions the team may not examine a full range of decision alternatives or they may discount or avoid information that threatens the team’s preconceived choice.

Irving Janice, who coined the term groupthink, focused his research on high-level governmental policy groups faced with difficult problems in complex and dynamic environments. The groupthink phenomenon has been used to explain numerous group decisions that have resulted in serious fiascoes. Of course, group decision making is quite common in all types of organizations, so it is possible that groupthink exists in private-sector organizations as well as in those in the public sector.

Groupshift

In comparing group decisions with the individual decisions of members within the group, evidence suggests that there are differences. In some cases, the group decisions are more conservative than the individual decisions. More often, the shift is toward greater risk.

What appears to happen in groups is that the discussion leads to a significant shift in the positions of members toward a more extreme positioning the direction toward which they were already leaning before the discussion. So conservative types become more cautious and the more aggressive types take on more risk. The group discussion tends to exaggerate the initial position of the group.

The groupshift can be viewed as actually a special case of groupthink. The decision of the group reflects the dominant decision making norm that develops during the group’s discussion. Whether the shift in the group’s decision is toward greater caution or more risk depends on the dominant prediscussion norm.

The greater occurrence of the shift toward the risk has generated several explanations for the phenomenon. It has been argued, for instance, that the discussion creates familiarization among the members. As they become more comfortable with each other, they also become more bold and daring. Another argument is that our society values risk, we admire individuals who are willing to take risks, and group discussion motivates members to show they are at least as willing as their peers to take risks. The most plausible explanation of the shift toward risk, however, seems to be that the group diffuses responsibility. Groups decision free any single member from accountability for the group’s final choice. Greater risk can be taken because even if the decision fails, no one member can be held wholly responsible.

The Abilene Paradox
The Abilene paradox is a paradox in which a group of people collectively decide on a course of action that is counter to the preferences of any of the individuals in the group. It involves a common breakdown of group communication in which each member mistakenly believes that their own preferences are counter to the group's and do not raise objections.

It was observed by management expert Jerry B. Harvey in his article The Abilene Paradox and other Meditations on Management. The name of the phenomenon comes from an anecdote in the article which Harvey uses to elucidate the paradox:
July Sunday afternoons in Coleman, Texas (pop 5,607) are not exactly winter holidays. This one was particularly hot - 104 degrees as measured by the Walgreen's Rexall Ex-Lax Temperature Gauge located under the tin awning that covered a rather substantial "screened-in" back porch. In addition, the wind was blowing the fine-grained West Texas topsoil through the house. The windows were closed, but dust filtered through what were apparently cavernous but invisible openings in the walls.

"How could dust blow through closed windows and solid walls?" one might ask. Such questions betray more of the provincialism of the reader than the writer. Anyone who has ever lived in West Texas wouldn't bother to ask. Just let it be said that the wind can do a lot of things with topsoil when more than thirty days have passed without rain.

But the afternoon was still tolerable - even potentially enjoyable. A water-cooled fan provided adequate relief from the heat as long as one didn't stray too far from it, and we didn't. In addition, there was cold lemonade for sipping. One might have preferred stronger stuff, but Coleman was "dry" in more ways than one; and so were my in-laws, at least until someone got sick. Then a teaspoon or two for medicinal purposes might be legitimately considered. But this particular Sunday no one was ill, and anyway, lemonade seemed to offer the necessary cooling properties we sought.

And finally there was entertainment. Dominoes. Perfect for the conditions. The game required little more physical exertion than an occasional mumbled comment, "shuffle ‘em" and an unhurried movement of the arm to place the spots in the appropriate perspective on the table. It also required somebody to mark the score; but that responsibility was shifted at the conclusion of each hand so the task, though onerous, was in no way debilitating. In short, dominoes was diversion, but pleasant diversion.
So, all in all it was an agreeable - even exciting - Sunday afternoon in Coleman, if, to quote a contemporary radio commercial, "you are easily excited." That is, it was until my father-in-law looked up from the table and said with apparent enthusiasm, "Let's get in the car and go to Abilene and have dinner at the cafeteria." 

To put it mildly, his suggestion caught me unprepared. You might even say it woke me up. I began to turn it over in my mind. "Go to Abilene? Fifty-three miles? In this dust storm. We'll have to drive with the lights on even though it's the middle of the afternoon. And the heat. It's bad enough here in front of the fan, but in an un-air conditioned 1958 Buick it will be brutal. And eat at the cafeteria? Some cafeterias may be okay, but the one in Abilene conjures up dark memories of the enlisted men's field mess."

But before I could clarify and organize my thoughts even to articulate them, Beth, my wife, chimed in with, "sounds like a great idea. I would like to go. How about you Jerry?" Well since my own preferences were obviously out of step with the rest, I decided not to impede the party's progress and replied, "sounds good to me," and added, "I just hope your mother wants to go."

"Of course I want to go," my mother-in-law replied, "I haven't been to Abilene for a long time. What makes you think I wouldn't want to go?"

So into the car and to Abilene we went. My predictions were fulfilled. The heat was brutal. We were coated with a fine layer of West Texas dust, which was cemented with perspiration by the time we arrived; and the food at the cafeteria provided first-rate material for Alka-Seltzer commercials.
Some four hours and 106 miles later we returned to Coleman, Texas, tired and exhausted. We sat in front of the fan for a long time in silence. Then both to be sociable and also to break the rather oppressive silence, I said, "It was a great trip, wasn't it?"

No one spoke.

Finally, my mother-in-law said, with some slight note of irritation, "Well to tell you the truth, I really didn't enjoy it much and would rather have stayed here. I just went along because the three of you were so enthusiastic about going. I would have gone if you all hadn't pressured me into it."

I couldn't believe it. "What do you mean ‘you all?'", I said. "Don't put me in the ‘you all' group. I was delighted to be doing what we were doing. I didn't want to go. I only went to satisfy the rest of you characters. You are the culprits."

Beth looked shocked. "Don't call me a culprit. You and Daddy and Mamma were the ones who wanted to go. I just went along to be sociable and to keep you happy. I would have had to be crazy to want to go out in heat like that, You don't think I'm that crazy do you?"

Before I had the opportunity to fall into that obvious trap, her father entered the conversation again with some abruptness. He spoke only one word, but did it in the quite simple, straightforward vernacular that a lifelong Texan and particularly a Colemanite can approximate. That word was "H-E-L-L."
Since he seldom resorted to profanity, he immediately caught our attention. Then, he proceeded to explain on what was already an absolutely clear thought with, "listen, I never wanted to go to Abilene. I was sort of making conversation. I just thought you might have been bored, and I felt I ought to say something. I didn't want you and Jerry to have a bad time when you visit. You visit so seldom I wanted to be sure you enjoy it. And I knew Mama would be upset if you all didn't have a good time. Personally, I would have preferred to play another game of dominoes and eaten the leftovers in the ice box."

After the initial outburst of recrimination we all sat back in silence. Here we were, four reasonable sensible people who, on our own volition's, had just taken a 106-mile trip across a Godforsaken desert in furnace like temperatures through a cloud like dust storm to eat unpalatable food at a hole-in-the-wall cafeteria in Abilene, Texas, when none of us really wanted to go, In fact, to be more accurate, we'd done just the opposite of what we wanted to do. The whole situation seemed paradoxical. It simply didn't make sense.

At least it didn't make sense at that time. But since that fateful summer day in Coleman, I have observed, consulted with and been a part of more than one organization that has been caught in the same situation. As a result, it has either taken a side-trip, and occasionally, a terminal journey to Abilene when Dallas or Muleshoe or Houston or Tokyo was where it really wanted to go. And for most of those organizations, the destructive consequences of such trips, measured both in terms of human misery and economic loss, have been much greater than for the Abilene group.

The phenomenon may be a form of groupthink. It is easily explained by social psychology theories of social conformity and social cognition which suggest that human beings are often very averse to acting contrary to the trend of the group. Likewise, it can be observed in psychology that indirect cues and hidden motives often lie behind peoples' statements and acts, frequently because social disincentives discourage individuals from openly voicing their feelings or pursuing their

The theory is often used to help explain extremely poor business decisions, especially notions of the superiority of "rule by committee." A technique mentioned in the study and/or training of management, as well as practical guidance by consultants, is that group members, when the time comes for a group to make decisions, should ask each other, "Are we going to Abilene?" to determine whether their decision is legitimately desired by the group's members or merely a result of this kind of groupthink.
Abilene Paradox is related to the concept of groupthink in that both theories appear to explain the observed behavior of groups in social contexts. The root of the theory is that groups have just as many problems managing their agreements as they do their disagreements. This observation rings true among many researchers in the Social sciences and tends to reinforce other theories of individual and group

What’s Behind The Paradox? 
It is the lack of logic that characterizes a paradox. 

While it might look like conflict, the blaming, defensiveness, and other behaviors that result from a bad decision – like the trip to Abilene – are really the signs of mismanaged agreement. But truly it is not about conflict; instead the issue is “mismanaged agreement”. 

Mismanaged agreement is the FAILURE to do what is needed to ensure that people are in agreement for the RIGHT reasons. The following are the reasons for this occurrence:
Action Anxiety
Common occurrence when we are asked to place our thoughts and opinions at risk in front of a group of our peers or supervisors.

Negative Fantasy
Perceived risk happens to all of us – we tend to see the potential downsides – because they entail risk – more so than the potential benefits of speaking out. 

Perceived Risk 

Must always be weighed – both the risk and the risk of inaction; our unwillingness to take risks may well bring about the negative consequences we so fear. 

Fear of Separation
Constant for all people; we enjoy groups, and worry about being excluded from them. 

Confusion of Risk and Certainty
Difficult to avoid; what we imagine will go wrong if we say what’s in our heart becomes more real to us than the far more likely disaster that will result from going along with the crowd. 
Remaining silent and going along with the group usually has consequences too, sometimes bigger ones than any form of action might hold. One consequence of not speaking out includes lowered self-esteem – a personal risk added to the professional risk of a bad decision. 

Preventative Measures 

While it is always possible to turn the car around and head home, it is much easier to avoid taking the trip in the first place! 

How To Break The Cycle

· Manage communication by establishing debate 

· Assign fact checkers 

· Be a devil’s advocate 

· Encourage organizational graffiti 

· Managing the organizational context can enhance power and reduce risk 

· The creation of the right kind of climate is essential!

When To Break The Cycle 

· Before meetings / while preparing for discussions 

· During meetings or discussions 

· After decisions have been made (before you arrive in Abilene) 

Ways To Skip The Trip 

Before Meetings 

· Invite the right people – with knowledge, experience and a stake in the result. 

· Plan enough time for discussion. 

· Clearly state the decision to be made and results to be accomplished. 

· Organize available data and information. 

· Develop options and evaluate impacts. 

During Meetings

· Set a climate of openness and participation; give fair consideration to all options. 

· Check assumptions. Ask “what happens if we don’t?” 

· Review risks and benefits. Estimate the probabilities. 

· What options are there to achieve the objective? 

· What else could be creating this problem? 

· How confident are we in our data? 

· What are the chances for success if we pursue this direction? 

· Establish checkpoints. 

· If we’re wrong, is the situation recoverable? 

After A Decision Has Been Made

· If you have reason to think an error in the decision has been made, you can check the status regularly. 

· Ask yourself if the risk is greater to raise concerns and “skip the trip” or to let a poor decision stand. 

· You can request assumptions be repeatedly checked.

What You Can Do… 

· Keep negative fantasies and perceived risk under check. Consider the benefits of speaking out. 

· Diplomatically confront decisions moving in the wrong direction, based on your knowledge and experience. 

· Be prepared with backup information and good questions. 

Group Decision Making Techniques

The most common form of group decision making takes place in face-to-face interacting groups. But as our discussion of groupthink demonstrated, interacting groups often censor themselves and pressure individual members toward conformity of opinion. Various techniques have been proposed as ways to reduce many of the problems inherent in the traditional interacting group. These are discussed in this section.

Brainstorming

Brainstorming is meant to overcome pressures for conformity in the interacting group that hold back the development of creative alternatives. It does this by utilizing an dea generation process that specifically encourages any and all alternatives while withholding any criticism of those alternatives.

In a typical brainstorming session, a half dozen to a dozen people sit around a table. The group leader states the problem in a clear manner so it is understood by all participants. Members then free-wheel as many alternatives as they can in a given length of time. No criticism is allowed, and all the alternatives are recorded for later discussion and analysis. That one idea stimulates others and that judgments of even the most bizarre suggestions are withheld until later encourages group members to “think the unusual.”

Brainstorming, however, is merely a process for generating ideas. The other techniques go further by offering methods of actually arriving at a preferred situation.

Nominal Group Technique 

The nominal group technique restricts discussion or interpersonal communication during the decision making process, hence the term nominal. Group members are all physically present, as in a traditional committee meeting, but members operate independently. Specifically, a problem is presented and then the following steps take place:

1. Members meet as a group but, before any discussion takes place, each member independently writes down his or her ideas on the problem.

2. This silent period is followed by each member presenting one idea to the group. Each member takes his or her turn, going around the table, presenting a single idea until all ideas have been presented and recorded (typically on a flip chart, whiteboard or chalkboard). No discussion takes place until all ideas have been recorded.

3. The group now discusses the ideas for clarity and evaluates them.

4. Each group member silently and independently rank-orders the ideas. The final decision is determined by the idea with the highest aggregate ranking.

The chief advantage of the nominal group technique is that it permits the group to meet formally but does not restrict independent thinking, as does the interacting group.

Delphi Technique

A more complex and time-consuming alternative is the Delphi technique. It is similar to the nominal group technique except it does not require the physical presence of the group’s members. In fact, the Delphi technique never allows the group’s members to meet fact to face. The following steps characterize the Delphi technique.

1. The problem is identified and members are asked to provide potential solutions through a series of carefully designed questionnaires.

2. Each member anonymously and independently completes the first questionnaire.

3. Results of the first questionnaire are compiled at a central location, transcribed and reproduced.

4. Each member receives a copy of the results.

5. After viewing the results, members are again asked for their solutions. The results typically trigger new solutions or cause changes in the original position.

6. Steps 4 and 5 are repeated as often as necessary until consensus is reached.

Like the nominal group technique, the Delphi technique insulates group members from the undue influence of others. Because it does not require the physical presence of the participants, the Delphi technique can be used for decision making among geographically scattered groups. Of course, the Delphi technique has its drawbacks. Because the method is extremely time consuming, it is frequently not applicable where a speedy decision is necessary. Additionally, the method may not develop the rich array of alternatives as the interacting or nominal group technique does. Ideas that might surface from the heat of face-to-face interaction may never arise.

Electronic Meetings

The most recent approach to group decision making blends the nominal group technique with sophisticated computer technology. It is called the electronic meeting.

Once the technology is in place, the concept is simple. Up to 50 people sit around a horseshoe-shaped table, empty except for a series of computer terminals. Issues are presented to participants and they type their responses onto their computer screen. Individual comments, as well as aggregate votes, are displayed on a projection in the room.

The major advantages of electronic meetings are anonymity, honesty, and speed. Participants can anonymously type any message they want and it flashes on the screen for all to see at a push of a participant’s board key. It also allows people to brutally honest without penalty. And it is fast because chitchat is eliminated, discussions do not digress, and many participants can “talk” at once without stepping on one another’s toes.

Experts claim that electronic meetings are as much as 55% faster than traditional face-to-face meetings. Yet there are drawbacks to this technique. Those who can type fast can outshine those who are verbally eloquent but poor typists; those with the best ideas do not get credit for them; and the process lacks the information richness of face-to-face oral communication.

Devil’s Advocacy Approach

The last two techniques were developed to deal with complex, strategic decisions. Both techniques encourage intense, heated debate among group members. A recent study found that disagreement in structured settings like meetings can lead to better decision making. Disagreement is particularly useful for organizations operating in uncertain environments.

The devil’s advocacy approach appoints an individual or subgroup to critique a proposed course of action. One or more individuals are assigned the role of devil’s advocate to make sure that the negative aspects of any attractive decision alternatives are considered. The usefulness of the devil’s advocate technique was demonstrated several years ago by Irving Janis in his discussion of famous fiascoes attributed to groupthink. Janis recommends that everyone in the group assume the role of devil’s advocate and question the assumptions underlying the popular choice. An individual or subgroup can be formally designated as the devil’s advocate to present critiques of the proposed decision. Using this technique avoids the tendency of groups to allow their desire to agree to interfere with decision making. Potential pitfalls are identified and considered before the decision is final.

Dialectical Inquiry

With dialectical inquiry, a decision situation is approached from two opposite points; advocates of the conflicting views conduct a debate, presenting arguments in support of their position. Each decision possibility is developed and assumptions are identified. The technique forces the group to confront the implications of their assumptions in the decision process.

Questions:

1. What is groupthink? What is its effect on decision making quality?

2. Have you ever experienced the Abilene Paradox? If yes, kindly relate what happened and what you did about it.

3. Do you prefer to solve problems in groups or by yourself? Why?

4. Describe a situation you have encountered where a decision made by an individual would have been better made by a group. Why do you feel this way?

5. Which do you think is the best group decision making technique? Defend your answer.

6. Have you ever participated in a brainstorming session? What were you brainstorming about? What was the result of the brainstorming session? Kindly relate the story.
Module
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