OUR DECISIONMAKING METHODS MATTER
For Example: Do not use Choosing By Advantages and Disadvantages

In the past, the world’s people faced many critically-important decisions. Sometimes, they made wise decisions, and sometimes not. Here is an example of a wise decision: During the Cuban missile crisis, in 1962, the U.S. and the Soviet Union were on the brink of a nuclear war. Fortunately, the decisionmakers who were in power chose to avoid going to war. That is just one example of the many critically-important decisions people faced in the past. Now, as you know, we humans are facing decisions that are at least as critical as any that have ever been faced in history.

To consistently make sound decisions, we all need to learn and skillfully use sound methods of decisionmaking. Why? It’s because our decisionmaking methods produce our decisions. And, sound methods produce sound decisions more often than unsound methods do. Consequently, our decisions about how to make decisions are among the most important of all the decisions we will ever make.
Although our decisions about how to make decisions are critically important, they are surprisingly simple. Why? It’s because we need to choose from just three options, and the third option is obviously the one we should choose. Here are the three options:

Unsound, harmful, conflict-causing primitive methods
Unsound, harmful, conflict-causing modern methods
Sound, helpful, peace-building methods 
What are the differences between unsound and sound methods? Unsound methods cause critical mistakes, such as double-counting, omissions of facts, distortions of facts, and distortions of viewpoints. Sound methods don’t cause mistakes. Sound methods call for correct objective data. They call for correct subjective data. And, they use data correctly. Unsound methods don’t. This paper illustrates just one of the mistakes: double-counting.
Following are some of the advantages of sound methods, compared with unsound methods:

·  In most cases, the sound methods are simpler than the unsound methods.

·  For the same reasons that they are simpler, they also are faster.

·  Because they do not cause critical mistakes, they produce better decisions. And, 

 there are countless advantages of making better decisions.

For people who have an opportunity to learn and use sound methods, there are no logical reasons for not learning and using them. For some, however, there are powerful psychological barriers. Typically, for example, the sound methods don’t feel right, at first. Why don’t they feel right? Here are two of the reasons: (1) For many people, the sound methods are unfamiliar. (2) In some ways, they disagree with conventional wisdom. 
One method for overcoming the psychological barriers is to learn just one small set of sound-decisionmaking definitions, models, principles, and methods at a time ─ starting with definitions. To introduce the first set of definitions, we often walk through a canoe decision. This paper presents the definitions of alternatives, attribute, and advantage:
DEFINITIONS
Early in the classes and training seminars that we teach, we present the definitions of at least the above three words to the class participants ─ starting with alternatives (plural):
■
  Alternatives are people, things, or plans from which one is to be chosen. 
In a simplified version of the canoe decision, there are just two alternatives: Canoe K and Canoe C, as follows:
	Alternatives:
	Canoe K
	Canoe C


Next, we provide the following definition of the word attribute:
■
  An attribute is a characteristic, quality, or consequence of one alternative ─ one person,


  one thing, or one plan. 
Notice that the key word in this definition is one. An attribute is a characteristic, quality, or consequence of just ONE alternative. It is not a difference between TWO.
In the simplified version of the canoe decision, the two alternatives are exactly the same, except that their attributes in weight are not the same. Canoe K weighs 75 pounds and Canoe C weighs 65 pounds, as shown in the following chart: 

	Alternatives:
Attributes:
	Canoe K

75 Pounds
	Canoe C

65 Pounds


Next, we give the following data to the class participants: According to the stakeholders ─ those who will be buying and using the canoe ─ lighter is better. (You and I might not agree with their decision; but that doesn’t matter, because we are not the stakeholders.) Then, to demonstrate the definition of the word advantage (the definition that is used in sound methods of decisionmaking), we ask the following question:

Which one of the two canoes has the advantage in weight: Canoe K or Canoe C?


Of course, the participants select Canoe C.
Next, we ask:


How large is the advantage of Canoe C, compared with Canoe K?


As expected, the participants say, 10 Pounds.
Next, we add the 10-pound advantage to the chart, as follows: 

	Alternatives:
Attributes:
Advantage:
	Canoe K

75 Pounds
	Canoe C

65 Pounds

10 Pounds

Lighter


Next, we formalize the definition that was demonstrated by the participants of the word advantage (notice that the key word in this definition is two). (The applicable synonyms include benefit, gain, betterment, and improvement.)
■
  An advantage is a difference. It’s a difference between the attributes of two alternatives. 

Now, let’s look at something that comes as a surprise to most people: 
After presenting the definition of the word advantage, we ask the following question:

Which one of the two canoes has the disadvantage in weight: Canoe K or Canoe C?


Of course, the participants select Canoe K.
Next, we ask:


How large is the disadvantage of Canoe K, compared with Canoe C?


As expected, the participants say, 10 Pounds.
Next, we formalize the definition that was demonstrated by the participants of the word disadvantage (notice that the key word in this definition is two):
■
  A disadvantage is a difference. It’s a difference between the attributes of two alternatives.
Now, look again at the definition of the word advantage. As you can see, the definitions of advantage and disadvantage are the same. In the sound-decisionmaking vocabulary, there are no actual differences between advantages and disadvantages. The only differences are in the ways we view them and name them. (Due to these differences ─ which are in our minds, not in the real world ─ the synonyms of disadvantage are not the same as the synonyms of advantage.)
Under the one view, the above 10-pound difference is viewed as follows: Canoe C is 10 pounds lighter than Canoe K. Under this view, the difference is called an advantage. 
Under the other view, the same 10-pound difference is viewed as follows: Canoe K is 10 pounds heavier than Canoe C. Under this view, the difference is called a disadvantage. 
Here is another way to say the same thing: The difference between 75 pounds and 65 pounds is the same 10 pounds as the difference between 65 pounds and 75 pounds. Coupled with the definitions presented above, this fact leads us logically to the following conclusions:
Attributes are not the same as advantages.

Disadvantages are the same as advantages.

THE FUNDAMENTAL RULE OF SOUND DECISIONMAKING
Decades ago, researchers proved that sound methods do not base decisions directly on the attributes of the alternatives. Instead, sound methods base decisions on the differences among the attributes. Later, on page 227 of the fifth edition of “Principles of Engineering Economy” ─ The Ronald Press Company, 1970 ─ Grant and Ireson said, “Over the years, many published formulas for the solution of problems . . . have given dangerously misleading guidance to decision makers because the authors of the formulas have not recognized this concept.” Now, let’s say the same thing in today’s terminology:
Over the years, many published methods for making decisions have given dangerously misleading guidance to decisionmakers because the authors of the methods have not recognized the following sound-decisionmaking rule: 
To consistently make sound decisions, we must base our decisions 
on the importance of the differences among the alternatives. 

Today, we know that a difference between the attributes of two alternatives can be viewed as an advantage of the one alternative or as a disadvantage of the other alternative. And, here is what is very important to remember: If we took into account a difference as an advantage and also as a disadvantage, we would be double-counting. And as you know, double-counting is a serious mistake ─ a very serious mistake. This takes us to the fundamental rule of sound decisionmaking. Everyone needs to learn how to skillfully apply this rule for all their decisions: 
Decisions must be based on the importance of advantages. 

To help people remember this rule, the following name has been given to the definitions, models, principles, and methods for correctly making decisions: Choosing By Advantages, or CBA.  
By using neuroimaging and other techniques, brain scientists have found that most of the mental process that happens while we are making decisions is an unconscious process (they say, “at least 95 percent”). Therefore, it isn’t good enough to just intellectually understand that sound methods base decisions on the importance of advantages (and unsound methods don’t). That will not bring about a change in behavior. We must neurally understand this principle. In other words, we must unconsciously understand it. Also, we must neurally replace the unsound patterns of thought and speech that are commonly used today with sound patterns. Here is just one example: 


Unsound (to consistently make sound decisions, we must not use this pattern):


“Let’s list the advantages and disadvantages of each alternative.”

Sound (to consistently make sound decisions, we must use this pattern, automatically):

“Let’s list the advantages of each alternative.” 
Once a person fully understands the fundamental rule of sound decisionmaking, she or he will be emotionally jarred when someone says, “Let’s list the advantages and disadvantages of the alternatives.” In response, she or he will say, “Let’s not do that. It doesn’t make sense.”  
The first CBA methods that are presented in CBA classes and workshops are simple methods for simple decisions and very simple methods for very simple decisions. Even young children are able to learn these methods. We believe they should be given an opportunity to learn them, so they can use them while they are pre-teens and teens ─ for some of the most important decisions of their lives. The following CBA method is near the middle level of complexity in the CBA system. (Most of our decisions call for CBA methods that are simpler and faster than this method.) 
1.  List the advantages of each alternative, in the Two-List Format.
2.  Choose the alternative with the most important set of advantages.
This method is for moderately-simple, non-money, two-option decisions. It is one of the methods that are presented in the one-day sound-decisionmaking workshop, called, “Choosing By Advantages: The Cornerstone Principles of Sound Decisionmaking.” 
As said at the beginning of this paper, we humans are presently facing decisions that are at least as critical as any that have been faced in the past. Therefore, we need to teach sound-decisionmaking skills to as many people as possible, as soon as possible. We need to teach these skills in all levels of the educational curriculum. Our future depends on it. 
If you decide to learn more of the CBA concepts and methods, you will learn the answers to the following and many other decisionmaking questions (you know the first answer):

Q:
Why is it a mistake when people base decisions on advantages and disadvantages? 


Q:
Pros and cons are not the same as advantages and disadvantages. How are they different?


Q:
Why is it a mistake when people base decisions on the pros and cons of alternatives?

Q:
Why is it a terrible mistake when people base decisions on nonspecific labels?
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