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Columbia College Calgary 

Decision Making Step-by-Step 

Introduction 

This document was designed to assist individuals to make more effective decisions. While 

some decisions require immediate action — such as when there is an emergency — most 

decisions should be made to solve a problem or to improve the efficient and/or effective 

operation of a team or organization. They may even be used by an individual in their 

personal life or when working with others in their community. 

 
This decision-making process consists of 5 steps (see Figure 1.1). It begins at Step 1, with 

an item/issue/idea that needs to have a decision made about it. 

 
Step 2 is normally a period of discussion, questions, and reflection, followed by further 

discussion. This step may be included with Step 1 if the decision is simpler. However, ideally, 

team members should be allowed time (one or more days/weeks) to reflect on the item before 

discussing it again. 

 
Step 3 is the development of a written draft that is shared with team members. This step may 

involve ongoing changes in content, and may therefore take a number of drafts.  

 

Once team members are satisfied with the written draft, Step 4 is to share the most current 

version of the document with stakeholders outside the team that may be affected by the 

decision. 
 

Once all affected stakeholders are on side, Step 5 is to present the written document to their 

supervisor, who may or may not have the authority to put it into action This individual may also 

consult with others outside the department for input and, when needed, approval (e.g., 

The accounting department may need to be involved if a decision requires financial support). 

 

As is noted in Figure 1.1, the decision-making process may move back one or more steps 

when needed prior to moving forward again. 

 

Figure 1.1 The Decision-Making Model 

1 Introduction of Item/Issue/Idea 
 
2 Verbal discussion(s) 
 
3 Written Draft(s) 
 
4 Stakeholder Engagement 
 

5 Formal Approval Implement & Evaluate 
No Yes 
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When to Follow the Steps 

Follow these steps when revising or developing department documents (e.g., policies, 

procedures, regulations) that are to be followed by current and future department team members. 
 
These steps should also be followed when considering changes to existing organizational 

documents or developing new documents. Economic conditions, environmental conditions, 

and changes to governmental laws, policies, rules, and regulations may also require 

changes within the organization. 

 
PART 1: DECISION-MAKING STEPS 

 
1. Introduction of Item/Issue/Idea 

1. Identify an item/issue/idea that requires a decision to be made. 

1.1. Share the reason why a change may be needed (the problem, challenge, 

opportunity, or improvement). 

1.2. Suggest what may be a possible solution or improvement. 

1.3. Hand out related documents (if any). 

1.4. Answer questions regarding the item/issue/idea. 

1.5. Agree on a meeting date/time to continue this discussion. Allow individuals time to 

review the material, reflect on the document(s) that were handed out, and prepare 

any relevant comments or questions. 

1.5.1. Note: Any team member, manager or supervisor who is considering 

introducing an item/issue/idea that may lead to formal change in their 

department may find it valuable to discuss it with their supervisor prior to 

introducing it to team members or potentially affected stakeholders. This 

initial discussion may save time in the long run. 

 
2. Discussion 

2. After allowing time for individuals to read, assess, reflect, and prepare to provide their 

feedback, meet to review the item/issue/idea. 

2.1. Reintroduce the item, the rationale for change, and the suggested solution. 

2.2. Discuss any handouts that were provided in Step 1. 

2.3. Discuss any documents provided by others. Unless these documents are very 

brief, allow time for individuals to read and reflect on them. 

2.4. If further time is needed for further reading and reflection, set a future date to 

discuss the item/issue/idea further. Repeat this step one or more times until it is 

clear that the item/issue/idea can be put in writing. 

2.5. When appropriate, set up a meeting date that will allow the presenter time to write 

up their item/issue/idea and to circulate it to others, and the people to whom they 

have circulated it time to read and reflect on it prior to the meeting. 
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3. Written Draft(s) 

3.1. Meet to review the written draft. 

3.2. Discuss any questions, comments, and proposed changes to the written document. 

3.3. Alternately, consider having individuals provide their feedback by noting them on 

the draft document and giving it back to the writer. 

3.4. Revise the written draft as many times as needed and return to group each time for 
further review and feedback. 

3.5. When the latest written draft receives at least 75% of team support, it should go to 

the department head. It is best when all team members agree. 

3.6. The department head must agree with all the content in the written draft before it 

goes to potentially affected stakeholders outside the department. This may require 

the draft to go back and forth several times. 

 
4. Stakeholder Engagement 

4.1. Any document that will impact stakeholders outside the team and/or department 

must be reviewed by them. The department head will normally be responsible for 

this. 

4.2. Stakeholders review the written draft and either mark down changes or meet with 

the department head to discuss questions and concerns. 

4.3. The department head shares content changes with their team members and 

determine if they have any issues with these changes. This may require several 

discussions between the department head, the team members, and other 

organizational stakeholders. 

4.4. The department head should also consider the potential impact on customers 

(students, employers, competitors, suppliers, etc.). This may require contacting them 

and obtaining their support or approval. 

  
5. Formal Approval 

5.1. Once all affected stakeholders (within and outside the department and possibly the 

organization) agree to the changes, a formal copy of the document should be 

presented to senior management for approval. 

5.2. Senior management should review the document and prepare to discuss any 

questions they have with the presenter(s). These discussions may or may not result 

in further changes to the document. 

5.3. Senior management may need to check with other impacted departments (such as 

Accounting) to get their okay prior to signing it off. Before a decision is made, 

senior management also need to consider how this change will impact others 

outside the organization (customers potential students, clients, patients, 

employers, competitors, suppliers, etc.). 

5.4. When senior management is satisfied, they will sign off on the document and set a 

date of implementation. 

Note: The ultimate authority to sign off on all decisions in the organization rests 

with the Board of Directors. Their authority is normally transferred to the President, 

department heads, and supervisors by way of their position descriptions or by 

special arrangement. 

5.5. A date should be established to evaluate and assess the impact the change had on 

the team/department/organization. 
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PART II: DECISION-MAKING PRIORITIES, TESTS, STAGES, AND 

QUESTIONS 
 

On the road to effective decision making, managers and team members should ensure their 

recommended decisions adhere to our college priorities and the Four Quadrants Test. These 

are found in Attachment 1. 

 
Attachment 1 also includes a document that will help a team identify ways to increase its 

efficiency and effectiveness. This is followed by another document that helps teams to 

understand that each decision goes through four stages in its development and adoption. 

 
PART III: ENHANCED DECISION-MAKING SOLUTIONS AND CHALLENGES 

Some decision-making processes may be more complex or challenging, or may need the 

initiator or team to be more creative or innovative in identifying an effective solution. When this 

occurs, the team may engage in one or more divergent or convergent thinking activities that 

could assist them. Teams can experience other difficulties that negatively affect their decision-

making abilities. Jeff Butterfield recognized each of these possibilities and addressed them in 

his 2013 book, Problem Solving and Decision Making (Illustrated Course Guides). Six key 

pages from this book are in Attachment 2. 

 
Introduction to Total Quality 

There are times when a problem may require a more objective method of gathering and analyzing 

data. To assist us in solving these types of problems, David L. Goetsch and Stanley 

B. Davis present a list of tools in their book, Introduction to Total Quality. Chapter 10 of this 

book is in the Columbia College Document Manager and is titled (ADM-P112).  

 
This chapter includes the following tools that can be utilized to help solve a problem in a more 

objective manner: 

 

• Problem Priority Matrix 

• The Fishbone Diagram 

• Cost-to-Benefit Matrix 

• Cause and Effect Diagram 

• Flow Chart 

• Pareto Chart 

• Run Chart 

• Histogram 

• Scatter Graph 

• Control Chart 
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Attachment 1 

DECISION-MAKING: PRIORITIES 

Introduction 
All decisions should be made according to the following three priorities and conditions: 

 
1. What is in the long-term best interest of our external customers who, in reality, pay our 

wages? For example: What is in the long-term best interest of the employers who hire 

our students, and of our potential, current and past students? 

 
2. What is in the long-term best interest of our internal customers, whose primary role is to 

satisfy the needs of our external customers? For example: What is in the long-term best 

interest of our professional staff and faculty (employees). 

 
3. What is in the long-term best interest of our department heads, senior management, board, 

founders, and investors, each of whose primary role is to support our internal customers so 

they can help our external customers succeed? 

 
Condition 
The needs of all three groups must be considered when making each decision. 
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DECISION-MAKING: THE FOUR 
QUADRANTS TEST 

 

Introduction 
Before finalizing any decision, an analysis should be conducted to determine if a decision will 

have a positive, negative, or neutral effect on each of the four quadrants shown below. 

 
The best decision is one that is a win for each quadrant, or at least has no negative impact on any 

quadrant. 

 



Document Name: Decision Making Step By Step  Revision Date: September 22, 2022 
Document Number: ADM-P346  Approved by: Tom Snell 
Revision #4 NOTE:  Revisions to this document can be made following procedures outlined in Document #ADM-P014 – Document Control Policy and Procedures  Page 7 of 16 

 

 

 

DECISION-MAKING: ACTIVITIES THAT INCREASE EFFICIENCY AND 

EFFECTIVENESS 
 
 

 

Areas of Focus 
First try to determine what area you, as a professional, want to increase your efficiency and 

effectiveness or the efficiency and/or effectiveness of your team/organization. Then review 

each statement below to see how it may assist you in making a more efficient and/or effective 

decision. 

 
1. Creating the Right Mindset 

1.1. Recognize that everything we do can be improved. 

1.2. Understand that most people resist change unless it is something they agree with. 

1.3. Look at problems as challenges or even opportunities. 

1.4. Ask “why, why, why?” to everything you do, then suggest, “why not this or that?” 

1.5. Think about what is in the best interest of the external customers first, and about what 

is in the best interest of the internal customer. 

1.6. Put on the external and then internal customer’s hat and see things through their 

eyes. 

1.7. Learn to work smarter, not harder. 

1.8. Present the problem/challenge first and then share how your solution will improve 

things. 

1.9. Look for solutions that present a win, win, win (external customers, internal 

customers, senior management, Board, etc.). 
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2. Idea Stimulators 

2.1. Small, simple changes can result in major benefits over time. 

2.2. Look for shorter, simpler, faster, better, easier, and safer ways of doing things. 

2.3. No idea is a bad idea, and any idea is better than no idea. 

2.4. Small, simple ideas are often better than big fancy ideas. 

2.5. Remember to be positive, constructive, and focus on changing procedures not 

people. 

2.6. Look at ways to simplify steps or procedures (Keep It Simple, Silly – KISS method). 

2.7. Look at ways to be more organized in such areas as organizing your office, your filing 

system and/or work area, your day or week, your priorities, and your activities. 

2.8. Saving time in one area can provide additional time in another more important area. 

2.9. Reduce repetition, duplication, steps, requirements, time consuming activities, and 

effort. 

2.10.    Increase speed by reducing time wasters. 

2.11.    Improve written documents, verbal directions, forms, and procedures. 

 
3. Approaches that may be Followed 

3.1. Generating Random Ideas 

3.1.1. Ask willing team members to write down one specific idea that will improve 

efficiency and effectiveness in the area being focused on. 

3.1.2. Ask who wants to share their idea first. 

3.1.3. Ask a volunteer to write the idea on the board or large paper for everyone to see. 

3.1.4. Allow the group to ask questions that will ensure they understand what change 

is being proposed. If needed, re-write what is on the board, or large paper. 

3.1.5. Encourage the team to assess this idea. Depending on the idea, this may 

include any number of the following activities. Most of these activities are 

found in this document. 

3.1.5.1. KISS Test 

Does it meet the KISS analysis? For example, is it simple, practical, 

easy to implement, low or no cost, and ‘could’ increase efficiency and 

effectiveness with little or no negative impact on others. 

3.1.5.2. Pro and Con Analysis 

Conduct a pro and con analysis and determine if it clearly has more 

benefits than drawbacks. 

3.1.5.3. Cost-Benefit Analysis 

Conduct a cost-benefit analysis to determine if there are more benefits 
than costs. 

3.1.5.4. Impact Analysis 

This analysis will determine who will be affected and what the 

consequences ‘could’ be. 

3.1.5.5. The Four Quadrant Test 

Conduct a four-quadrant test in order to assess the impact this idea 

may have on members of each quadrant. 

1.1.1.1. Beta Testing (The Basics)  

 Ask if two to three team members are willing to ‘informally’ try the 

idea in the workplace. They should agree to report back their 

experiences (e.g. number of attempts and the outcomes of these 

attempts with the team on a specified date). This report may include 

a time-task analysis which compares the amount of time the task 

normally takes with the amount of time taken when applying the new 
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idea (approach, procedure). Alternately, their assessment may 

indicate the degree of improvement in the level of satisfaction 

experienced by staff members, customers, or others. 

3.1.5.6. Beta Testing (More Detailed Analysis) 

Some decision-making processes may require a more detailed analysis. 

In this case, team members may want to follow the Deming Cycle, 

named after Dr. Edward Deming, or the Perry Johnson Method. Each 

of these approaches is described in the document Introduction to Total 

Quality, located on the Success section of the Columbia College 

website. 

Helpful tools in this section include Cause-and-Effect Diagrams, Flow 

Charts, Pareto Charts, Run Charts, Histograms, Scatter Diagrams and 

Control Charts. 

3.1.5.7. Formal Proposal 

If two thirds of the group members feel this idea successfully passed 

the relevant preceding activities, then the presenter will be asked to 

formally write up a proposal to adopt this idea. If needed, the group 

may also go back and repeat one or more steps. They may also 

agree to modify the idea in order to support it. 

 

 

 

 

3.1.5.8. Decision Making Step-by-Step 

Each idea that is formally written up will now be reviewed by the team 

who will follow the formal steps in the Decision-Making Step-by-Step 

document. This may include seeking agreement with other 

stakeholders.  

1.a.i.1. The group may begin discussing a second, third, fourth idea once the 

previous one is agreed to by the group verbally and it may now move 

to the Beta Testing activity. 
3.2. Conducting Task Analysis 

3.2.1. Have the group analyze the sequential steps that a team member will follow 

starting from a specified point in time. The starting point may be when they 

are first contacted by an internal or external customer — when they receive a 

first email from a customer, for example. 

3.2.2. A task analysis may include any number of activities listed in the Generating 

Random Ideas section outlined above. 

3.3. Shoot From the Hip 

3.3.1. Shoot from the hip. Sometimes any approach will help stimulate you and/or 

members of your team. Share your thoughts in as respectful manner as a 

professional. 

3.3.2. An analysis of this approach may include any number of actions listed in the 

Generating Random Ideas section outlined above. 

3.4. Other 
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FIVE STAGES OF GROUP DEVELOPMENT 

 
Forming: Introducing new ideas, procedures, or challenges 

 
Storming: Discussing new ideas, procedures, or challenges 

 
Reforming: Agreeing on methods to resolve new ideas, procedures, or challenges 

 
Performing: Resolving new ideas, procedures, or challenges 

 
Adjourning: Returning to previous groups or returning to the forming stage as new ideas, 

procedures, or challenges are introduced. 

 
 
NOTES: 

• Evaluation and feedback should occur at all stages. 

 
• Humans tend to not like change unless they are the ones asking for it (e.g., babies like 

it when their diaper is changed) 
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 Attachment 2 
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