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Making Group
Decisions

Missouri 4-H Youth Development Programs

One of the first decisions a new
group makes is what decision-
making style to use during meetings.
Often groups use an informal
procedure that appears like a group
of people talking together. Though
the procedure is flexible, there is
general agreement on how to discuss
information and make decisions.
There is usually a list of items
to cover or an agenda. Everyone
shares responsibility for keeping
the discussion moving and making
decisions. This is called the problem-
solving approach.

Using this approach in your club
means group leaders and members
can concentrate their most creative
thinking on the problems rather than
on the proper way to make and dis-
pose of motions and amendments.

B Emphasis will be on resolving
differences and arriving at the
best possible solution for the
entire group.

B  When a conflict arises, final
decisions can be delayed until
more adequate solutions are

designed by the group.

B In a cooperative effort, members
come to see the need for some
“give and take.” What is best for
an individual is not always best
for the entire group.

B  When an agreement is reached,
it is ratified simply by a show of
hands or a voice vote of those in
favor and those opposed.

Decisions your club reaches by
general agreement can be as effec-
tive, or more effective, than voting.

Describe issue or problem

The first step is to describe the
issue or problem that needs group
decision or action. State the problem
clearly so that everyone knows what
is under discussion. For example:
“Tonight we need to discuss our par-
ticipation in the county fair parade.”
At times it is helpful to state the
problem in writing so group mem-
bers have a clear understanding of
the issues to be decided.

Collect necessary facts

The second step is to collect all
necessary facts and ideas about the
problem. Decisions are reached
more readily when problems are
clearly defined and well understood.
Make careful distinctions between
facts and opinions. Facts concern-
ing the county fair parade would
include the time, date, a place, types
of entries (floats, decorated bikes and
horse groups), etc. “Boy, a float is a
lot of work and it’s always hot on fair
parade day,” expresses an opinion,
not a fact.

It’s important that members have
a complete and accurate picture in
order to make wise decisions. Many
decisions are made right on the spot,
without additional information and
often with little discussion. However,
if more information is needed, it’s
wise to wait until members obtain
it. You could go on to another item
of business while members collect

information, such as the date or
the theme. It is usually beneficial to
involve the members in obtaining
the needed information.

List possible solutions

The third step is to make a list
of all possible solutions or courses
of action. Most 4-H clubs tend to
center their attention either on the
first proposal mentioned or what was
done in previous years rather than
explore all of the possibilities. After
exploring a variety of alternatives,
group members can combine their
thinking to arrive at a solution that
has the most member support. The
president should keep the discussion
going until the group appears satis-
fied that all possible courses of action
have been explored.

Review goals from time to time
to keep the discussion centered on
the group’s objectives. Ask, “How
can this decision help us to meet our
goals?”

For complex problems, record
suggestions on a chalkboard so the
important points are available to
everyone.

Select best solution

After exploring the various alter-
natives, the club is ready for the next
step — reviewing the possibilities and
selecting the best solution. Formu-
late a final decision by eliminating,
combining, or revising items on the
list. This process usually generates
interest and participation from group
members.
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As a leader, you can talk with the
club about working out a solution
without the complication of motions
and amendments. This is useful
in clubs with a large percentage of
young members or when members
have little or no training in parlia-
mentary procedure. After a discus-
sion, members usually catch on to
the new approach quickly.

However, if someone forgets or
makes a motion to push a point of
view, the president can review the
procedure the group has agreed to
follow and ask that the motion be
held until the group completes the
discussion. Then, if the member is
not pleased with the outcome, the
president can entertain the motion.

Carry through

When the solution is reached,
read it to the group so everyone is
clear on what is being proposed. At
this point either accept the decision
through an expression of consen-
sus or by a vote on a motion. For
example, after the reading of a final
version the president can say, “All
in favor of this proposal say ‘Aye’
—opposed ‘No."”” When the inter-
est of the entire group is taken into
account, there is seldom opposition
at this point. If the club wants a
more formal procedure, the presi-
dent may ask if someone will state

the proposal in the form of a motion.

After a second and the opportunity
for additional discussion, a vote is
taken.

Don’t stop at this point. Make
plans to implement the decision.
When a decision calls for action,
the president can spell out the work
to be done, outline the steps to be
taken, and appoint members to carry
out the decision.

Evaluate efforts

Although often forgotten, the
last step, evaluation, is important to
future planning. If good records are

kept and suggestions for improve-
ment are made, the job will be easier
in the future. A good question for
evaluating is: “What would we do
differently if we had to do it again,
and why?”

You have a choice

Formal groups generally use par-
liamentary procedure, which has well
established decision-making proce-
dures. Larger groups sometimes use
parliamentary procedure because
they feel it provides for more orderly
meetings. If you use this method,
have all officers and advisers become
familiar with the process so meetings
can move along smoothly.

In 4-H, both parliamentary proce-
dure and some form of the problem-
solving process are used, and both
processes work. The style of decision
making a group uses depends on the
group, members’ interests, and what
the leaders and members feel more
comfortable with. Youth clubs may
choose to use parliamentary proce-
dure, the problem-solving method,
or a combination of the two.

Summary of steps

1. Describe the problem or issue
before the club.

2. Collect all necessary information.
3. List all possible solutions.

4. Review alternatives and select best
solution.

5. Carry through on the decision.

6. Evaluate the results.

Advantages of problem
solving

Many groups feel that the prob-
lem-solving process has the follow-
ing advantages:

B Group discussions can result in
higher quality decisions.

B FEach member has maximum
opportunity to participate.

B Decisions reflect the feeling of
the whole group.

B Conflicts are easier to resolve.

B Group decisions lead to group
action. People support what they
create.

This material was adapted from A
New Look at Parliamentary Proce-
dure North Central Regional Extension
Publication No. 4§.
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