Introduction


Innovative technologies and globalization makes it necessary for all levels of management to make great number of decisions on a daily basis. Limited time frames and an increased flow of information dramatically increase the complexity of the decision making process. Consequently, long-term success of a company highly depends on ability of management to make consistent interrelated decisions that may or may not increase the efficiency of a department, business unit, or segment while also contributing to the success of the whole company. Therefore, the ability to tailor the decision making process to different organizations and processes, as well as attempts to cooperate with co-workers, motivate line employees, and use power and politics to increase company efficiency are essential skills for modern managers. The report considers approaches to decision making and team working processes which were used during the Marketplace business simulation. Suggestions of ways to improve interpersonal skills and increase effectiveness of decision making process are made based on practical experience analyzed in the context of existing theories.

Decision-making process.


The decision making  process is one of making present choices among existing alternatives that affect future. The Marketplace Business Simulation required the team to make a great number of interrelated decisions in all many business areas such as marketing, manufacturing, human resource and accounting Moreover, the efficiency of the decisions was evaluated through the balance scorecard. Benchmarking of the Scorecards within the teams in the group showed that the final score was lower than four main competitors.  Thus, drawbacks of process of decision making are discussed further in order to improve future performance.


During the Business Simulation the team was focused on making tactical decisions such as allocating budgets, opening new sales units, hiring personnel, salary policies etc. However, various studies suggest that there are three types of equally important decisions. Strategic decisions reflect the long-term company goals and set desirable business directions. Tactical decisions are short term decisions focused on activities that should benefit long-term goals. Finally, operational decisions  include routine activities performed by line managers. The significant drawback of the decision making process is related to the fact that the team was focused on making current decisions based on short term objectives  aimed to solve current performance problems.  Therefore, the majority of the decisions were made without clear understanding of long-term objectives of the company.


There are both programmed and nonprogrammed decisions initially described by scientist Herbert Simon that require different approaches to decision making process. Unprogrammed decisions initially described by scientist Herbert Simon that require different approaches to decision making process. All programmed decisions such as quarterly increase of workers salary after benchmarking of market compensation, investment in improving factory changeover, quarterly purchase of market research reports involved routine procedures of reaccepting the expense invoices and modifying salary sections. Therefore, team members responsible for such routine decisions were empowered to make changes in their responsibility sections without any reviews or extra control. The team followed the classification and  allowed the team to save time on programmed activities. Moreover, the team had taken more effort to make non-programmed decisions, which are very complex and had never before occurred  and required analysis of interrelated information from different sections. Such complex decisions include whether or not the company needs to invest in R&D, how many sale offices the company was able to open, which regions the company wants.


During the game, the team followed the framework of the rational decision making model. The model is closely related to economic and statistical models of data analysis which includes several steps which allow managers to find optimal alternative methods that maximize the benefits of the decision. For example, to make the decision of opening new sales offices, the team took the following steps: defined and clarified problem that requires the decision and increase revenue through increasing number of sales offices.  At this stage the team used Fishbone diagram technique that allows identifying various factors that influenced the problem. Therefore, causes that should be solved in order to achieve positive effect were investigated.  The approach helps gain understanding of the complexity and interrelatedness of elements within the company. Please see Figure 1. The diagram illustrates an example of how the team identified factors that influence sales volume:


Furthermore the team identified alternatives pertaining to the possibility of opening sales offices. Such considerations included in which regions or cities to build and existence of competitors in those areas. At this stage the team used brainstorming which was aimed to increase creativity of the group and develop many ideas of what steps should be taken to maximize the benefit to the company. All team members were involved in the process of generating and sharing the ideas without any critique or boundaries. The outcome of the session was a list of suggestions that develop multifaceted perspective on the problem and many ideas for solutions.


The third step was to compare alternatives against significant criteria identified by the team: demand in the region, demand in the city, cost of launch, monthly rental costs, shipment cost, regional forecast, exchange rates and salary rates. The Cost-Benefit analysis (CBA) was used at this stage. The team summarized all costs related to every alternative (rental cost of the sales office, salary to number of staff needed, advertisement cost, manufacturing expenses). In addition, the desired percentage of profit to the estimated cost was compared and the required revenues of the alternatives were estimated. This allowed the team to choose the two most economically lucrative alternatives. Thereafter, the team chose the best option. The  team then picked an alternative. The team leader only facilitated discussion but the decision was reached through consensus.  As a final step, the team modified the current section and implemented the decision. 


Although, rational decision making strategies were followed and supported every stage by techniques aimed to exclude subjective factors,  there were still several drawbacks that limited team’s ability to made optimal decisions. For example a lack sufficient time hindered the group's ability to process all the relevant information required for the best decision to be made. Secondly, a certain level of uncertainty regarding competitors' strategies, industry forecasts, organizational and cultural factors  had an effect on the process. As a result, the team followed “the bounded rationality theory” in decision making process as explored by Simon’s. The theory states that managers tend to agree to the first decision that appears satisfactory  during the decision making process. This in turn  stops any further attempts to find the best existing decision. However, the division the group reached matched perfectly  with company performance: revenue and profit had gradually increased from quarter to quarter during the whole 8 quarters, while the dynamic of the improvements were dramatically lower compared with the company's three main competitors.  This explains that decisions were satisfactory but differed from optimal possible options. 


The most significant drawback was the groupthink problem.  It manifested itself as the team's strong desire to avoid any conflicts and disagreements. In addition, every team member was ready to sacrifice his/her original opinion in order to maintain positive atmosphere within the group. All the conflicts such as the amount of sales offices company needs to open or what features should be inserted in new computers. A number of R&D features were generally issue-focused conflicts and solved by compromising or accommodating approaches.  Moreover, if a compromising approach implied that participants tried to obtain partial satisfaction for each option, an accommodating approach lead to the team members easily neglect their opinions in order to resolve conflict situation. These factors negatively influenced the decision-making process. The team would often sacrifice optimal options in order to maintain group cohesiveness which goes in line with attributes of groupthink initially researched by Irving Janis. Theories such as mind guarding also appeared, causing the team members to censor any disturbing or unexpected ideas. Furthermore, self-censorship and illusion of morality occurred. By definition, the team members did not share any opinions that contrasted the current strategy and assumed that team could not make wrong decisions. The above factors resulted in the appearance of incrementalism in the decision-making process. All the decisions were made based on the starting strategy and involved incremental changes from previous quarters' decisions. Hence, insignificant adjustments such as the ideas to produce only fifty more units, increase fixed capacity only by fifty units, and open two sales offices were based on statistics recorded  in previous quarters where the team had increased capacity by twenty five and opened one sales office.. Because  all the changes were based on previous decisions they had low correlation to the available risky or unexpected for competitor’s tactical movements. 

Teamwork:

Modern organizations consider teams as an essential part of any companies’ structure. Moreover, utilizing different types of teams  tend to increase the quality of decision-making process, enhance learning, and increase creativity and effectiveness.  


The group could be considered as team if it fulfilled certain conditions, which the Business Simulation participants certainly did. Firstly, members of the group had shared goals, success in the Marketplace Business Simulation and obtain 2.1 marks. Furthermore, team members interacted with each other and cooperated on a daily basis in order to complete the tasks. Moreover, team-members had interdependent roles: every team member was responsible for different interrelated tasks, had organizational identity, and were compiled by UEA teaching staff. During the Marketplace Simulation five students were assigned by teaching staff into the formal group. Also, team members split responsibilities and assign author (TM1) as leader of the team. See Table 1.


During the eight quarters, the group progressed linearly through the five identifiable stages of group development proposed by Tuchman. The stages, forming, storming, norming, performing and adjourning, reflect different levels of effectiveness and cohesion.  The Business Simulation team went through all stages of Tuchman model. 


Forming stage occurred in Quarter 1 (Q1) of the game. It can be characterized by a low level of trust between the team members and lack of communication and exchange of opinions. During the Q1 the team negotiated basic game rules, set a company name, and assigned basic norms and roles (Table 1). The team members were nervous and it was difficult to make decisions because nobody wanted to share their opinions.  Because levels of trust were low, the team agreed to make all complex decisions by voting.  


 Q2 also went in line with the storming stage in which team-members adjusted their roles. TM1, who was assigned team leader, led the discussion about overall business strategy. In addition, TM5 was originally assigned to manufacturing but switched the responsibility area to advertisement design. Furthermore, team members shared basic personal information about their MSc programs and countries of origin. Importantly, the team had co-operative goals as evident by the fact that everybody was willing to achieve 2.1 marks as an overall for the module. That fact positively influences motivation of the team during the game. because of this, levels of cohesion and productivity started to gradually increase. 


Norming stage appeared in Q3 and Q4 of the game. The team members started to perform programmed tasks automatically. For example, TM1 modified quality improvement and the factory salary section without  negotiations with any team members.  Levels of trust increased and the team members started to communicate with each other more freely and exchange their views on the idea to open new sales centers and the amount invested in fixed capacity. TM1 delegated more responsibilities and set goals for the current quarters. One goal was to increase profit margin of the web-center). Moreover, the team discussed current successful maneuvers and failures. Such actions of TM1 aimed in elevating  credibility among team-members through open discussion, empowering, and feedback as such activities  imply effective leadership skills. However, the process of decision making took a lot of time.  Moreover, team members questioned each other's ability to make rational decisions. TM1, TM2 and TM5 severely questioned the proposal of TM3 and TM4 to open two web-centers. 


Thereafter,  Q5 through Q8's group performances could be described by the performing stage of the Tuchman model. Team members had a significantly improved quality and greater length of time in the decision making process. TM4 signed several lucrative license contracts. Brand and ad judgment reports showed that the company brands designed by TM2 and TM3 rated in top three best products and advertisements. Team member’s effective performance was supported by gradual increase of revenue, profit and market share figures. Additionally, financial performance of the company resulted in positive balance scorecard figures. Trust and cohesion within team members significantly increases as this method goes on. the downside of an otherwise positive performance was the appearance of groupthink symptoms which were described in the first part of the report.


At the end of the game feelings of sadness and discontentment were noticeable  among team members. It could be explained through the adjourning stage.  After close cooperation, team members started to feel frustration towards the end of the project. 


The project team could be characterized as highly diverse. Please see Figure 2: [image: image1.png]Gender composition of the team





[image: image2.emf]Figure 2. Gender composition of the team.


Additionally, all five members had high diversity of task-related skills. See Figure 3.
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[image: image4.emf]Figure 3. Diversity of the team-members task related skills.


Moreover, the team was comprised of students from four different countries. See Figure 4:
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[image: image6.emf] Figure 4.

 Hofstede model of countries profiles of team participants (The Hofstede center web-site, 2014).


Some studies stated that diversity positively influence the effectiveness of group performance. However, a high level of diversity could induce conflicts and cause failure of the group performance. On the one hand, task related diversity brought necessary expertise to the team and allowed the leader (TM1) to delegate responsibilities in accordance to member’s business skills. It helped increase motivation of the team members as everyone was accountable and contributed to effective team work.  On the other hand, significant cultural differences among team members resulted in difficulties in cooperation and compromised the efficiency of the group performance. One of the most famous templates that consider cultural differences is Hofstede 6 dimensions model. See Figure 4.


The most significant differences are observed in perception of masculinity and uncertainty avoidance. The perception of masculinity indicates the degree of appreciation for success and achievement.  It shows that the Japanese (95) are extremely motivated to be successful and to gain power, respect and status among their coworkers and friends. On the contrary, Chinese, Taiwanese Russian  peoples (66, 45 and 36) are more concern with quality of life and family values. They tend to be motivated by interesting new tasks or the possibility to acquire new knowledge. Analysis of the team performance goes in line with the theory: the team enjoyed spending time together, discussed the decisions and shared personal information. In other words, teams  concentrated on the process rather than on outcome. Furthermore, uuncertainty avoidance indicates attitude to risk and unknown situations. An extremely high score of uncertainty avoidance of Russia and Japan (95 and 92) explains the appearance of incrementalism in decision-making process. The team-members from these countries showed risky  behavior and were afraid of changes. Team leaders, TM2 and TM5 outweighed TM3 and TM4 in the decision making processes. Moreover, uncertainty avoidance resulted in groupthink effect. In other words, avoidance of any type of conflicts and arguments led to the decisions based on  supporting the current position, rather than searching for great changes, which   has a high risk of failure.

Conclusion.

Despite the fact that the teams tried to use rational approach to decision making, delegate responsibilities and share goals,  the team received between zero and three on the Balance Scorecard. The report identified the most significant drawbacks of the team performance such as groupthink, incrementalism and high diversity of team members.  Furthermore, to overcome these shortcomings and to prevent groupthink in the future  the group could double check its final decisions and supervisors could express doubts Additionally, a manager could assign or play the role of devil’s advocate. The main aim is to encourage critical thinking through aggressively questioning  every existing alternative. Furthermore, unsound incrementalism could be decreased through encouraging creative thinking among group members. For example, managers could arrange weekly sessions of brainstorming set goals related not only to financial figures, but also to creativity levels, and introduce bonuses for the most original ideas. Additionally, managers could increase efficiency by paying attention to group composition through avoidance of excessive diversity of the groups.


All the above showed that effective team work and a productive decision making process are two complex and interrelated issues. Furthermore, there many sensible factors within the issues that influence the efficiency of the team/company performance. To conclude, managers should be able to apply various approaches and adjust their behavior to fit a particular problem in order to succeed in current business environment.
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