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Decision Analysis: Get Better at Getting the Right Information 
An In Practice™ Article by Helen Kelly 

 

In Memoriam: Larry Isaacson 

Good information is the key to good decisions – but only if it’s the right information 

for the situation. That’s because useful information in one setting won’t necessarily 

inform a different issue.   

Consider this actual case about a long-established menswear 

apparel manufacturer. They are the undisputed market leader in 

the high-end dress shirt business, so year-end figures take 

everyone by surprise. They show a sales slump that has been 

building over three quarters.   

What data might help executives decide on the cause and cure?  

Aside from the usual suspects, pricing and advertising, executives consider recent 

changes such as new salary structure for the account managers and some 

logistics streamlining. They also wonder whether relaxed dress codes have finally 

reached upper managerial rungs, and request research data on the subject. On all 

the above they receive good information.   

Unfortunately none was actually relevant. And what was relevant, they discounted.  

The research team had offered detailed competitive data, noting an innovation - a 

wrinkle free fabric that looked starched and stayed crisp all day. But executives 

dismissed it, pointing to psychographic data showing that key customers take 

pride in professionally laundered dress shirts. The managers learned the hard way 

that when it comes to buyer behaviour, past doesn’t necessarily predict present, 

and present doesn’t perforce foretell future.   

Collaborative analysis – a powerful way to develop judgment and decision 

making ability 

Getting better at sifting relevant from irrelevant data isn’t 

difficult; it takes practice, patience, thought, time – and very 

importantly, learning from colleagues.  

Essentially you work with colleagues, your team or any 

informal study group to identify a decision your unit or your company need to make 

anyway. Consider on your own what information would inform the decision. Then, 

share your thoughts at a meeting and work together to decide what information 

would be most relevant and why.  

Later, you can move to considering alternatives for the decision, using the same 

process – and then you can work on decision implementation.  

Why work with others?  
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Collaborative case analysis is one of the most 

powerful ways to develop judgment and decision 

making ability – and it is virtually free of material 

cost.    

 

 When you look at a situation, your own experience, judgment, assumptions, 

biases and approaches act as a sieve. You see only the way you naturally 

see. If you run analyses with others – and explore what each of you thinks 

and why - you will broaden your perspective, and in most cases improve 

your overall analytic skill.  

 

 Making the process explicit, formal and public allows people to assess their 

own powers of analysis, learn from one another about approaches to this 

class of problem - and perhaps most important of all, broaden skill in 

deciding which data is relevant to a question.  

Managers round the world find it useful to join with others in a regular decision 

analysis group, using current business issues as the content for analysis. You 

don’t need specialist preparation or expert group leader.   

As long as you keep the three-part spirit alive... 

  

 we’re in this together  

 there are no right answers, yet  

 all thoughts welcome  

  

 

...you’ll strengthen your analytic skill, and you’re likely to strengthen trust, 

teamwork and relationships.  

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

The late Larry Isaacson, one of the planet’s great thinkers on 

decision analysis, was also an esteemed case teacher at the 

Yale Business School and at Babson College in Boston.  

 

Larry Isaacson 
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