Making Decisions, A Logical Process

A systematic approach to decision-making can be very helpful.  Try to follow these guidelines in making a decision.

1. Define the decision to be made, and determine what alternatives are open to you.

2. Obtain sufficient information about each alternative so that you can make a knowledgeable decision.

3. Evaluate the alternatives in terms of the information received and then choose the one that is best for you.

4. Make a plan to put your decision into effect, and follow through with your plan.

As you go through this process, be aware of the potential pitfalls described below, and deal with them as they appear.

Pitfalls in the Decision-Making Process

There are several kinds of pitfalls that you may encounter as you make decisions in your life.  If you find yourself having problems making a decision, ask yourself the following questions.  They may help you to identify the sources of difficulty.

1. Are you motivated to make the decision?  You have to want to make the decision.  It should not be imposed by someone else.  If not, perhaps you should reevaluate whether you really should be making this decision.

2. Are you creating obstacles for yourself?  Are you approaching the decision with a negative attitude?  Do you fear making a wrong decision so much that you won’t do anything?  Are you stereotyping yourself (I’m too old, I’m not smart enough) so that you feel you cannot accomplish something?

3. If there are external obstacles, how significant are they?  You may have some very real obstacles to making a decision, such as family responsibilities, time, and money.  However, you may be able to get around these.  They may not be as formidable as they seem.  Are you using these as an excuse not to take action?
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4. Do you have the information you need?  You cannot make an adequate decision without knowing the alternatives you face.  What are the merits and problems of each alternative?  Don’t try to make a decision without first having plenty of information.  If you don’t have enough information, develop a plan to obtain it.

5. Have you set a timetable for yourself?  It is easy to put off making a decision.  Try to set some realistic goals.  Make commitments to yourself and to others.  Keep your decision-making process on a schedule.  Set interim goals for obtaining information and evaluating alternatives.

6. Are you trying to make several decisions at the same time?  Each change in your life creates stress.  Some stress is healthy, as it helps you to grow.  Too much stress can be unhealthy and can keep you from making effective decisions.  If you are faced with several decisions at once, try to prioritize them and deal with them at a time.

7. Do you have your values in perspective?  Every decision involves conflicting values.  Do you know what your most important values are in order of priority?  If not, take time to analyze your values and rank them.  This may help you to make your decision.  

8. Do you have enough alternatives?  Too many alternatives can be confusing, but you should have at least a few alternatives for each decision you face.  If you do not, this could be the reason you are having problems making a decision.  Creatively look at your alternatives and then get the necessary information so that you can choose between them.

Source:  Adapted from (1991), Training for Life.  Hecklinger, F.J. and Black, B.M., KENDAL/HUNT CO., 
Dubuque, IA., pg. 91.
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