
Making Tough Decisions 
 
John F. Kennedy was once asked how he, as leader of the Free World, coped with the 
pressures of decision making, to which he responded that he is realistic in his 
expectations that, “when making a decision the best you can hope for is a choice 
between almost right and probably wrong” While typical in its humor and self-
depreciation for which the President was loved, it was also profoundly insightful and 
perhaps not all that incorrect. No doubt there are many business leaders who feel as if 
the odds as equally in favor of error. So the question is, when tough decisions need to 
be made, is there a process we can undergo to assist us in recognizing the dynamics of 
the circumstances and the possible ramifications of our decision? 
 
There are in fact five strategies for decision making that can be reviewed in order to 
select the process for decision making that best suits the specific set of circumstances 
within which the decision needs to be taken. Selecting the process is a function of the 
following three factors: 
 

1. Who is Involved – you need to ask yourself who cares about this decision and 
who is affected by the decision. By doing this you will understand who you need 
to involve or risk alienating. 

2. Who has the expertise – you need to consider who within the organization 
possess the information you need to become properly educated on the issues 
involved in the issue upon which you are deciding. You need to determine 
whether these same forces are stakeholders in the outcome of the decision and 
what this fact may do to the integrity of the information you are being provided. 

3. Who you need – with most decisions you will find that you require the 
cooperation, influence or authority of others in order to back the decision with the 
elements necessary to actually implement. By deciding who you need, you can 
gain insight into the dynamics of the decision. 

 
With these three factors understood, it is possible to explore the five strategies, of which 
one is most likely appropriate for application in the decision making processes you 
employ. 
 

1. You Can Impose a Decision – sometimes the need for a decision come from 
external forces such as shareholders or competitors, and as such limit the 
options available. Under these circumstances, there may be a need to impose 
the decision (very much as it is being imposed on you). You can do so either by 
making it clear that this is not your decision (and that you are merely doing what 
you have to do) or you can adopt the decision as your own. The choice is a 
function of the internal dynamics of your business and the balance of interests 
placed at risk by the decision. 

2. You Can Consult Others to Arrive at a Decision – consulting with others is really 
an invitation for them to influence the process. You do not need to accept their 
advice, but you do need to take into consideration the new dynamics of the 
process once you allow others to participate. As participants they may develop a 
perceived stake in the outcome, meaning that they could graduate from advisors 
to interested parties. Requesting advice from individuals allows you to share 
responsibility for the decisions taken (although not ultimate responsibility). All you 
have to weigh is the cost versus the advantages. 



3. You Can Relinquish Control and Allow Someone Else to Decide – there are 
times when the third party you select is an internal player or group of players 
(such as a committee) that you select either to spread the responsibility over 
many or because the necessary decision will be better received coming from the 
third party as opposed to from you. Other times you may elect to bring in an 
external party to make the decision (or announce it) because you feel that the 
outside party will have added credibility, be able to deflect some of the heat, or 
garner more support. When you relinquish authority over a decision you either 
have to be prepared for a decision you might not have made (and in fact do not 
prefer) and measure the possibility of this occurring against how events might 
transpire if you are the source of the decision. 

4. You Can Permit a Vote to Reach a Decision – if you have a number of good 
options and there is not a specific decision you require one way to garner a great 
deal of support and efficiency is to allow a vote. By permitting a broader base of 
employees to engage in part of the process you are empowering them and giving 
them a sense of ownership in the decision reached. 

5. You Can Use Consensus to Reach a Decision – if there are circumstances in 
which the agreement of all the influencers is essential then the best tactic to 
deploy is consensus, which is basically the conducting of discussions until all 
parties agree. This is a complex tactic that opens you up to the politics of your 
organization. For this reason (and others) it should only be used when absolutely 
necessary. 

 
Making decisions is part of business and for those who seek leadership roles there is no 
better way of demonstrating leadership than making decisions and accepting 
responsibility for the consequences they create. The use of tactics to assist in the arrival 
at decisions is helpful, but in the end, no tactic can make the top a less lonely place.  
 


