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3 The Effective Decision
by Peter Drucker in Managing the Non-Profit Organization

How is it possible ↓ 

to works toward horizons ↑ ↓ 

that aren’t on your mental radar — 

at the right point in time? ↓

 
↑ larger

Thinking Broad and Thinking Detailed ↑ ↓ 

Intelligence, Information, Thinking

▪ “Most of the mistakes in thinking are mistakes in 
perception.

❖ Seeing only part of the situation — broad

❖ Jumping to conclusions

❖ Misinterpretation caused by feelings” — Edward de 
Bono

http://rlaexp.com/studio/biz/conceptual_resources/authors/peter_drucker/mentor.html
http://rlaexp.com/studio/biz/conceptual_resources/toc_reviews/conceptual_resources_files/conceptual_resources_6781.html
http://rlaexp.com/studio/images/evidence-wall-and-time-line-1307x328.png
http://rlaexp.com/studio/biz/conceptual_resources/authors/edward_de_bono/broad_and_detail.html
http://bit.ly/2JJ8biS
https://bit.ly/38qxalj
http://rlaexp.com/studio/biz/conceptual_resources/authors/edward_de_bono/edb_bio.html
http://rlaexp.com/studio/biz/conceptual_resources/authors/edward_de_bono/edb_bio.html
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▪ Awareness without action is useless

The MEMO they — the enemies of the future — don’t want 
you to SEE

 «§§§»

Executives, whether in a non-profit institution or in a 
business, actually spend little time on decision making.

Far more of their time is spent in meetings, with people, 
or in trying to get a little information.

Yet it’s in the decision that everything comes together.

That is the make or break point of the organization.

Most of the other tasks executives do, other people could 
do.

But only executives can make the decisions.

And they either make decisions effectively or they render 
themselves ineffective. ¶¶¶

The least effective decision makers are the ones who 
constantly make decisions.

The effective ones make very few.

They concentrate on the important decisions.

And even people who work hard on making decisions 
often misapply their time.

They slight the important decisions and spend excessive 
time making easy—or irrelevant—decisions. ¶¶¶

The most important part of the effective decision is to ask:

https://bit.ly/3e2jHRZ
http://rlaexp.com/memo.html
https://bit.ly/32x4mqa
https://bit.ly/30qKHpd
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What is the decision really about?

Very rarely is a decision about what it seems to be about.

That’s usually a symptom. ¶¶¶

Some twenty years ago, a Girl Scout Council in a major 
suburban area realized that the ethnic composition of the 
area was changing rapidly.

It had been lily-white, and so had the Scouts.

But now the area was rapidly becoming highly diverse: 
blacks, Hispanics, Asians were arriving in large numbers.

That the Council had to offer scouting to the children of 
the newcomers was obvious to everyone.

But so was the enormous cost of providing scouting to 
very poor neighborhoods.

The question that seemed to demand a decision was, 
therefore, seen as a financial one: How do we raise the 
money?

And the answer to that question seemed obvious: Have 
separate troops for different ethnic groups.

Otherwise, it was feared, financial support from the 
affluent group, the whites, might be endangered. ¶¶¶

Fortunately, one of the leaders then asked: What is this 
decision all about? is our mission to raise money, or is it to 
build a nation?

It was clear at once that the decision was one of basic 
principle, to be decided contrary to all of the Council’s 
precedents.

The answer had to be that, whatever the financial risk, we 
are not going to have ethnic troops.
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That is the past.

We have to emphasize that young women are young 
women—not black, not white, not Italian, not Jewish, not 
Vietnamese—but young American women.

That is what the decision was really all about.

Once this was clear, the decision made itself.

And the whole community accepted that decision without 
a murmur, once it was explained. ¶¶¶

A major university with severe budget problems had to 
accept that it must cut programs.

But which ones?

At first, this was seen as a financial decision: where do we 
spend the most?

The ensuing civil war within the faculty almost destroyed 
the institution.

But then one board member said, “We are tackling the 
wrong issue.

We should be discussing whether to put our major 
emphasis on the continuing education of adults or 
whether to stick with teaching the young.

That’s what this decision is about.

The rest is implementation.”

Suddenly it became clear why people had been so hot 
under the collar.

The decision was not about the budget but about the 
future of American higher education and the university’s 
role in it, and this is something on which good people 
should disagree.
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Such a decision is a strategic decision, and halfway 
measures won’t do.

If the university’s future is in continuing education, it is not 
going to cut.

It has to go out and raise the money; otherwise, it has no 
future. ¶¶¶

Decisions always involve risk taking.

And effective decisions take a lot of time and thought.

For this reason, one doesn’t make unnecessary decisions.

Again and again, non-profit institutions go through a 
painful reorganization, moving staff and activities around 
because two people are feuding with one another.

But they have been feuding for twenty years and will keep 
on feuding whatever the organization structure.

Leave them alone. ¶¶¶

And don’t make decisions on trivia.

I live sixty miles east of Los Angeles, with four freeways 
into the city.

They all have the same mileage; it’s totally unpredictable 
which one will be jammed.

Whether you take one or the other is not a decision.

Routine decisions are decisions that have no 
consequences, or at least no foreseeable consequences.

Don’t waste time on them.
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Opportunity and Risk
The next question in decision making is opportunity 
versus risk.

One starts out with the opportunity, not with the risk:

If this works, what will it do for us?

Then look at the risks.

And there are three kinds of risks: ¶¶¶

There is the risk we can afford to take.

If it goes wrong, it is easily reversible with minor damage.

Then there is the irreversible decision, when failure may 
do serious harm.

Finally there is the decision where the risk is great but one 
cannot afford not to take it.

Here’s an example.

Forty years ago a Brooklyn neighborhood in New York 
radically changed from white working class to a black 
slum.

A major hospital in the area almost overnight became 
empty, going down to about 12 percent occupancy.

Its regular physicians had left with their patients.

Keeping the hospital open could not be economically 
justified but the community needed its services.

The decision—and it was bitterly fought—was to keep the 
hospital open and to raise the money somehow for the 
three to five years until the hospital’s patient base could 
be rebuilt.

The decision came very close to total disaster.
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But to stay open was a risk the hospital had to take if it 
wanted to maintain its mission.

The Need for Dissent
All the first-rate decision makers I’ve observed, beginning 
with Franklin D. Roosevelt, had a very simple rule: If you 
have consensus on an important matter, don’t make the 
decision.

Adjourn it so that everybody has a little time to think.

Important decisions are risky.

They should be controversial.

Acclamation means that nobody has done the homework. 
¶¶¶

Because it is essential in an effective discussion to 
understand what it is really about, there has to be dissent 
and disagreement.

If you make a decision by acclamation, it is almost bound 
to be made on the apparent symptoms rather than on the 
real issue.

You need dissent; but you have to make it productive. ¶¶¶

About seventy years ago, an American political scientist, 
Mary Parker Follet, said that when you have dissent in an 
organization, you should never ask who is right.

You should not even ask what is right.

You must assume that each faction gives the right answer, 
but to a different question.

Each sees a different reality. ¶¶¶
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A few years ago, as we saw earlier, a major— hospital was 
torn by internal conflict within its medical staff.

One group advocated moving the eye clinic out of the 
hospital.

Most eye operations have become ambulatory and it is far 
more economical to do them where they do not have to 
carry the whole overhead of the, big hospital.

The other group saw such a move as the first step toward 
complete restructuring of the hospital.

Both were right, but both saw only part of the reality. ¶¶¶

Instead of arguing what is right, assume that each faction 
has the right answer.

But which question is each trying to answer?

Then, you gain understanding.

You also gain, in many cases, the ability to bring the two 
together in a synthesis.

Then you can say: In this case we are not deciding on 
ophthalmology; that is just an incident.

But the decision to move the eye clinic out commits us to 
restructuring the hospital.

If we believe that moving out of the hospital is tomorrow’s 
right structure, let’s not talk economics, whether of the 
hospital or of eye surgery.

And everybody understands it.

Look upon dissent as a means of creating understanding 
and mutual respect. ¶¶¶

Emotions always run high over any decision in which the 
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organization is at risk if that decision fails, or in one that is 
not easily reversible.

The smart thing is to treat this as constructive dissent and 
as a key to mutual understanding. ¶¶¶

If you can bring dissent and disagreement to a common 
understanding of what the discussion is all about, you 
create unity and commitment.

There is a very old saying—it goes back all the way to 
Aristotle and, later on became an axiom of the early 
Christian Church: In essentials unity, in action freedom, 
and in all things trust.

And trust requires that dissent come out into the open, 
and that it be seen as honest disagreement. ¶¶¶

This is particularly important for non-profit institutions, 
which have a greater propensity for internal conflict than 
businesses precisely because everybody is committed to 
a good cause.

Disagreement isn’t just a matter of your opinion versus 
mine, it is your good faith versus mine.

Non-profit institutions, therefore, have to be particularly 
careful not to become riddled by feuds and distrust.

Disagreements must be brought out into the open and 
taken seriously. ¶¶¶

A second reason to encourage dissent is that any 
organization needs a nonconformist.

If and when things change, it needs somebody who is 
willing and able to change.

This is not the kind of person who says, “There is a right 
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way and a wrong way—and our way.”

Rather, he or she asks, “What is the right way now?”

You don’t want only yes-men or yes-women.

You want a critic—and one the organization respects. ¶¶¶

Bringing disagreement into the open also enables non-
profit executives to brush aside the unnecessary, the 
meaningless, the trivial conflict.

It enables them to concentrate on the real issues.

When you bring conflicts out in the open, a good many 
disappear.

People realize that they are trivia and not that serious.

Yes, there is a conflict.

You here in the surgery see one thing and you here in 
internal medicine see another.

But is this pertinent to this specific case?

If not, you say what our teacher of religion said to us when 
we were thirteen: “Boys, kill each other, but not in my 
class.”

Fight it out outside; it doesn’t belong here.

You don’t resolve the conflict, but you do make it 
irrelevant.

If you can do that, you are way ahead. ¶¶¶

Another example: I was present, not so long ago, at a 
meeting at a museum that degenerated into civil war.

People were screaming at each other until one of the wise 
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old men pointed out that the two groups were both right.

One, in arguing for a big new building, assumed the kind 
of museum we are now building, which is a museum that 
is a community asset.

So, members of this group assumed we were talking 
about a tremendous expansion.

The other group assumed the opposite.

It wanted to concentrate on a very small number of real 
masterpieces and create a standard of excellence in 
which every single object was the best in its class, which is 
very much the way the great nineteenth-century collectors 
went about their business.

The word “museum” was the same, but that was the only 
thing. ¶¶¶

Once the position of each group was understood, it 
became clear that the conflict had nothing to do with the 
matter under discussion.

Sooner or later a decision will be made to go one way or 
the other, and then half the board will resign—maybe to 
start a new museum.

But that wasn’t what we had to decide at that meeting.

Suddenly there was peace, harmony, even laughter.

Conflict Resolution
You use dissent and disagreement to resolve conflict.

If you ask for disagreement openly, it gives people the 
feeling that they have been heard.

But you also know where the objectors are and what their 
objections are.

And in many cases you can accommodate them, so that 
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they can accept the decision gracefully.

That also enables them very often to understand the 
arguments of the winning side.

Maybe not to accept them; but to see that these people 
are neither stupid nor malicious.

They only differ.

In this way you resolve conflict.

You do not prevent disagreement, but you do resolve 
conflict. ¶¶¶

Another way to resolve conflict is to ask the two people 
who most vocally oppose each other, especially if both of 
them are respected community members, to sit down and 
work out a common approach.

They do this by starting out with the areas in which they 
agree. ¶¶¶

The third way is by defusing the argument.

You say, “Let’s start out by finding out what we agree on.”

Then disagreements often turn out to be peripheral.

On essentials there is common ground and you can work 
out things.

In some cases you say, “Let’s split the difference,” or, “Let’s 
postpone this,” or, “Is this really that important?”

You play down the areas of disagreement and play up the 
areas of agreement. ¶¶¶

These are by no means new techniques; there are 
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examples in the Old Testament.

Finding common ground especially is what the elders of 
any tribe do to maintain unity.

One cannot prevent conflict.

But one can make it—I wouldn’t say irrelevant, but 
secondary.

And the best tool for this is the constructive use of 
dissent.

From Decision to Action
A decision is a commitment to action.

But far too many decisions remain pious intentions.

There are four common causes for this.

One is that we try to “sell” the decision rather than to 
“market” it.

In the West, we tend to make the decision fast—and then 
we start to “sell” it to the people in the organization.

That takes three years, and by the time the decision has 
been “bought,” it has become obsolete.

Here we can learn from the Japanese.

They build the implementation in before they make the 
decision.

In the Japanese organization, everyone who will be 
affected by the decision—and especially everyone who 
will have to do something to carry it out—is asked to 
comment on the issue before that decision is made.

This looks incredibly slow.

Westerners watching the process climb up the walls.

But then the Japanese make the decision the point at 
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which we in the West begin to “sell.”

Not so the Japanese.

Bingo!

The next day everyone understands it, everyone acts on it. 
¶¶¶

A second way to lose the decision is to go systemwide 
immediately with the new policy or the new service.

This jumps the testing stage.

We disregard what Frances Hesselbein of the Girl Scouts 
told us in her interview in Part One of this book: Find the 
targets of opportunity in your non-profit institution and 
concentrate on them.

Don’t try to convert everybody right away. ¶¶¶

I like to try the new in three different places with three 
different people—something I learned forty years ago 
from the people who introduced physical therapy in the 
American hospital.

There was almost universal resistance to the idea.

Most hospitals said it was none of their business.

The innovators didn’t even try to convert the non-
believers.

They picked three hospitals in three communities that 
were eager to do physical therapy: a large teaching 
hospital with many older people, stroke victims, and so 
on; a small semi-rural hospital that had lots of industrial 
and farming accidents; and a fair-sized suburban 
community hospital with a lot of ordinary cases, broken 
bones, arthritis, and so on.

They worked only with these three hospitals for five years.
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By then, every hospital in the country wanted physical 
therapy. ¶¶¶

But by then, also, the product had become quite different 
from the original design.

The three pilots showed, for instance, that psychological 
counseling and work with the patient’s family are just as 
important in rehabilitation as exercise and physiology—
something which had not even occurred to the innovators 
but which made an enormous difference in effectiveness.

In industry we learned long ago that we are going to be in 
trouble if we jump the pilot stage.

We have to learn that this is just as true for social projects 
and services. ¶¶¶

The third caveat: no decision has been made until 
someone is designated to carry it out.

Someone has to be accountable—with a work plan, a goal, 
and a deadline.

Decisions don’t make themselves effective; people do. ¶¶¶

Finally—common mistake number four—I’ve seen 
wonderful decisions come a cropper because nobody 
really thought through who had to do what.

In what form should the decision be communicated to 
each person who has to implement that decision so that 
he or she can actually act?

What training does each need?

What tools?

I have seen a decision couched in a brilliant mathematical 
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model which forklift drivers in the warehouse were 
expected to carry out.

It didn’t become effective.

You not only have to translate a decision into the 
language of the people who have to do the work; you 
also have to fit it into their assumptions.

You have to build the new behavior into their instructions, 
their training, their compensation.

And then you have to follow up.

Don’t depend on reports.

Go to the warehouse and look.

Otherwise, you’ll find a year later that nothing has 
happened. ¶¶¶

Every decision is a commitment of present resources to 
the uncertainties of the future.

This, according to elementary probability mathematics, 
means that decisions will turn out to be wrong more often 
than right.

At the least they will have to be adjusted.

Practically every single decision American hospitals made 
in the sixties and seventies has been shot out of the water 
by changes in government—particularly reimbursement 
policies on Medicare.

As a result, hospitals suddenly have a surplus of beds.

But that’s a normal outcome for decisions on the future. ¶¶¶

The decision always has to be bailed out.
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That requires two things.

First, that you think through alternatives ahead of time so 
that you have something to fall back on if and when 
things go wrong.

Second, that you build into the decision the responsibility 
for bailing it out, instead of going in and arguing about 
who made what mistakes.

One weakness of non-profit institutions is that they 
believe that they have to be infallible—far more so than 
businesses.

Businesses somehow know mistakes are being made.

In non-profit institutions, mistakes are not permitted.

And so if something goes wrong, a court-martial begins.

Whose fault is it?

Instead, we need to ask, Who is going to bail this out?

Who is going to redirect the program or operation, and 
how?
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