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The Different Approaches To A Group
Decision-Making And How Effective They Are

In A Group
Posted on October 14, 2019

Introduction
Group decision-making is a participatory process in which two or more people identify a problem,
evaluate alternatives, and choose a course of action. Groups may be formal or informal, permanent or
temporary, homogeneous or diverse, and physically together or geographically dispersed. The original
essay correctly identifies brainstorming, dialectical inquiry, nominal group technique, and Delphi
technique as important approaches. It also recognizes groupthink as a danger and argues that the
nominal group technique is particularly useful when equal participation matters. (Janis, 1982; Delbecq
et al., 1975)

No method is universally best. Effectiveness depends on the type of problem, time available,
expertise, level of conflict, need for creativity, confidentiality, geographical distribution, and whether
the final decision requires commitment from participants. A group can produce better judgment than
one person by combining knowledge and challenging assumptions. It can also waste time, reinforce
hierarchy, diffuse responsibility, or choose a worse option through pressure for agreement. Leaders
should therefore design the decision process rather than simply call a meeting and hope discussion
produces wisdom.

Advantages of Group Decision-Making
Groups can pool information that is distributed across members. A finance specialist may understand
cost, an operations manager may know implementation constraints, and a frontline employee may
know how customers actually experience the process. When this knowledge is shared, the decision
can reflect more of the situation than one executive’s perspective.

Participation can also increase commitment. People are more likely to support implementation when
they understand the reasoning and have had a meaningful opportunity to contribute. This effect is
strongest when participation is genuine rather than symbolic. Asking for ideas after the leader has
already decided can reduce trust.

Diversity can improve problem solving by introducing different experiences and assumptions. The
benefit is not automatic. A diverse group needs psychological safety, fair speaking opportunities, and
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a process that prevents dominant members from controlling the agenda.

Disadvantages of Group Decision-Making
Group decisions often require more time. Scheduling, discussion, conflict, and coordination can delay
urgent action. Members may also engage in social loafing, allowing others to do the analysis.
Responsibility can become unclear because no individual feels fully accountable for the result.

Status differences can distort discussion. Junior members may withhold concerns when senior leaders
speak first. Charismatic participants may influence the group beyond the quality of their evidence.
Coalitions can form around personalities or departmental interests. A structured method reduces
these risks but cannot eliminate them completely.

Brainstorming
Brainstorming is designed to generate many ideas before evaluation begins. The problem is stated
clearly, participants offer suggestions, and ideas are recorded without immediate criticism. Later, the
group organizes and evaluates them. The temporary separation of generation from judgment is
intended to reduce self-censorship and premature rejection.

The original essay notes that brainstorming works well in school clubs and event planning, especially
when participants share an interest. This is a good example because the task requires creativity and
multiple options rather than one technical answer. Brainstorming can produce themes, locations,
activities, and communication ideas quickly.

Traditional verbal brainstorming has limitations. Participants must wait to speak, some forget ideas,
and early suggestions can anchor the group. Dominant members may take more airtime. Research
often finds that individuals generating ideas separately and then pooling them can produce more
ideas than an unstructured speaking session.

Improving Brainstorming
Leaders can improve brainstorming by asking participants to write ideas silently before discussion.
Digital tools can allow simultaneous contribution. The facilitator should restate the objective, set a
time limit, invite unusual ideas, and prevent evaluation during generation. Afterward, duplicate ideas
can be combined and criteria applied.

Brainstorming is less suitable when the decision is highly technical, confidential, legally constrained,
or urgent. It generates alternatives but does not determine which one is correct.
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Brainwriting
Brainwriting is a written variation of brainstorming. Participants record ideas privately, then share or
circulate them. This reduces production blocking and allows quieter members to contribute without
competing for speaking time. It can be anonymous, which may reduce status pressure.

A common variation asks participants to write several ideas within a fixed period and then build on
ideas from others. Brainwriting is useful in hybrid or remote groups and when the subject is sensitive.
Its weakness is that written ideas may lack context, and the group still needs discussion to interpret
them.

Nominal Group Technique
The nominal group technique is a structured process combining individual idea generation with group
discussion and ranking. Members first write ideas independently. Each person then contributes one
idea at a time in a round-robin process until all ideas are recorded. The group clarifies the options
without extended advocacy, after which members privately rank or vote.

The original essay correctly argues that this method prevents one person from dominating and gives
new or reluctant members a chance to participate. Silent generation preserves independent thought,
while private ranking reduces pressure to follow the loudest voice. It is especially useful when the
group must establish priorities, select projects, identify risks, or allocate limited resources.

The method can feel rigid and may not permit the deep collaborative development required for
complex strategy. Ranking also depends on the criteria participants use. If each member interprets
“best” differently, the final score may conceal disagreement. Criteria should therefore be defined
before voting.

Dialectical Inquiry
Dialectical inquiry deliberately develops opposing interpretations or recommendations. One subgroup
constructs a proposal, while another develops a counterproposal based on different assumptions. The
full group examines the conflict and may select one option or synthesize a stronger solution.

The original essay connects dialectical inquiry with debating clubs. Debate teaches participants to
consider arguments on both sides and identify weak reasoning. In organizational decisions, the
method can expose risks hidden by enthusiasm. A team proposing expansion may be challenged by
another team presenting a contraction or partnership strategy.

The method can become adversarial when participants identify personally with the side they are
assigned. Members may defend an argument after evidence weakens it because losing feels
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embarrassing. The facilitator should emphasize that the purpose is testing ideas, not defeating
colleagues.

Devil’s Advocacy
Devil’s advocacy assigns one person or group to challenge the preferred plan. The advocate identifies
assumptions, failure modes, unintended consequences, and contrary evidence. This is simpler than
developing two complete strategies and can be useful near the end of analysis.

The role should rotate because one permanent critic may become isolated or ignored. Leaders must
protect the advocate from retaliation. A challenge process has no value if everyone knows the leader
punishes uncomfortable information.

The Delphi Technique
The Delphi technique gathers judgments from a panel of experts through multiple rounds of
questionnaires. Participants typically respond independently and anonymously. A facilitator
summarizes the results and reasoning, then asks the experts to reconsider in later rounds. The
process may continue until views stabilize or the decision deadline arrives.

The original essay correctly notes that Delphi is useful when experts are geographically dispersed. It
is also useful when status differences might distort a face-to-face discussion or when the issue
involves forecasting. Anonymous rounds allow participants to revise without public embarrassment.

Delphi does not require email or chat specifically; it is defined by structured iteration, controlled
feedback, and expert judgment. Responses can be misinterpreted if questions are vague or
summaries are biased. Expert consensus can also be wrong, especially when the panel shares the
same assumptions. The facilitator must preserve minority reasoning rather than report only averages.

Consensus Decision-Making
Consensus aims for a decision that all members can support or at least accept. It does not necessarily
require that every person considers the option ideal. The group discusses concerns and modifies the
proposal until no participant has a principled objection strong enough to block it under the agreed
rules.

Consensus can produce high commitment and integrate minority concerns. It is appropriate where
implementation depends on sustained cooperation. It can be slow and vulnerable to obstruction.
Groups should define whether consensus means unanimity, no formal objection, or broad agreement
with documented reservations.
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Majority Voting
Majority voting is fast, transparent, and familiar. It works when options are clear and members have
equal standing. It can resolve a decision when further discussion is unlikely to change views.

Voting can create winners and losers and may ignore the intensity of minority concerns. A 51 percent
decision is weak when the 49 percent must implement it. Voting is often best after a fair information
and discussion process rather than as the first step.

Multi-Criteria Decision Analysis
Multi-criteria decision analysis compares alternatives against explicit criteria such as cost, safety,
quality, time, feasibility, and strategic fit. The group defines criteria, assigns weights, scores options,
and examines sensitivity. This method makes reasoning visible and helps prevent one attractive
feature from dominating.

Numbers can create false precision. Weights and scores remain judgments, and a high total may
conceal a fatal legal or ethical constraint. The group should use the model to support discussion
rather than treat the spreadsheet as an independent decision-maker.

Stepladder Technique
The stepladder technique introduces members into discussion gradually. Two people begin by
considering the problem, then a third enters and presents an independent view before hearing the
current conclusion. Additional members join one at a time in the same manner.

This structure preserves independent ideas and reduces conformity. It can be useful with small teams
but becomes time-consuming with larger groups. Participants need the same initial information for
fair comparison.

RACI and Decision Rights
Some group problems arise because no one knows who recommends, decides, executes, or must be
consulted. A responsibility framework can clarify decision rights. One person may hold final
accountability while a group supplies analysis and input.

Participation does not require collective final authority. Leaders should state at the beginning whether
the group will decide, recommend, advise, or generate ideas. Ambiguity creates frustration when
members believe they voted but the leader treats the result as optional.
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Groupthink
Groupthink occurs when the desire for cohesion or agreement suppresses realistic evaluation.
Symptoms may include self-censorship, illusions of unanimity, pressure on dissenters, rationalization,
and stereotypes about outsiders. It is more likely when the group is highly cohesive, isolated,
stressed, directed by a powerful leader, and lacking a clear decision process.

The original essay recommends debate, outside perspectives, leaders withholding their initial opinion,
and requiring alternatives. These are effective preventive steps. A leader’s early preference can
anchor discussion, so asking others to speak first often improves information sharing.

Preventing Groupthink
Groups should appoint a devil’s advocate, invite independent experts, divide into subgroups, and hold
a second-chance meeting before final commitment. Members can submit concerns privately. The
team should examine pre-mortem scenarios by imagining that the decision failed and asking why.

Leaders should reward accurate warning rather than optimism. Psychological safety means a member
can question a plan without being punished or humiliated. It does not mean that every opinion is
accepted or that standards disappear.

Information Cascades and Anchoring
An information cascade occurs when people follow earlier judgments rather than disclose their own
information. A junior employee may assume the senior team knows more and remain silent, even
when possessing critical evidence. Asking for independent estimates before discussion reduces this
effect.

Anchoring occurs when an early number or proposal influences later judgment. Groups should collect
individual forecasts first and examine multiple reference points. The order in which alternatives are
presented can otherwise change the result.

Polarization
Group discussion can move members toward a more extreme version of their initial tendency. A
cautious group may become overly cautious, while a risk-seeking group may accept greater danger.
Exposure mainly to supporting arguments and desire to fit the group can produce polarization.

Structured contrary evidence, diverse membership, and explicit risk criteria help. Leaders should
compare the group’s final position with the distribution of initial views to see whether unexplained
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movement occurred.

Role of the Facilitator
A facilitator manages process rather than determining content. Responsibilities include defining the
question, setting rules, monitoring time, inviting participation, summarizing, separating facts from
assumptions, and documenting decisions. In high-conflict situations, an independent facilitator may
be preferable to the manager who owns the outcome.

The facilitator should not force equal speaking time when expertise differs, but should ensure that
relevant information can be heard. A technical specialist may need more time on a critical issue, while
status alone should not provide greater influence.

Decision Criteria
Groups often debate alternatives without agreeing on what success means. Criteria should be defined
before favorite solutions emerge. They may include safety, legality, cost, quality, equity, speed,
reversibility, stakeholder impact, and strategic alignment.

Some criteria are thresholds rather than trade-offs. An illegal option cannot become acceptable
because it scores highly on convenience. Ethical and safety limits should be stated clearly.

Diversity and Inclusion
Demographic and cognitive diversity can improve decisions by expanding perspective. However,
minority members may carry an unfair burden of representing a whole group. Inclusion requires
access to information, respect, influence, and protection from interruption or dismissal.

Anonymous input can help but should not replace cultural change. If people can speak only when
hidden, the team has not created lasting psychological safety.

Remote and Hybrid Groups
Distributed teams can use Delphi, digital brainwriting, shared documents, surveys, and virtual
meetings. Remote tools allow asynchronous reflection and broader participation but may reduce
informal clarification and make it harder to read hesitation.

Hybrid meetings can disadvantage remote members when people in the room dominate. A facilitator
should use one shared platform, explicit turn-taking, and written decisions. Technical failure must not
be treated as lack of engagement.
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Urgent Decisions
Emergency conditions may not allow consensus or multiple Delphi rounds. A designated leader may
need to decide quickly using available expertise. The group should know emergency authority in
advance and conduct a later review.

Speed does not excuse ignoring critical information. Short structured briefings and checklists can
improve urgent decisions. The method should match the consequence of delay.

Evaluating Decision Quality
A good outcome does not prove the process was good, and a bad outcome does not always prove the
decision was irrational. Uncertainty can produce unfavorable results despite reasonable analysis.
Evaluation should examine information used, alternatives considered, assumptions, participation,
implementation, and learning.

Groups should document why the decision was made and which indicators would trigger
reconsideration. This reduces hindsight bias and supports accountability.

Choosing the Appropriate Method
Brainstorming and brainwriting are best for generating alternatives. Nominal group technique is
strong for equal participation and ranking. Dialectical inquiry and devil’s advocacy test assumptions.
Delphi gathers distributed expert judgment. Consensus supports commitment, while voting provides
closure. Multi-criteria analysis structures trade-offs.

Methods can be combined. A team may begin with brainwriting, clarify through discussion, test
leading options through dialectical inquiry, score them against criteria, and use the accountable
leader for final approval. Process design should follow the decision rather than organizational habit.

Conclusion
Group decision-making can improve quality by combining information, creativity, and commitment. It
can also create delay, conformity, domination, and unclear responsibility. Effectiveness depends less
on the fact that a group meets and more on how participation, evidence, criteria, challenge, and
authority are structured.

The original essay is right to favor nominal group technique when equal contribution is essential.
Silent idea generation, round-robin sharing, clarification, and private ranking reduce domination and
help integrate new members. It is not always the best method, particularly when deep collaboration
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or urgent action is required.

Leaders should withhold early preferences, seek outside views, require alternatives, protect dissent,
and clarify who makes the final decision. A well-designed group process does not eliminate
disagreement. It uses disagreement as evidence and converts diverse judgment into a defensible
choice.
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