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Roles	in	decision	making	processes:	
not	all	are	decision	makers		

by	Carolyn	Evans	and	Tanya	van	der	Wall	

When	reviewing	decision	making	processes,	we	don’t	see	much	beneKit	in	
deconstructing	speciKic	decisions	using	consultant’s	20/20	hindsight,	and,	
in	any	case,	the	adage	'success	has	many	parents	but	failure	is	an	orphan'	
is	considered	a	truism	for	good	reasons!	Instead,	what	we	Kind	is	helpful	to	
our	clients	is	to	look	at	how	decisions	are	made:		

• Are	all	the	right	people	involved?	

• Are	people	involved	who	don’t	need	to	be?		

• Does	each	person	understand	their	role?	

• Is	each	person	ready	to	fulKil	their	role?		

Once	 organisations	 have	 been	 around	 a	 while,	 they	 tend	 to	 accumulate	
processes,	building	them	up	in	layers	as	the	complexity	of	the	work	grows	
and	the	team	expands,	making	these	questions	problematic	to	answer.		

In	 this	 short	 paper,	 we	 look	 at	 these	 issues	 to	 help	 clients	 wanting	 to	
untangle	 processes,	 and	 so	 to	 better	 pursue	 the	 purposes	 for	which	 the	
organisation	was	set	up.	Interestingly,	our	experience	is	that	whether	the	
enterprise	is	for	proKit	or	not,	the	issues	are	very	much	the	same.	



Starting	...	where?	
Experience	 suggests	 that	 the	 longer	 that	 an	organisation	has	been	around,	
the	more	barnacled	decision	making	and	related	processes	will	be.	However,	
even	starting	from	a	clean	slate,	there	is	no	one	right	answer	to	designing	a	
sound	decision	making	process,	or	even	where	to	start	looking.		

So	to	see	how	things	stand,	put	on	the	product	perspective:	take	a	day	to	be	
one	of	the	things	that	your	customers	buy	in	a	commercial	organisation,	or	
in	a	nonproKit	enterprise,	to	be	something	that	a	client	needs.	Walk	your	way	
through	 the	 organisation’s	 processes	 -	 note	 all	 of	 the	 frills	 and	 furbelows	
that	people	have	added	beyond	what	you	might	have	expected,	and	Kind	out	
if	the	team	members	explain	to	you	why	they	are	doing	each	thing.	And	what	
did	you	expect	 to	see	or	get	 that	you	didn't?	Can	you	get	out	 the	door	 to	a	
client	well	and	proKitably	(or	well	and	sustainably)	-	are	all	decisions	sound	
and	prompt,	 clear	 and	 Kinal?	And	we'll	 bet	 you	 a	 really	 good	 cup	 of	 coffee	
that	at	least	some	team	members	will	answer	your	question	with	“oh,	that’s	
always	been	a	problem”.	Our	guess	is	you	may	not	like	what	you	Kind.		

The	 fact	 is	 that,	 over	 time,	many	 Kirms	 do	 review	 structures,	 but	 few	 look	
deeply	 at	 how	decisions	 are	made	within	 those	 structures.	Our	 alternative	
approach	is	to	frame	these	issues	in	terms	of	the	roles	that	a	person	would	
typically	play	in	a	decision	making	process.		

In	 actual	 decision	 making	 roles,	 for	 example,	 it	 is	 all	 about	 who	 is	
responsible	 for	 outcomes	 that	 need	 to	 be	 realised,	 along	 with	 identifying	
who	 is	 accountable	 for	 the	main	 component	parts	of	 those	outcomes,	how	
(and	how	effectively)	they	are	interacting,	whether	they	are	clear	about	what	
they	are	doing,	and	so	on.		

Who	can	help	 implement	decisions	by	 their	 support	 is	 also	 relevant,	 along	
with	 who	 else	might	 need	 to	 be	 consulted	 or	 just	 kept	 informed	 at	 some	
level.	These	 latter	aspects	 involve	much	wider	circles	of	participants	 in	 the	
decision	 making	 process,	 people	 who	 are	 not	 decision	 makers	 within	 the	
scope	of	that	process.	It	is	worth	remembering	that	suppliers	and	customers	
might	be	involved,	but	the	decisions	they	make	(whether	to	contract	with	the	
Kirm,	or	buy	its	products	or	services,	for	example)	belong	in	other	processes.		

Accordingly,	really	understanding	the	process	and	articulating	the	part	that	
each	relevant	party	plays	 is	crucial	 to	resolving	 issues	and	moving	forward	
to	a	more	energetic	and	successful	mode	of	operation.		

Being	deliberate	-	articulating	decision	
making	processes		
In	 terms	of	deliberately	articulating	 the	approach	to	decision	making	 in	an	
organisation,	there	is	a	wide	selection	of	methods	available	in	management	
thinking	from	around	the	world.	It	is	crucial	to	accept	that	their	purpose	is	-	
or	should	be	-	to	deKine	an	appropriate	chain	of	responsibility,	not	just	create	
(unnecessary)	bureaucracy.		

For	 example,	 one	approach	 is	 to	 consider	 the	 ambit	 of	 each	organisational	
role	 in	 terms	 of	 a	 'RASCI'	 approach.	 In	 this	 schema,	 every	 team	 member	
needs	to	understand	whether,	for	any	given	element	of	their	work,	they	are	
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What	role?	

Pivotal decision making issues 
tend to be revealed by asking 
key questions such as those 
that follow. Please take note, 
however: process reviews are 
really not for the faint-hearted 
leader, and they can make the 
team members very anxious - 
so get your ducks in a row on 
an employee support program, 
and due opportunities for staff 
consultation.  

Things to consider: 

Does the role have the right to 
allow the process to proceed 
or cause it to halt? Put another 
way, can the person in that role 
approve it or veto it? This is 
the difference between being 
involved in a decision making 
process, and being a decision 
maker in that process. 

How is the individual's work 
involved in a given decision? Is 
that incidental or deliberate?  

If the process changed, would 
the work in that role really be 
impacted? (And later, did it 
actually change?)  

For every person genuinely 
part of the decision making 
process, what impact does 
their contribution have? How 
often does it actually change 
the outcome?  

Does each person understand 
where their accountabilities 
start and finish? Is completion 
of each specific accountability 
recorded and/or reported?  



said	to	be	responsible	or	accountable	for	decisions	and	outcomes,	or	they	
are	 to	 provide	 support	 towards	 an	 outcome	 that	 has	 been	 decided,	 or	 be	
consulted	in	or	informed	about	such	decisions	and	processes.	We	often	use	
this	 approach	 for	 convenience,	 to	 help	 organise	 thoughts	 around	 how	 the	
process	does	and	should	function,	but	there	is	no	magic	to	it	-	except	as	far	
as	it	draws	a	clear	distinction	between	those	who	are	decision	makers,	and	
those	who	are	not.			

Drawing	the	lines	
The	pivot	point	of	making	a	process	fully	functional	to	its	intended	purpose,	
is	that	individuals	involved	in	decision	making	processes	are	by	no	means	all	
decision	 makers	 -	 most	 are	 not,	 or	 they	 make	 subsidiary	 determinations	
based	on	the	directions	already	given	and	rules	already	set	(such	as	in	policy	
signed	off	by	the	actual	decision	maker).		

Staying	 with	 the	 'RASCI'	 labels	 for	 convenience,	 being	 responsible	 for	
outcomes	 is	very	 largely	conKined	 to	 the	board	and	senior	executives	of	an	
organisation,	whereas	being	accountable	applies	there	while	also	reaching	to	
all	levels	of	the	structure	but	with	high	variation	in	the	degree	of	granularity	
which	is	suitable	or	even	necessary,	given	the	nature	of	the	individual’s	role.		

Abundant	 evidence	 from	 a	 variety	 of	 Kirms	 (for	 proKit	 and	 not	 for	 proKit)	
leaves	no	doubt	that	inconsistent,	incongruent	or	even	conKlicting	decisions	
(even	those	which	are	unintentional)	commonly	underlie	a	 lack	of	capacity	
to	have	the	impact	intended	by	the	enterprise.		

Part	of	 the	answer	 is	 to	be	 tougher	about	assigning	responsibilities	among	
senior	management,	however	difKicult	that	may	be	in	the	circumstances.	For	
good	processes,	it	 is	essential	to	reach	a	genuine	understanding	that	leaves	
one	person	responsible	for	each	outcome	to	be	attained	by	the	organisation.		

Put	 in	more	 stark	 terms,	 perhaps	 the	most	 common	 issue	 for	 boards	 and	
senior	executives	is	a	lack	of	clarity	about:		

• whose	decision	it	is	to	set	a	direction	or	policy	at	the	highest	level;		

• what	constitutes	a	change	of	direction	and	therefore	whose	decision	 
that	should	be;	and/or		

• whether	 an	 action	 is	 outside	 the	 ambit	 of	 that	 direction,	 implying	 a	
decision	about	scope	that	perhaps	should	have	been	taken	a	different	
way.		

Occasionally,	this	leads	to	debate	about	who	should	be	seen	as	the	architect	
of	success	-	such	as	when	a	new	initiative,	innovation	or	invention	does	very	
well	 after	being	 the	 result	of	 a	 team	effort.	 Sadly	more	often,	however,	 the	
debate	is	around	who	is	culpable	for	failure	to	reach	the	desired	outcome.		

At	the	operational	level,	establishing	accountabilities	is	a	core	element	of	the	
appropriate	 tasking	 of	 individuals,	 without	which	 they	 cannot	 understand	
the	expectations	of	their	role,	and,	consequentially,	appropriate	performance	
feedback	is	not	feasible.	  

© ThinkEvans Pty Ltd 2010-2018

Roles	in	decision	making	
processes	include	both	

decision	makers	...		

Responsible  

Those responsible have a right 
to decide what to achieve, and 
organisational ownership of the 
outcome, whatever it is - for 
good or ill.  

Accountable  

Those accountable are those 
with the discretion to decide 
how to achieve an assigned 
portion of an outcome and the 
obligation to deliver progress 
towards it - and they stand or 
fall on whether they do.  

and	others	...	

Support  

Providing support means being 
obliged to make a contribution 
towards the outcome.  

Consulted  

Being consulted means that 
the person's input will be 
sought as appropriate - based 
on their specific expertise etc - 
and may include them being 
apprised of progress to then 
inform further input.  

		

Informed  

Informing those not otherwise 
involved in the decision making 
process should be attenuated 
by the usefulness of that 
information to them in meeting 
organisational responsibilities.  



Of	rectangles	and	squares		
The	Kirst,	and	hardest,	step	is	getting	a	dialogue	started	with	the	team,	using	
the	language	of	being	responsible,	accountable	and	so	on.	But	if	the	team	is	
to	sustain	high	quality	results,	this	is	also	an	essential	step	for	the	leadership	
to	take.		

The	 alternative	 to	 this	 positive	 leadership	 approach,	 which	 inherently	
involves	 taking	 responsibility	 for	 directing	 the	 team,	 is	 to	 languish	 in	 the	
negative	territory	of	failing	to	act	as	a	leader.	It	may	not	rock	the	boat	but	it	
can	very	readily	sink	it	all	the	same.		

A	good	place	to	start	thinking	is	the	trick	maths	question,	back	around	mid-	
primary	school,	about	squares	and	rectangles	 -	both	are	deKined	by	having	
four	 sides,	 two	 sets	 of	 parallel	 sides,	 and	 four	 corners	 of	 90	 degrees.	 But	
squares	 have	 one	more	 feature,	 crucial	 to	 the	 deKinition	 -	 all	 sides	 are	 the	
same	length.	So	all	squares	are	rectangles	but	not	all	rectangles	are	squares.		

And	so	it	goes	in	decision	making	processes:	there	are	many	roles	involved,	
and	the	process	cannot	be	completed	without	each	person	playing	their	part	
-	 but	 being	 part	 of	 a	 decision	 making	 process	 by	 no	 means	 makes	 an	
individual	a	decision	maker.		

In	this,	we	make	a	distinction	between:		

• deciding	 something	 that	 is	 an	 open	 question	 of	 leadership	 and	
judgment	-	for	example,	which	markets	to	focus	on	to	grow	sales	and	
which	channels	to	use	to	do	this	proKitably,	or	which	segment	of	 the	
needy	 to	 prioritise,	 and	 how	 to	 reach	 them	 sustainably,	 to	 deliver	
assistance	within	the	nonproKit	object	and	purpose	of	the	enterprise;	
and		

• following	 rules	 that	 someone	 else	 has	 already	 determined	 -	 for	
example,	completing	the	steps	in	a	chain	to	ensure	delivery	of	goods	
or	services	in	the	new	market,	or	similarly	using	a	process	to	identify	
those	in	need	within	the	ambit	of	the	purpose	of	the	enterprise.		

That	 is,	 the	 complexity	we	 see	 in	 barnacled	 process	more	 typically	 comes	
from	confusing	mere	involvement	in	that	process	with	the	capacity	to	make	
decisions	in	it.	Being	consulted	or	informed,	or	required	to	provide	support,	
does	not	necessarily	confer	decision	making	rights	in	that	process	-	and	if	it	
does,	 then	 that	 is	 not	 the	 role	 the	 person	 is	 playing	 (according	 to	 the	
deKinitions	being	used	here).		

Getting	 down	 to	 it	 in	 your	 organisation	will	 begin	with	 some	of	 the	 harsh	
truths	of	decision	making	-	decision	making	realities	that	are	not	pretty,	just	
crucial	 for	each	and	every	decision	maker	to	understand.	 In	particular,	 it	 is	
well	 to	 remember	 that	 no	matter	 how	much	 the	 experts	 are	 consulted,	 or	
how	reliant	the	outcome	may	be	on	support	from	others,	the	buck	will	stop	
with	the	accountable	decision	maker,	and	the	consequences	with	the	board	
responsible	for	having	tasked	them.	  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Harsh	truths:		

#1 Responsibility shared is 
responsibility avoided.  

The buck will stop somewhere 
and that should be definitive 
for each decision process.  

#2 Boards and senior 
executives must have specific 
accountabilities and be seen 
to deliver upon them.  

Transparency on the outcomes 
achieved is an essential part of 
sustainable processes.  

#3 Delivering on support 
obligations is not a 
discretionary decision.  

Individuals in support roles are 
obliged to take action to carry 
out decisions duly taken by 
others .  

#4 Being consulted does not 
confer a vote in the decision, 
let alone a veto.  

Being consulted does not give 
that person a decision making 
role: the contribution invited is 
advisory. Seeking professional 
or expert input simply does not 
equal asking whether the 
action should go ahead.  

#5 Too much information is 
just as irresponsible as too 
little.  

Not everyone impacted by a 
decision needs to be informed, 
comprehensively, in advance of 
the decision being made. In all 
likelihood the majority just 
need to know what they do as 
a result. For example, a logo 
change will impact everyone, 
and many staff members will 
need to take consequential 
action (even just to change 
their email footer!) but that is 
very different to needing them 
involved in the decision making 
process.  


