
Blog post #36: Tuesday, June 8 

 

Tools for Teams: Structured Decision Making Interventions 

Last week we introduced our series of upcoming posts about structured team interventions. One 

area where teams often need intervention is to make decision making more efficient. This blog post 

tackles decision-making interventions. 

Team decisions take more time than individual ones. It’s often a slow, deliberate process that 

requires important dialogue. These conversations are essential to th team making a thoughtful and 

more informed decision, and hopefully helping a team get closer to reaching synergy. 

Unfortunately, sometimes the 

conversation goes on too long. 

Sometimes it circles around the same 

topic several times. Sometimes someone 

on the team hijacks the conversation and 

moves it to a different topic. Sometimes 

a team member talks too much, and 

another doesn’t talk at all. You get the 

point. And, we’re sure you’ve 

experienced these issues in your teams.  

If you want to make your team work more efficiently, here are 5 structured decision making 

techniques that can help your team:  

 Devil’s Advocacy ((see work by Schwenk, Cosier, and their colleagues). This is a procedure 

that is based on the philosophy of Hegel that says that task conflict can positively influence 

cognitive processing (in this case, team processing). The procedure pits a decision 

recommendation subgroup against a devil’s advocacy subgroup, helping the overall team 



consider strengths and weaknesses. These subgroups should be randomly assigned to argue 

for or against the proposal. 

 Dialectical Inquiry (see work by Cosier, Lourenco, Glidewell, Schwenk and their 

colleagues). Also based on the philosophy of Hegel, dialectical inquiry pits two decision 

making subgroups (again, randomly organized) against one another. Then, the two 

subgroups must work back and forth to resolve their different proposals and eventually 

come up with a single decision that is determined through combination and improvement 

during discussion.  

 The Stepladder Technique (see work by Rogelberg and colleagues). The technique starts 

with a brief presentation and explanation of the problem. Then a core group of two people 

discuss the problem. Once they have completed their discussion, they add members one at a 

time (building the steps on the ladder) and continue the discussion each time they add a 

member. They do not make a decision when building the steps on the ladder, and only make 

a decision after all members have been included.  

 The Nominal Group Technique 

(see work by van de Ven, Delbecq, 

Gustafson and their colleagues). 

The Nominal Group Technique 

constrains group process more than 

the previous three. The process is 

typically run by a facilitator and 

starts with silent idea generation, 

then a round robin reporting of 

those ideas. At that point there is a 

brief discussion for clarification, 

then more discussion, and then the 

decision is made though voting.  

 The Delphi Technique (see work by Linstone, Turoff, and others). Calling the Delphi 

Technique a “team” intervention is a little odd, because it virtually eliminates all interaction 

and instead has the team interact through surveys (organized by a third-party expert) that ask 

questions that will help the “team” to generate solutions. At the end, the third-party helps 

the team to decide on one solution. The benefit is that it eliminates all group process 

problems. The drawback is that it eliminates all of the good group process, too.   

These are very brief descriptions – feel free to reach out to us (or look at the literature) for more 
information. It’s important to note that a) we did not create any of these techniques and b) there’s 
evidence to show that each works well. The authors have specific prescriptive steps that you should 
follow and the steps to some extent restrict team process while at the same time improve the ability 
for all team members to participate. This allows a team to be more efficient yet at the same time 
provides opportunities for contributing so that the team decision considers the many different 
perspectives of all those who are involved. 

After trying a few of them, you may want to even try to mix and match some of the things that work for you from each 
of the interventions. Good luck, and let us know how it turns out! 



Tim Franz is a Psychology Professor at St. John Fisher College. He is co-author with Lauren Vicker 
of Making Team Projects Work: A Resource for High School and College Educators and co-author with Seth 
Silver of the forthcoming book Meaningful Partnership at Work: How The Workplace Covenant Ensures 
Mutual Accountability and Success between Leaders and Teams. For more resources, check out our website 
at https://teambuildingprocess.com/ 

Watch for our Student Handbook coming late this summer or early this fall! 
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