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Healthy Decision-making is important for any congregation to understand and develop. 
 

Remember Paul’s message to the church in Philippi: ‘If there is any encouragement in 

Christ, any consolation from love, any sharing in the Spirit, any compassion and 

sympathy, make my joy complete:  be of the same mind, having the same love, being in 

full accord and of one mind.  Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility 

regard others as better than yourselves.  Let each of you look not only to your own 

interests, but to the interests of others.’ (Philippians 2:1-4) 
 

While some congregations become divided by conflict when it comes to discussion and 

decision-making, it is possible to be bound together even when there are differing views 

being expressed.   Recognizing behaviours that tend to divide and replacing them with 

positive habits is an important part of developing healthy decision-making. 
 

In congregations divided by conflict 

when making decisions  

In congregations bound together during 

discussion and decision-making 

Leaders discourage disagreement Leaders welcome open disagreement 

Issues and people are frequently 

confused 

Issues and people are kept separate 

Past disagreements are dragged into 

the current decision-making 

People keep unresolved disagreements 

separate from the current decision to be made 

A few vocal leaders are heard Many voices are heard 

Individuals react defensively to 

others’ suggestions 

Individuals interact thoughtfully to others’ 

suggestions 

Reaching a decision is rushed Time is allowed to reach a final decision 

There is low tolerance of uncertainty 

and so discussion focuses on the 

solution 

There is willingness to move calmly through 

periods of uncertainty as all options are 

considered and so discussion focuses on the 

process 
 

Process includes such things as the criteria against which any proposed solution should be 

evaluated, what additional information needs to be sought before deciding, who else 

needs to be part of this discussion or be consulted for their views on it, what weight of 

majority should this decision require in order for us to proceed, etc. 
 

In reality most people can live with a decision they don’t like, if they feel ok about the 

process by which it was made.  Some things that help people feel good about a discussion 

or decision-making process include trust in those leading the process, transparency, being 

heard and knowing that others have been heard and an appropriate level of consensus 

about the decision being made. 

 

POSITIONS and INTERESTS 

The final point in the chart above contrasts low tolerance of uncertainty with a willingness to 

remain open to calmly considering a variety of options.  Low tolerance of uncertainty often 

leads people to quickly take a firm POSITION arguing for the one solution they believe must 

be adopted, whereas a healthier approach is to seek to understand the INTERESTS of all 

sides and then seek a solution that addresses them all – or as many of them 

as is possible. 

 



Positions are statements or demands put forward as pre-conceived solutions.   

Underlying most demands are Interests, which are broader than positions and are 

essentially what each party needs for satisfaction in the decision reached.  

Interests are the reasons behind the position being taken and include such things as an 

individual’s or a group’s needs, fears, concerns and hopes.    Put another way: 
 

Positions are what you have already decided 

Interests are what cause you to decide 

                             
 

Healthy decision-making requires that interests and needs are brought out into the open 

and parties move from being adversaries to partners in finding a solution that meets as 

many interests as possible. 
 

There are a number of approaches that help this to happen: 
Make a list of the interests as they surface:  Put them up so that they are visible to 

everyone.  Make sure you list all sides’ interests together, not each sides’ separately. 
 

Reframe locked-in positions as interests: “The secretary has to go,” might become, “You 

are concerned that the secretary is not doing everything you think she should.”  
 

Explore why a particular demand is being made to draw out the underlying interests:  

“Tell me why that is important to you.”  Or, “Help me understand how this will meet your 

objectives.”  Or: “What matters most for you here?” 
 

Explore why a particular proposal is not acceptable.  “Say more about why this seems 

unfair.”  “Help me understand why this doesn’t seem a workable solution to you.”  
 

Highlight similar or shared interests:  “You both seem concerned that…”  

Help parties move from seeing each other as opponents to potential partners.  
 

Invite new ideas and solutions that could meet underlying interests and explore what 

would need to change to make a proposal acceptable. “How would that have to change for 

you to be happy with it?” 
 

It helps to view decision-making as a process involving a number of steps: 

1. Identify and clearly describe the decision under consideration. 

2. Agree on a process for resolving the decision, including the criteria to be used 

3. Identify different parties’ interests and generate possible options to address them 

4. Gather information and educate yourselves about available options 

5. Provide ways for all interested parties to respond to the options 

6. Look for common ground and narrow the field of options 

7. Make the group decision by the means agreed at the beginning 

8. Convey the decision to all those affected by it. 

      9.   Agree on a period after which the decision will be reviewed (If it can be reviewed) 
 

An effective decision-making process takes TIME.  However, the investment is worth it to reach 

the best decision with as much agreement as possible.  An ineffective decision-making process 

may in the long run end up consuming even more time because of the problems it creates. 
 

Doug Baker - Positions/Interests material adapted from Mennonite Conciliation 
Service, Mediation and Facilitation Training Manual, 4th Ed., pp.181-182. 


