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Educating Managers for Decision Making and Leadership 
by Victor H. Vroom, Yale University 

 
 

In a recent article Professor Paul Nutt (2002) reported results from a study of over 400 

decisions that had been made by managers in medium to large organizations in the 

U.S., Canada and Europe.  He had interviewed key participants (including the manager 

making the decision) over a two-year period after the decision was made.  Surprisingly, 

over half of the decisions failed.   The decisions were never implemented or 

subsequently unraveled during the two-year observation period.   

 
What was the cause of these failed decisions?  To answer these questions, Professor 

Nutt collected data on many aspects of the decision process which were subsequently 

used to predict the ultimate success or failure of the decision. 

 
Some of the predictors of decision success pertained to deficiencies in the technical 

aspects of the decision process. Inadequate framing of the problems and premature 

closure on a solution are typical examples, but the best predictors of success or failure 

could be found not in cognitive processes but in social ones.  These included the degree 

of involvement and participation of key stakeholders in the development of the problem 

solution. Decisions that used participation to foster implementation succeeded more than 

80% of the time. 

 
Nutt’s findings remind us that effective decision making is not merely a matter of 

decision quality but also of ensuring that the decision will have the necessary support 

and commitment for its effective implementation.  In this sense decision making merges 

with issues of leadership, particularly the degree and manner in which a leader involves 

others in the decision-making process. 

 
Participation in decision making has a long history in both social psychology and 

management theory.  Empirical work on the effects of participation began with Kurt 

Lewin, who became interested in the topic after escaping from Nazi Germany just prior 

to the outbreak of World War II.  His experiments, and those of his disciples, on the 

effects of autocratic, democratic, and laissez-faire leadership styles (Lewin, Lippitt and 

White, 1939) and on overcoming resistance to change (Coch and French, 1948) remain 

classics to this date. 
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Several decades later participation became a key ingredient of several management 

theories, including those of Likert (1967 ), Maier (1970 ), and Hersey and Blanchard 

(1969).  Most of these theorists were advocates of participation based largely on beliefs 

about its motivational properties. 

 
My interest in participation dates back to my days as a graduate student.  Reading a 

detailed account of the Lewin, Lippitt, and White experiments, I discovered a description 

of one of the participants, a son of an army officer, who, unlike the others, preferred the 

structure and discipline of autocratic leadership to the discretion of its democratic 

counterpart.  On the premise that the motivational benefits of participation were not 

universal, I did my doctoral dissertation on the interaction of the personality 

characteristics of followers with the degree of participation afforded by the leader.  The 

results (Vroom, 1960) were quite striking.  I was able to identify the personality 

characteristics of those who responded to participation with much greater job satisfaction 

and greater job performance, as well as the characteristics of those who were 

unaffected.  Unlike others who cast doubt on the usefulness of participation as an 

explanatory variable, I became convinced that the key was to identify the conditions 

under which participation “worked” and those under which it “did not.”  Writing in the 

Handbook of Social Psychology, I wrote that “The critics and proponents of participative 

management would do well to direct their efforts toward identifying the properties of 

situations in which different decision-making approaches are effective rather than 

wholesale condemnation or deification of one approach.” (Vroom, 1969, Vol. 5, p. 40) 

Several years later, I began a program of research aimed at developing a normative 

model to guide managers through the task of matching their decision processes to the 

nature of the problem to be solved.  This research has now spanned several decades, 

during which I have had many collaborators, both proximal and distal.  The proximal 

contributors were Philip Yetton and Arthur Jago, both former students, who made 

enormous contributions at different times to the work (Vroom and Yetton 1973, Vroom 

and Jago 1988).  The distal contributors include those social scientists in North America, 

Europe, and Asia who were stimulated to do research on various facets of the model.  

Several years ago Jago counted 150 publications in scientific journals and 47 doctoral 

dissertations each using our concepts and/or methodologies in the exploration of the link 

between decision making and effective leadership. 



 3

 

Various versions of the model have appeared beginning in 1973.  Each of these begins 

with the assumption that the unit of analysis should be a specific decision problem rather 

than a generalized work role.  Managers encounter a wide range of challenges in the 

course of a day, week, or month that may require very different decision processes. 

We also assume that there are a finite number of such processes by which challenges or 

decision problems can be addressed.  Throughout our research, we have distinguished 

five degrees of participation, the most recent of version of which is shown in Table 1.  

The numbers at the top of the column describing each of the five processes refer to 

experts’ beliefs about the relative amounts of opportunity to influence the decision 

afforded group members. 

TABLE 1 
0 

Decide 

 
You make the 
decision alone 
and either 
announce or 
“sell” it to the 
group.  You may 
use your 
expertise in 
collecting 
information from 
the group or 
others that you 
deem relevant to 
the problem. 

3 
Consult 

(Individually) 
 

You present the 
problem to group 
members 
individually, get 
their suggestions, 
and then make the 
decision. 

5 
Consult 
(Group) 

 
You present the 
problem to group 
members in a 
meeting, get their 
suggestions, and 
then make the 
decision. 

 
 

7 
Facilitate 

 
You present the 
problem to the 
group in a 
meeting.  You act 
as facilitator, 
defining the 
problem to be 
solved and the 
boundaries within 
which the decision 
must be made.  
Your objective is 
to get concurrence 
on a decision.  
Above all, you 
take care to ensure 
that your ideas are 
not given any 
greater weight 
than those of 
others simply 
because of your 
position. 

10 
Delegate 

 
You permit the group 
to make the decision 
within prescribed 
limits.  The group 
undertakes the 
identification and 
diagnosis of the 
problem, developing 
alternative 
procedures for 
solving it, and 
deciding on one or 
more alternative 
solutions.  While you 
play no direct role in 
the group’s 
deliberations unless 
explicitly asked, your 
role is an important 
one behind the 
scenes, providing 
needed resources and 
encouragement. 

 
After reviewing the empirical evidence (Vroom, 1969, Vroom and Yetton, 1973), we 

identified four potential outcomes of participation.  Two of these, the quality of the 

decision and the manner in which it is implemented, are components of decision 

effectiveness.  Quality refers to the analytical aspect of the decision.  A high-quality 

decision is one in which the action chosen is consistent with the goals of the 

organization and with potentially available information about the probabilities of actions 

leading to the attainment of these goals.  Implementation of the decision is influenced by 

the degree to which group members understand and support the decision. 
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Apart from decision effectiveness, there are two other consequences of participation 

identifiable from the literature.  Participation slows down the decision-making process.  

The elapsed time required to make the decision generally increases with amount of 

participation.  This is of particular importance in emergency situations where rapid action 

is a crucial component of success.  In addition, group meetings, particularly those 

seeking consensus among divergent views, can “use up” endless hours, leaving 

proportionally less time available for implementing decisions or meeting the other 

requirements of one’s job (Vroom, 1969).  Both of these aspects of time represent 

potential costs of the participative side of the decision-making spectrum. 

 

While participative decision processes consume time, they may increase human capital.  

It can provide a “training ground” in which people can think through the implications of 

decisions in anticipation of a later time in which they may be responsible for making 

them.  Participation can also perform a team-building function building positive 

relationships among group members and helping to meld them into a team.  Finally, 

participation can aid in aligning the individual goals of group members with the goals of 

the organization.  We consider these factors, time and development, to be components 

of the efficiency of the decision-making process.   

 
As one moves from the left hand side to the right of Table 1, each of these four 

outcomes (quality, implementation, time, and development) changes but seldom in a 

manner that is independent of the situation.  Thus, in some situations, increased 

participation may jeopardize decision quality instead of enhancing it.  There are 

occasions in which participation may elicit destructive conflict that will weaken teams 

rather than build them.  And there are situations where decisiveness on the part of the 

leader is welcomed to a far greater degree than the opportunity to participate in the 

process.   

 
Figures 2 and 3 illustrate the decision making models.  Arranged along the top of each of 

these decision matrices are seven situational factors.  Figure 2 contains a time-driven 

matrix and Figure 3 a development-driven matrix. 
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FIGURE 2 
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FIGURE 3 
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To use either matrix you must have a decision problem in mind which is within your area 

of freedom or discretion.  You must also have a specific group in mind which could 

potentially be involved in the solution of the problem.  Originally we thought of the group 

as consisting of a manager’s direct reports or subset thereof, but experience has shown 

that the model also produces meaningful results for other relationships ranging from a 

CEO’s decision about whether and how to involve his or her board of director, to a 

parent’s decision about involving family members in planning the family vacation. 

The time-driven matrix is intended for situations in which time is important and 

development is not a consideration.  Likewise, the development-driven matrix is intended 

where there is abundant slack time and one wishes to invest in the development of the 

group.   

 

To use either matrix, one starts at the left-hand side and looks for the presence or 

absence of each situational factor, selecting H (High) where the attribute is present, or L 

(Low) where it is absent.  In doing so, you may not cross any horizontal line.  Thus you 

are forging a path toward the right-hand side of the matrix which, when reached, 

contains a recommended process. 

 
The recommended processes in the matrices shown in Figures 2 and 3 are not the result 

of armchair speculation.  They are produced by four equations corresponding to the four 

outcomes of participation:  decision quality, implementation, cost, and development.  For 

example, predictions of the quality of the decision resulting from each of the five decision 

processes are based on where the problem-relevant knowledge resides (in the leader, in 

the group, both, or neither), the extent to which the goals of group members are aligned 

with the organization, and the competence of the team members in working together. 

The final step involves combining the results of the four equations to yield a single 

recommendation.  We make the non-arbitrary assumption that decision quality and 

implementation (the two components of an effective decision) are primary and the two 

components of efficiency (time and development) are secondary.  Within those limits, the 

relative weights attached to the four factors are determined by judgments made by the 

decision maker. 
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It should be apparent that the decision matrices are a very crude device for accessing 

the potential power and usefulness of a model such as I have described.  They are 

limited not only in the number of situational factors but also in the number of levels of 

each factor.  In the real world these factors vary in degree, not just in their presence or 

absence.   

 
Over the last 30 years, I have personally taught a version of the model to many 

thousands of managers in most developed countries in the world.  On rare occasions I 

have had as little as half a day for what amounted to be a largely cognitive exposition of 

the model.  In other instances I have had as much as five days to develop an 

understanding of the model and its underlying processes in more experiential fashion. 

Earlier (Vroom and Jago, 1988) we described a systematic evaluation of effectiveness of 

a 4-5 day workshop in a single organization after a time interval of 1-3 ½ years.  Data 

obtained for participants, superiors and subordinates, pointed to increases in use of 

participation, greater flexibility in leadership style across situations, and more concern 

with development of subordinates.  Particularly encouraging was the lack of evidence of 

a decline in effects with the passage of time.  Those who had been trained 3 ½ years 

earlier were indistinguishable on all quantitative measures from those who had taken the 

workshop the previous year.  These results are largely consistent with those obtained in 

three additional studies carried out by others (Zimmer, 1979; Smith, 1979; Böhnisch, 

1991).  Here I will offer a few more casual observations based on a wider range of 

experiences. 

 
Most managers find the model impressive and the basic idea of modifying the process 

with the situation fits with their preconceptions.  Furthermore, the rational way in which 

the model analyzes the decision and generates recommendations has a high degree of 

face validity.  One CEO of a large organization sent a memorandum to all senior 

managers attaching a copy of the model and recommending it as a guide for making 

effective decisions.  However, there is a distinct possibility that teaching the model has 

affected managers’ “espoused theories” rather than their theories in action.  Argyris 

(1980 ) has cogently observed the lack of relationship between what managers say they 

do and what they do in fact.  Since the inputs to the model are managers’ judgments of 

their environment rather than its actual properties, there is much room for using the 

model to rationalize one’s actions rather than to make one’s actions more rational. 
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For example, a manager with an exalted vision of his or her own expertise relative to a 

group would be led by the model to more autocratic choices than a manager more 

modest in assessment of his or her talents.  Vroom and Yetton (1973) studied this 

potential limitation.  They took a set of real cases modified so as to be easily and 

unambiguously coded by experts trained in the use of the model.  The cases were then 

given to a group of managers, each of whom was asked to 1) to specify what they would 

do if they were the leader depicted in each case, and 2) rate each case on the situational 

factors.   

 

When managers accurately perceived the features of the case, their choices agreed with 

the model two thirds of the time.  However, when they perceived the case incorrectly, the 

level of agreement between the model and their choices declined to only 17%.  It is not 

clear whether managers’ perceptions drive their actions or the reverse.  Either way, it 

imposes limitations on the use of any model that relies on accurate and unbiased 

perceptions.  Other analyses of the data reveal that perceptual errors were not the only 

source of ineffective choices.  Of equal or greater significance was the way in which 

judgments were combined into choices.  This represents the domain addressed by the 

model. 

 
Educating managers to think intelligently about participation and its uses and pitfalls is 

critical to reducing the high failure rate in decisions reported by Professor Nutt at the 

beginning of this paper.  Having models of when and when not to employ participation 

can be a useful guide, but its real utility is likely to be realized with educational activities 

designed to encourage managers to examine and reflect upon their own assumptions 

about leadership and the ways in which their existing behavior patterns may fall short of 

what is needed in today’s world. 

 


