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The Center is a non-profit Christian consulting group whose highly trained team is passionate about 
advancing leadership and organizational health. We believe this article on decision making will be a 
helpful resource for you and your team. As an extension of our vision of advancing organizational health, 
we are providing this resource without charge.  
 
Copyright © 2018 by Jay Desko. The Center grants you permission to copy and distribute this publication 
within your organization. 
 
*All characters appearing in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is 
purely coincidental. 
 
 

 

Decide 
Choosing wisely while avoiding common mistakes 

When Walt Disney was launching his first business, he borrowed $500 from 

his uncle. His uncle wanted to be paid back in cash, not in ownership of the 

new business. If his uncle had decided for repayment with ownership 

instead of cash, the initial investment would have been worth about $1 

billion dollars today! (Source: The Disney Way, Bill Capodagli and Lynn 

Jackson) How is that for a bad decision! 

We have all experienced the consequences of bad decisions, and we have all 

made at least a few of them! For example...  

 Bad business decisions: AOL buys Time Warner for $182 billion dollars 

(yes, BILLIONS) and ends up selling it for $36 billion. A loss of $183 

billion dollars when adjusted for inflation! 

 Bad personal life decisions: A woman who is so hungry to be married 

that she does not listen to family and friends and marries a guy who 

ends up cheating on her and ultimately abandoning her after they had a 

child together! 

 Bad financial decisions: A young man with student loans decides to quit 

his job and open up a pizza franchise without even asking for input from 

his financial advisor or family! 

 Bad hiring decisions. A leader of a nonprofit organization becomes 

infatuated with a job candidate and fails to do enough reference 

checking. If he had, he would have learned that this candidate has had 

some questionable issues in his past! 

If any of you lacks 

wisdom, you should 

ask God, who gives 

generously to all 

without finding fault, 

and it will be given to 

you. James 1:5 (NIV) 
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 Bad church leadership decisions. A church was in a state of conflict and 

decline for over ten years, but the leadership never sought help and 

made decisions that made matters even worse! 

No organization or leader makes perfect decisions all the time. But during 

critical points, one bad decision can cause catastrophic failure. Some 

decisions are a lot easier to make than others. For example, most decisions 

fall on a continuum of simple to complex. A simple decision is one that 

requires minimal time and input and the potential risk or consequences of 

the decision is low. A complex decision requires more time and input and 

the risks or consequences of the decision are significant. 

 

For example, a simple decision looks something like this: you are driving 

with your family and need to decide between Chick-fil-A or Arby’s. It’s a fast 

food meal that will last ten minutes. Is it really that hard?!  

A more moderate decision may look like this: you are shopping for a car and 

need to decide between two brands you like and three different models. 

Your final decision may or may not result in satisfaction with the brand, 

model, color, price, or options you selected, but in the end, it is not usually 

going to result in a catastrophic outcome either way. 

Complex decisions are different. Here’s an example: You are leading a 

growing church that is running out of space. You need to decide whether to 

start a new site in a different location, plant a church, or expand your 

facilities. This is a complex decision since it has far-reaching and long-term 

consequences. 
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A common challenge for us as individuals, leaders, and boards is to look at a 

complex decision as simple or make a simple decision too complex. Making 

a simple decision too complex adds unnecessary time and bureaucracy and 

can create frustration among those around us. Making a complex decision 

too simple can result in impulsive choices, missed input, and bad outcomes. 

When Solomon became king of Israel almost 3,000 years ago, he was young, 

inexperienced, and lacking confidence. Yet, he was smart enough and 

humble enough to ask God for the ability to discern and make wise 

decisions.  

"Now, O LORD my God, you have made your servant king in place of my 

father David. But I am only a little child and do not know how to carry out 

my duties. Your servant is here among the people you have chosen, a great 

people, too numerous to count or number. So give your servant a discerning 

heart to govern your people and to distinguish between right and wrong.” 1 

Kings 3:7-9 

Even though Solomon was humble enough to ask for wisdom and even 

though he experienced extraordinary success, he also made some pretty 

foolish choices including marrying 700 wives and having another 300 female 

“partners.” Many of these women brought with them beliefs and values 

very different from those that God expected from Solomon. The result was 

a dysfunctional family with a lot of detrimental outcomes!  

Want to make 

better decisions? If 

you follow these 

seven steps,  

you will! 

 

 

 

1. AVOID THE DECISION TRAPS 

2. DECIDE HOW TO DECIDE 

3. CREATE THE ENVIRONMENT  

4. MAKE THE DECISION 

5. IMPLEMENT THE DECISION 

6. EVALUATE THE DECISION 

7. TAKE RESPONSIBILITY FOR YOUR DECISIONS 
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AVOID THE DECISION TRAPS  

The following ten points outline traps that can easily undermine your 

decisions if you fall into them.  

 

1. Holding too high of an opinion of you.  

In his research on Why Smart People Do Dumb Things (1995), Dr. Mortimer 

Feinberg identified the “pillars of stupidity.” The top three are pride, 

arrogance and narcissism. The writer of Proverbs affirms the same by telling 

us that pride leads to destruction (Proverbs 16:18). In Harvard Business 

Review’s 2006 article “The Hidden Traps in Decision Making,” John S. 

Hammond, Ralph L. Keeney, and Howard Raiffa note, “Even though most of 

us are not very good at making estimates or forecasts, we actually tend to 

be overconfident about our accuracy. That can lead to errors in judgment 

and, in turn, bad decisions.” Sometimes we as individuals can view ourselves 

as greater than we are. But sometimes, groups such as a board or team of 

staff can collectively do the same. Either way, the results are the same: 

acting over-confidently, failing to seek advice, assuming you are smarter 

than you really are, and ultimately, a whole lot of damage! 

 

2. Failing to seek or listen to wise counsel. 

“For lack of guidance a nation falls, but victory is won through many advisers.” 

Proverbs 11:14 (NIV) 

It really is amazing how often even intelligent people can make important 

decisions without seeking any input. If someone was facing cancer or heart 

disease, would he try to resolve it himself? Perhaps if he was a fool. But 

most people would get at least one expert, if not two, to weigh in on what 

to do next. Yet, leaders often make important decisions, decisions that can 

have a significant impact on themselves and those whom they serve, and do 

so with little or no counsel. The technical term for this person is “fool”! 

However, when seeking wise counsel, be careful not to fall into what 

Hammond, Keeney, and Raiffa refer to as the confirming-evidence bias. 

1 
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“This bias leads us to seek out information that supports our existing 

instinct or point of view while avoiding information that contradicts it” 

(“The Hidden Traps in Decision Making,” Harvard Business Review, 2006). 

 

3. Making decisions impulsively. 

Some people really do struggle with impulse control. It may be related to 

food, spending, careers, dating, or speech. The common theme in lack of 

impulse control is choosing to do something without thinking about the 

consequences, both in the short and long term. This is often referred to as 

the “ready, fire, aim” approach. In business, entrepreneurs sometimes 

suffer from this, which is why they may go from rags to riches and back to 

rags, all in a matter of a few years! Self-control is noted over ten times in 

the Bible reminding us of its importance and of the dangers when it is 

lacking in our lives. Hammond, Keeney, and Raiffa give another reason to 

avoid making decisions impulsively: “When considering a decision, the mind 

gives disproportionate weight to the first information it receives. Initial 

impressions, estimates, or data anchor subsequent thoughts and 

judgements” (“The Hidden Traps in Decision Making,” Harvard Business 

Review 2006). 

 

4. Allowing the search for a “perfect” decision to create paralysis. 

Some people struggle with making decisions impulsively, but there are 

others who struggle with the opposite. They constantly think: “Let’s study 

this some more.” The fear of a mistake can incapacitate us. It is admirable to 

desire to make a good decision, but it is often a lack of courage and lack of 

faith in God when we seek a perfect one. Paralysis can also be a result of 

avoiding making a hard decision due to fear of conflict. This is often the case 

when it comes to needing to fire an employee or confront poor 

performance. While there are times when waiting longer and praying more 

are appropriate, this can also be a sign of a leader, board, or team living in 

fear and avoiding any risks.  
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“On an important decision, one rarely has 100% of the information needed for a 

good decision no matter how much one spends or how long one waits. And, if one 

waits too long, he has a different problem and has to start all over. This is the 

terrible dilemma of the hesitant decision maker.” –Robert K. Greenleaf, The 

Servant as Leader, 2008 

5. Facing a decision that exceeds the skills or mental/emotional capacity of 

the leadership. 

Picture a 12-year-old junior high school student trying to decide what 

college to attend. Or, how about a 35-year-old carpenter trying to build a 

high tech manufacturing complex. Or a 91-year-old grandmother trying to 

select a new smart phone from 12 options in front of her! What do they all 

have in common? They are each facing a decision that may exceed their 

mental or emotional capacity. Leaders often will experience such decisions. 

Do I buy or sell? Do I hire or fire? Do I take on debt or not? Do I transition to 

another position or stay here? Do I restructure the staff or leave it as is? 

These are just a few examples, and quite often, leaders are faced with a 

number of such decisions all at once. As for Trap #2: Failing to seek or listen 

to wise counsel, leaders need to surround themselves with others who have 

experience and can help shed clarity on the situation.  

 

6. Viewing questions as an enemy rather than a friend. 

Over my years of consulting, I have heard many employees say that they are 

not willing to ask any questions of a supervisor because it is too risky. Even 

though the leader says she wants input and questions, the perception of 

those around her is that they will be punished if they do. Sometimes this is 

just an excuse team members use due to their own lack of courage or 

insecurity. However, we have seen on many occasions how a leader can 

become aggressive or defensive which sends the message: “Don’t question 

me!” Yet, without being questioned, a leader is much more likely to make 

poor decisions since he or she may not have thought through it or missed 

important information that could have improved the decision or prevented 

a damaging decision from being made. 

http://www.centerconsulting.org
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7. Failing to understand and manage human dynamics.  

I remember working with a board made up of incredibly intelligent people. I 

was trying to help them navigate a major decision, and in the midst of the 

meeting, they brought up a failed decision from a few years before. As I 

listened, I was fascinated by what took place. As they described it, the board 

had made a unanimous decision, but in reviewing it a few years later, the 

great majority of them did not actually like what they had decided at the 

time they decided it!  

 

How does this happen? When you put two or more people together, the 

dynamics between the people can influence how a decision is made. 

According to Dr. Daniel Goleman, one of the leading researchers in 

emotional intelligence, groups often tend to make better decisions than 

individuals, but this is usually true only when the group has a high level of 

trust and healthy group dynamics. When they do not, the outcome can be 

what someone termed “collective dumbness”! In addition, research has 

shown that if we have experienced a negative emotion, like anger, close in 

time to when we are making a decision, that emotion may influence our 

approach to the decision even though the two were unrelated. (If you want 

to read more on this, consider Harvard Business Review’s article “Don’t Let 

Emotions Screw Up Your Decisions” by Francesca Gino). Remember, we are 

complex people. There is nothing simple about human behavior!  

 

8. Spiritualizing decisions. 

One of the tempting ways for Christian leaders to respond to confusion and 

complexity is to spiritualize the problem or decision. You sometimes see this 

at work when you hear others use such phrases as “God wants us to...” or 

“We have not prayed enough about this.” While all decisions have a spiritual 

aspect, spiritualization often occurs when a sound decision-making process 

is eliminated. Spiritualization takes a variety of forms including 

inappropriately placing God’s approval on a decision, confusing prayer with 

decision-making, and labeling others as nonspiritual when they do not see a 

http://www.centerconsulting.org
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situation the same way. However, spiritualization artificially simplifies 

challenges and seldom leads to wise decisions. Ultimately, it abuses and 

trivializes God and His Word. 

 

9. Failing to correct a bad decision. 

One hard decision for any leader is knowing who to hire. I believe it’s fair to 

say that almost every leader I have ever met (including myself!) has told me 

stories about mistakes in hiring decisions. One leader was two days away 

from hiring someone, but after some discussion with one of our consultants 

as well as some reflection, he realized this was not the right person to hire. 

At that moment, some leaders would justify moving forward since it is 

embarrassing to make a correction. But this leader was courageous and told 

his people, his board, and his candidate that the hire was not going to 

happen. More often than not, when we feel like we may have made a bad 

decision, we still continue moving ahead instead of correcting the decision. 

This not only includes hiring decisions but also other areas of life including 

dating, marriage, drugs, pornography, finances, and debt.    

 

10. Succumbing to decision overload. 

The average person today is being confronted with an ever-increasing 

amount of responsibility and information (aka information overload). Today, 

the typical adult is faced with:  

 Understanding and managing 401(k)/403(b) retirement investments 

 Complex medical insurance plans 

 Ever-changing computer software 

 Technology that is changing about every one or two years 

 Overwhelming amount of information from T.V., social media, web-

browsing, and print  

 Jobs that are often uncertain due consolidation and a rapidly 

changing economy 

Each of the above adds to the number of decisions that need to be made, 

and the volume of information to process also makes those decisions more 

The 10 Decision Traps 

1. Holding too high of an 
opinion of you.  

2. Failing to seek or listen to 
wise counsel. 

3. Making decisions impulsively. 

4. Allowing the search for a 
“perfect” decision to create 
paralysis. 

5. Facing a decision that 
exceeds the skills or 
mental/emotional capacity 
of the leadership. 

6. Viewing questions as an 
enemy rather than a friend. 

7. Failing to understand and 
manage human dynamics.  

8. Spiritualizing decisions. 

9. Failing to correct a bad 
decision. 

10. Succumbing to decision 
overload.  

Wherever you see a 

successful 

business, someone 

once made a 

courageous 

decision. 

–Peter Drucker 
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complicated. In his book Paradox of Choice (2016), Dr. Barry Schwartz notes 

that while freedom to choose is a good thing, too many options can 

incapacitate a person’s ability to make a decision. Another factor adding to 

the challenge is what economist Fred Hirsch refers to as the “tyranny of 

small decisions” – when a person decides to look at one more option, read 

one more article, go to one more website, etc. This produces even more 

options, and with too many options, people are inclined to choose none or 

impulsively choose poorly. 

 

DECIDE HOW TO DECIDE 

1. WHO gets to decide?  

With our clients who are facing major decisions, we first discuss how they 

will make the decision. One key aspect of this is defining WHO has the 

authority to make this decision. Consider the following groups in relation to 

decision-making. In each case, it must be decided WHO has the authority to 

decide. The more you clarify the WHO, the more you reduce the likelihood 

of conflict.   

 

 

 

 

“It is hard to imagine a more stupid or more dangerous way of making decisions 

than by putting those decisions in the hands of people who pay no price for  

being wrong.” –Thomas Sowell 

 

2. HOW will the decision be made? 

There are generally four approaches regarding how a decision will be made. 

Whichever approach is chosen is usually influenced by the nature of the 

decision, the rules or by-laws of the organization, the history and culture of 

the organization, and the credibility of the leader(s). 

Non-Profit 
 The CEO/Director? 
 A manager? 
 The board? 

Privately Held Business 

 The owner? 
 A manager? 
 The board? 

Church 
 The pastor? 
 A staff member? 
 The board? 
 Church members? 

2 
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 Decision by an individual – This may be an owner, manager, or staff 

member.  

 Decision by a small group – This is most often a work team, 

management team, or board. 

 Decision by unanimous consent – This is when more than one 

person is involved in the decision and either they want agreement 

or the by-laws require it. 

 Decision by popular majority – This is when you must have either a 

simple majority of 51% or more or a supermajority such as two 

thirds or three quarters. 

Warning: The dangers of unanimous consent. 

There is something energizing about having everyone affirm a particular 

decision. It makes us feel more confident in the decision. Some people even 

take unanimous agreement as a sign of God’s affirmation of the decision (in 

some cases this is a sign of spiritualization). However, while having 

complete support is a worthy goal, it is not smart to require it in order to 

move forward with a decision. By requiring complete agreement, one 

person now has all the power, since it only takes one person to say no, 

rendering the opinions of all the others as irrelevant. Unanimous consent is 

really decision-making by one. Desiring unanimous consent is admirable. 

Requiring it is unwise. 

 

CREATE THE ENVIRONMENT  

To make a wise decision, you need to first ensure that you have created the 

right environment for wise decision-making. The six elements needed for a 

good decision-making environment are expertise, prayer, candor, listening, 

inquiry, and creativity. Once you have implemented the six core areas, you 

are ready to discern your options and make your decision. The following 

decision-making chart shows the elements and flow of making a wise 

decision. This chart can serve as a valuable tool for you and your group. 
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Decision Making Chart 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MAKE THE DECISION 

If you have created the right environment for making a decision and have 

evaluated your options, you still must ultimately choose. Sometimes this is 

tough since you may be choosing between somewhat equally good or 

difficult options. There are seldom risk free decisions or guarantees. But as 

leaders, we are responsible to ensure decisions are made. So trust God, 

trust your team, and make a decision! 

4 
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“I found every single successful person I've ever spoken to had a turning point. The 

turning point was when they made a clear, specific unequivocal decision that they 

were going to achieve success. Some people make that decision at 15 and some 

people make it at 50, and most people never make it at all.” –Brian Tracey 

 

IMPLEMENT THE DECISION 

It is one thing to make a decision; it is a totally different thing to actually 

implement it. Implementing decisions takes time and planning. It requires 

accountability, and it is highly likely someone will not like the decision. Since 

most of us do not embrace conflict (someone who does might just be a bit 

of a masochist!), we often will start to back away from a decision or shift the 

blame to someone else if tension begins to rise. I remember one leader 

referring to a director of a nonprofit organization as “Teflon” because 

“nothing ever sticks to him!”  

“A good decision executed quickly beats a brilliant decision implemented slowly.”  

–Rogers and Blenko, Who Has the D 

Sometimes, it is wise to back away since the decision may not have been 

well thought out or the timing may have been bad. However, there are 

times when the decision is a reasonably wise one and there will never be a 

“good time.” In this case, the leader has to manifest both courage and 

stamina. If a leader cannot do this, he is a weak leader and will develop a 

pattern of risk avoidance and coasting, causing great damage over time to 

the organization and to those around him. 

EVALUATE THE DECISION 

Evaluation is critical after implementing a decision. Use the following 

checklist to test the quality of your decision. Based on your answers, you 

will be able to tell if the decision is successful, or if not, where you can 

improve for next time.  

 

6 
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“Whatever course you decide upon, there is always someone to tell you that you 

are wrong. There are always difficulties arising which tempt you to believe that 

your critics are right. To map out a course of action and follow it to an end  

requires courage.” –Ralph Waldo Emerson 

 

TAKE RESPONSIBILITY FOR YOUR DECISIONS 

If you are not courageous enough to take responsibility for a decision, then 

you are not worthy enough to have the authority to make the decision. 

Sometimes we like to take credit for the decisions that work well but blame 

others when the decision fails. Our ability to revise history and self-justify 

our actions while assigning blame to others for their actions is amazing and 

dangerously sad! It is the unusual leader who takes responsibility for a 

decision that is not working by saying, “I am responsible for the decision,” or 

“I am sorry for the decision.” These leaders don’t blame others. They take 

responsibility for their actions.  

A colleague and I were once having a tense meeting with a client because of 

a conflict they were having. Due to a decision that we made about who 

could attend the meeting, the tensions increased before we even started. 

We immediately took ownership of our decision and apologized for it. At 

that very moment, the tension left the room, and the client wanted to 

proceed, demonstrating the power of an apology. 

“If you are not 

courageous 

enough to take 

responsibility for a 

decision, then you 

are not worthy 

enough to have 

the authority to 

make the 

decision.” 

6 Tests for Quality Decision Making 

1. Was a decision made? (status) 

2. What was the decision? (content) 

3. How was the decision made? (process) 

4. How good was the decision? (quality) 

5. Was the decision executed? (implementation) 

6. Was the decision accepted? (ownership) 

 

7 
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WHAT NEXT? 

Using the decision traps list on page 8, consider the traps that you and your 

team are most likely to be caught in when making a decision. You may even 

want to look back on a recent decision that you feel was not successful and 

use the list of traps to determine why. 

Using the decision-making chart on page 11, evaluate and discuss the health 

of your decision-making environment and what can be done to improve it. 

The one responsibility every leader has in common is making decisions. We 

all have examples of failed decisions in our personal and professional lives, 

yet we should strive for continued growth in making wise decisions. Such 

decisions honor God and prevent us from harming people and our 

organizations. Plus, the alternative to a good decision is a bad option! 

 

 

 

Jay Desko is the Executive Director of The Center and serves on the Senior 

Leadership Team at Calvary Church in Souderton, Pennsylvania. Jay brings 

experience in the areas of ministry assessment, leadership coaching, 

decision-making, and strategic questioning. Jay’s degrees include a B.S. in 

Bible, an M.Ed in Instructional Systems Design and a Ph.D. in Organizational 

Behavior and Leadership. If you would ever like to contact Jay, he can be 

reached at jdesko@centerconsulting.org.  

 

 

 

 
 
If you are a leader of a church, nonprofit or business and would like to further advance the effectiveness 
and health of yourself or your organization, we can assist you through our proven guidance and relational 
approach. We provide customized solutions for your complex problems. Our solutions include coaching, 
assessment, communications, crisis guidance, planning, staffing & HR, succession planning, personalized 
coaching retreats and more. For more information, call our office at 215-723-2325 or visit our website at 
centerconsulting.org. 
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