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One of ECG’s key decisions wasn’t working right, and general manager Doug Davis knew it.
The decision in question was what should go on the roadmap of products slated for development
by ECG, Intel’s Embedded and Communications Group. The general manager and marketing
director responsible for each of ECG’s three product areas wanted a say. So did the unit’s strategicplanning manager, who looked across all three areas—industrial, automotive and communications
applications. Because of the confusion, said Davis, “We were making decisions without including
the right people, so they didn’t stick. Someone who hadn’t been involved early on would bring
a new piece of data, and we’d go back and revisit the decision.”

Too many organizations struggle with their
critical decisions. Some simply dither. Others
make a decision and then, like ECG, revisit it.
Still others make poor choices or cannot translate
their decisions into action. For decisions with
a great deal of value at stake, the cost of all
these failings can be extraordinarily high.

Let’s take a look at each one. Resets that bring
you closer to best practice on all four will put
you well along on the path to greater decision effectiveness.

Define the what
Is the decision at hand clear in everyone’s mind?

This article shows you how to attack your troubled decisions by resetting them—in effect,
setting them up to succeed. A decision reset
not only gets individual decisions working better,
it also demonstrates to people in the organization that they can cut through bureaucratic
logjams and get things decided and delivered.1
A reset involves clarifying the answers to just
four questions:
•

What decision needs to be made
and executed?

•

Who will play the key roles that go into
a decision?

•

How will people make and execute
the decision?

•

When will they make and execute
the decision?

If not, the first step is to state the decision
explicitly. Intel, for example, asks its employees
to begin every meeting with a single statement:
“The purpose of this meeting is to inform you
about X, to discuss Y and to decide on Z,”
where Z is a specific, well-defined decision.
Sometimes framing the decision right is essential. When the team at Ford Motor Company
was deliberating whether to accept a bailout
from US taxpayers, for example, CEO Alan
Mulally framed the decision as “What strategy
will maximize the long-term value of the company?” This forced the group to examine alternatives such as “fix the operations,” “merge
with a competitor,” “seek Chapter 11 bankruptcy
protection” and others, along with accepting
government funding. By framing the decision
this way—and not “Should we accept a bailout
or not?”—Ford was able to make the best decision for all the company’s stakeholders.

1
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Determine the who: RAPID®2
Even if the decision itself is clear and well
framed, individuals may be uncertain about
their own roles and responsibilities. In helping our clients reset decisions, we use a timetested tool known as RAPID to cut through the
uncertainty and to clarify who’s accountable
for what. The words that form the acronym
RAPID—Recommend, Agree, Input, Decide
and Perform—reflect the primary roles in any
decision, though we have taken liberties with
the sequence to create a memorable acronym.

Doug Davis and his team gave the D to the
strategic-planning manager within ECG, who
was best placed to make trade-offs across the
unit’s product areas. They assigned an input
role to the product managers. Implementation
wasn’t perfectly smooth. Some of the product
general managers, for example, weren’t happy
with just offering input and would secondguess the strategic-planning manager’s decisions.
But Davis reinforced the new roles, and soon
the decisions were going smoothly—and a lot
more quickly. “We’re not thrashing around on
these things as much,” he says.

•

Clarify the how

Recommend. The person in this role leads
the process. He or she is responsible for
obtaining and evaluating the relevant facts
and other inputs and then proposing
alternative courses of action.

•

Input. People with input responsibilities
provide the data that is the basis of any
good decision. They also offer their own
judgments about the proposals. They have
the right to provide input to a recommendation but not to veto it.

•

Agree. People who must agree to a recommendation are those who must sign off
on it before it can move forward—executives with legal or regulatory compliance
responsibilities, for instance.

•

Decide. Eventually, one person will decide.
(Many RAPID users say that this person
“has the D.”) Giving the D to one individual
ensures single-point accountability.

•

Perform. The final role in the process
involves the individual or group who will
perform or execute the decision. It’s this
party’s job to implement the decision
promptly and effectively.

Spelling out decision roles was one key to resetting product-roadmap decisions at Intel’s ECG.
2

Companies that are best at handling decisions
use a consistent, well-defined process for every
major decision, whether it is made in the Csuite or on the frontlines. They modify it only
to take into account the value that is at stake—
more care and attention for high-value decisions, less for lower-value ones. Like RAPID,
a structured decision process has the great
advantage that people eventually come to understand and expect it. If one person isn’t following the drill, someone else is likely to raise a
red flag.
The best practices, such as those listed in
Figure 1, are remarkably similar from one
company to another. Any structured approach
needs to incorporate the appropriate steps and
sequencing. It needs to factor role assignments
into the picture. ECG’s process specifies how
people will play their roles, at what stage they
will provide input, when a recommendation
will be developed, how approval will be sought
when necessary and how the final decision
will be reached. Communications is also a key
part of ECG’s decisions. Davis says, “We developed a regular cadence of ‘Here’s what we’ve
done, here’s why we’ve done it’ to help people
understand what’s being added to the roadmap
and why. This has reduced the amount of
revisiting we do by a lot.”
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Figure 1: The how—elements of a best-practice decision process

1

Structured decision
approach

• Conscious approach to decisions: sets criteria, considers relevant facts, develops
alternatives and makes a clear decision weighing all of these

2

Clear steps
and sequence

• Logical steps and sequence for how decision roles and processes will work in practice
• Clear guidelines on how, when to escalate and when not to

3

Meetings and
committees

• Key meetings required for the decision specified, with purpose and participants
clarified up front
• Appropriate committee reviews

4

Closure and
commitment

• Final decision communicated to key parties
• Resources allocated (people and money)
• Execution plan in place (actions, accountabilities, milestones)

5

Feedback loops

• Ongoing review of execution progress to drive fast corrective action or to
replicate successes

Make the when explicit
The best performers create schedules, timetables, milestones, deadlines. They ensure that
decisions are quickly followed by action. Bob
Walter, the CEO who led Cardinal Health from
start-up to $100 billion in sales during his
tenure, was a stickler for avoiding decision drift.
He would say, “Delay is the worst form of
denial.” When an issue hit the executive agenda
at Cardinal, the clock began ticking. Every team
had a certain length of time to come back with
facts, alternatives and recommendations. Every
executive had a strict timetable for making a
decision and seeing that it was carried out.
Timetables ensure that decisions get made at
the right speed and that execution stays on track.

Resetting a decision
In an earlier article we described the case of
Hospira, a specialty pharmaceutical and medical
device company that sought to increase its
effectiveness on many critical decisions.3 Among

the decisions that weren’t working well at
Hospira were everyday operational matters such
as producing marketing materials. That particular process seemed to take forever. Often
it didn’t lead to effective sales aids. So a team
attacked it in just the manner outlined here:
What. Everybody knew that the US Food and
Drug Administration (FDA) had strict regulatory restrictions on what a pharma sales aid
could say. But discussions with the team suggested that while the employees were rightly
concerned with FDA guidelines, they didn’t
put enough emphasis on the benefits of the
product. So Hospira agreed that the what of the
decision was to develop effective, compelling
brochures that were also FDA compliant.
Who. The team also discovered that decision
roles were less than clear. Marketing, regulatory
and medical functions all believed they had the
D on decisions regarding sales aids. Further
discussion unbundled the decisions involved
and resolved the issue. To ensure compliance
3
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with FDA rules, Regulatory got an A role on
the words that could be used. Product marketing got the D on most subdecisions to ensure
that they presented a compelling story to customers (see Figure 2).
How. In the existing process, colleagues jotted
down comments on a draft and passed it around
in a manila folder. Team members received the
draft with no context for the critiques and had
to interpret and make their own edits as best
they could. Going forward, the team agreed to
hold focused meetings to discuss specific issues
on a brochure and thereby provide the person
in the recommend role with more information
and insight.
When. Finally, the team outlined a timetable
for decisions. Each step in the process—determining a promotional strategy, developing a

brief, customizing the language and distributing
a draft—had its own deadline. That way, everyone had clear guidelines about how long each
step and the entire project should take.
The Hospira team reset the what and the who
of these decisions in a one-day workshop. Team
members collaborated on the how and when
over the following weeks. Finally, the entire
group met to finalize the process. The results
have been positive: while the teams used to take
about four weeks to approve a sales aid, they are
now churning through approvals much faster.
Like Intel and Hospira, you can reset your organization’s key decisions and get them humming.
The likely outcome? Better, faster decisions
and improved performance—and a renewed
sense of engagement and enthusiasm among
the people involved.

Figure 2: Hospira’s decisions on marketing materials, before and after RAPID
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1 See the book Decide & Deliver: 5 Steps to Breakthrough Performance in Your Organization (Harvard Business Review Press, 2010), from which this
article is adapted.
2 RAPID ® is a registered trademark of Bain & Company, Inc.
3 See the first article in this series, “Score your organization” (Bain & Company, 2010).
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Bain’s business is helping make companies more valuable.
Founded in 1973 on the principle that consultants must measure their success in terms
of their clients’ financial results, Bain works with top management teams to beat competitors
and generate substantial, lasting financial impact. Our clients have historically outperformed
the stock market by 4:1.

Who we work with
Our clients are typically bold, ambitious business leaders. They have the talent, the will
and the open-mindedness required to succeed. They are not satisfied with the status quo.

What we do
We help companies find where to make their money, make more of it faster and sustain
its growth longer. We help management make the big decisions: on strategy, operations,
technology, mergers and acquisitions and organization. Where appropriate, we work with them
to make it happen.

How we do it
We realize that helping an organization change requires more than just a recommendation.
So we try to put ourselves in our clients’ shoes and focus on practical actions.
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