CHOOSING BY ADVANTAGES
A BRIEF HISTORY
By Jim Suhr

In 1981, I formulated (or discovered) the fundamental rule of sound decisionmaking. Here is one version of the rule: To consistently make sound decisions, we must base our decisions on the importance of advantages. Here is a simpler version: 

Decisions must be based on the importance of advantages. 

To help people remember this rule, we gave the following name to the definitions, models, principles, and methods for making sound, congruent, and effective decisions: Choosing By Advantages, or CBA. 
CBA is a decisionmaking system. It contains a wide variety of decisionmaking methods.

In CBA classes and workshops (such as the workshop that is titled, “Choosing By Advantages: the Cornerstone Principles of Sound Decisionmaking”), the participants learn some of the histories of the CBA system, along with learning the CBA concepts and methods. The following is one of the histories:
In 1958 ─ while I was an engineering student at Utah State University ─ I read an article in a professional journal that put me on a unique career path. The article was about an engineer named Alfred Korzybski. He was able to substantially improve the performance of individuals and organizations through the critical use of words and symbols. 

While in my first job as a civil engineer (a short time after I graduated from Utah State), I saw an additional way to improve the performance of individuals and organizations. It is by improving the methods they use for making decisions; and 
one of the keys is the critical use of words and symbols. 

As a result, I changed my engineering career. For many years, I have been re-engineering the art of decisionmaking, instead of doing traditional engineering projects. Building on what many others accomplished, I have been simplifying, clarifying, and unifying the art of decisionmaking. And, it is still a work in progress.
· Peter L. Bernstein wrote a detailed history showing the evolution of the art of decisionmaking, from thousands of years ago until the First World War. What he described is the process that eventually produced the Choosing By Advantages decisionmaking system. His bibliography has over 200 entries. 

· Jonathan Baron wrote a book about the art of decisionmaking, showing the way it was before CBA was developed. His list of references has over 600 entries.

· Hundreds of books and thousands of articles have been written that present wrong ideas about how to make decisions. And, they reinforce each other. As a result, millions of people have been taught wrong ideas about how to make decisions. However, many of the authors made important advances in the art of decisionmaking; and CBA applies those advances.
Bernstein, Baron, and others have demonstrated the same thing: Before the CBA system was developed, for most types of decisions there were no sound methods of decisionmaking. 

Before 1970, re-engineering the art of decisionmaking was my self-selected secondary assignment, along with typical engineering assignments. At first, this was in the California Department of Water Resources. In 1963, I transferred to the U.S. Forest Service, where I continued re-engineering the art of decisionmaking.

In 1970, some of the leaders in the Forest Service saw that I had made substantial progress ─ and, that it was very worthwhile. Consequently, re-engineering the art of decisionmaking became my primary assignment. In this assignment, I not only built on centuries of previous advancements in the art of decisionmaking. I also received help from many individuals in universities and other organizations. I could not have done it by myself.
Much help came from the Forest Service. For example, the Service sent me to graduate school at the University of Michigan, where I studied economics, ecology, and organizational behavior. And later, the Service put me in charge of a cooperative effort between the Intermountain Region of the Forest Service, the Rocky Mountain Research Station of the Forest Service, and Utah State University. 

The purpose of sending me to graduate school and of the cooperative effort was the same. It was to find valid answers to vital decisionmaking questions, such as the following: 

· How can we humans consistently



make sound decisions?

· How can we clearly show that our


 
decisions are sound?

· How can we make our decisions


 
congruent and effective?

· How can we simplify sound, congruent,


 
and effective decisionmaking?

In 1981, as shown at the beginning of this paper, I formulated (or discovered) 
the fundamental rule of sound decisionmaking: Decisions must be based on the importance of advantages. Now, due to that discovery, coupled with many other discoveries, we know the answers to the vital questions. And here is what is apparently true, but certainly hard to believe: Before the CBA system was developed  (throughout history), no one knew the answers to the above questions. 
Since 1990 (when I retired from the Forest Service), my wife, Margaret, our daughter, Julie, and I have been improving the lives of people by teaching them how to make sound, congruent, and effective decisions. 

In 1991, we co-founded the Institute for Decision Innovations. Here is our mission statement:


Helping people make better choices


by advancing the art of decisionmaking


through research, education, and consultation.

Our primary goal is to bring about a change:


from the widespread use of unsound, harmful, conflict-causing methods 

of decisionmaking


to the widespread use of sound, helpful, peace-building methods.
If we accomplish this goal, the benefits will be enormous.

We have conducted training seminars for extended families, businesses, and government agencies. We have also been presenters in university classes, as well as in national and international conferences. But we can’t accomplish the above goal by ourselves. Thousands of CBA instructors are needed.

Typically, when people who are already very good at making decisions find out what we do, they ask us to help them improve their decisionmaking skills. We help those who are very good at making decisions become excellent. And, we help those who are excellent become even better. In many cases, paradoxically, those who are not very good at making decisions decide to reject the idea of making improvements. And obviously, that is a bad decision.
We believe that sound-decisionmaking skills are important for everyone; and, that sound-decisionmaking skills are especially important for people who make decisions that affect other people. This includes architects, engineers, elected officials, civil servants, psychologists, educators, counselors, consultants, leaders in organizations, and many others. (Those in the highest levels in organizations need the highest levels of sound-decisionmaking skills.)
People make some of the most important decisions of their lives before and while they are teenagers; and, they continue making important decisions for the rest of their lives. For these reasons, one of our goals is for sound-decisionmaking skills to be taught in all levels of the educational system as an essential subject. 
To make this possible, Margaret and a school teacher (Ginger Brown) have developed, tested, and validated lessons for teaching elementary sound-decisionmaking skills (step-by-step) in the pre-school and elementary-school levels. I have written and validated books for the next three levels: junior high school, high school, and college; but so far, publishers have not been interested. However, these books are usually provided to the participants in our training seminars, or workshops.

My first book, which is for the professional level, has been published. It can be read as a stand-alone book. However, it is much easier for people to learn the CBA definitions, models, principles, and methods if they don’t try to jump to the professional level. Therefore, in our workshops ─ regardless of the age, education, and experience of the participants ─ we start them at the elementary level of sound-decisionmaking skills. Then, we take them (step-by-step) through the next levels, including the professional level.
If people would make better decisions, the list of the benefits would be endless. And, there are no valid excuses (none) for not including sound-decisionmaking skills in all levels of the educational curriculum ─ including the continuing-education level for adults. But so far, the educators that we have contacted have decided to not include sound-decisionmaking skills in any of the levels. To make matters worse, they have decided to not even learn for themselves. Those decisions were unsound and harmful. For anyone, deciding to not learn how to make sound decisions is a big mistake. 

Here are two of the reasons the educators made unsound decisions about whether or not to learn and teach sound-decisionmaking skills: They don’t know how to make sound decisions; and, they don’t know they don’t know. 

As I said earlier: It is not their fault. The reason they don’t know how to make sound decisions is that their parents and teachers didn’t teach them how to make sound decisions. It also is not the fault of their parents and teachers. Until recently, most of the sound methods did not exist. And no one can teach something that doesn’t exist. But now, for virtually all types of decisions, sound methods do exist. 

To acquire sound-decisionmaking skills, people must take themselves out of the following chicken-and-egg circle:

First, they need to decide to learn how to make sound decisions. 


But first, in order to make a sound decision about learning or not learning how to make sound decisions, they need to learn how to make sound decisions. 


But first, they need to decide to learn how to make sound decisions.

Fortunately, there is an easy way for people to escape from this circle. Here is what we encourage them to do: Learn, verify, and begin using (and benefiting from) just one small set of sound-decisionmaking definitions, models, principles, and methods at a time. From hindsight, they will be able to see that each set is valid and true. They will be able to see that they had made a wise decision.
Next, in the same way, acquire congruent-decisionmaking skills. Then, acquire effective-decisionmaking skills.

In review:


Q:
Why do some people decide to not learn how to make sound decisions?


A:
It’s because they don’t know how to make sound decisions.

If you would like more information about how to learn how to make sound decisions, please contact:
Decision Innovations
2877 N 1050 E

North Ogden, UT   84414-1770

801-782-6168
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