Paralyzed by indecision:
Justdoit

Fear of the unknown has made doing nothing the new reality in
business. Here’s how to stop spinning your wheels
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ou’ve been providing clients

with a project quote every

quarter — and when you de-

cide to finally press them to
close the deal, they are shocked to
learn that you've been doing it for
2Y5 years.

You have a new initiative based
on a key business trend that is still
on the list of “things to deal with”
— long after the trend has gone su-
pernova and disappeared.

You finally decide to upgrade
some of your significant business
systems — only to learn that
you've waited so long that the soft-
ware you plan on purchasing is al-
ready out of date.

Sound familiar? It should. It’s the

new reality in business: aggressive
indecision.

Corporations have lost their -
sense of direction. In the nineties,
people had a sense of purpose, a
desire to get things done. “Nobody
knows where we're going, but
we’re making great time” could
have been the catch phrase. Well,
now no one knows where they are
going, and they sure are taking
their time getting there.

Quite simply, peoplé have decid-
ed not to make decisions — and
they like it. The result is a economy
in which everyone seems to be
stuck in a rut, unwilling and unable
to move forward.

Why is this happening? In part,
fear of the unknown. Executives
are afraid to make decisions be-
cause the next unforeseen event
might prove td have negative con-
sequences. Combine this with the
- current focus on cost-cutting, a
disastrous number of ill-advised
decisions in the past decade during
the investment bubble and in-
creasing corporate scrutiny as a re-
sult of ethics scandals, and you've
got a general reluctance with many

executives to do anything new.
- The factis, our confidence in the
future has been shattered. Corpo-
rate nervousness has become the
watchword, with the result that ev-
eryone is taking the easy way out:
Deal with uncertainty by doing
nothing. What should youdo to
. dezl with this new reality? First,
look for the warning signs: a busi-
ness mindset that is adverse to any
type of risk; an absence of any new
product or marketing initiatives; or
an organization that is stuck in a
rut, wheels spinning, and no one
has decided even to call a tow
truck.

Second, realize that aggressive

indecision means that you'll likely

have to respond to external pres-
sures faster than ever before.
That’s because while people have
learned that they can hold off until
the very last minute, they are also
learning that they can still get
things right. This leads to a busi-
ness cycle that involves extended
periods of frustrated waiting, fol-
lowed by a blur of activity as orga-
nizations rush about to respond to
the customers’ demands for in-
stant action.

Third, be prepared to change
your corporate culture and work
processes. You can't get mad at
your clients for waiting for 2%
years and then making a decision
with a demand that you be there
tomorrow. Don’tlet it lead to an
expectation gap — when your cus-
tomer lives with aggressive inde-
cision and you are still geared up to
perform and deliver at the slow
and steady pace that might have
been appropriate in the past.

Finally, make some decisions.
Remember what it used to be like
when you had the courage to do
something? Let's call it the deci-
sion adrenaline rush. It’s good —
and it can be addictive. Want to
test it? Find the one big decision
that you’ve been deferring the
longest, and decide one way or the
other: Right now. Didn't that feel-
good? Try it again — immediately.
See? Isn’t that an amazing feeling?

You might not have made the
right decision, and something
could go wrong — but at least
you've decided to start moving for-
ward, Tather than spinning your
wheels in the mud. Battle aggres-
sive indecision and you'll find that
you’ll gain back control over the
future.

If your company is in the inde-
cision funk, there is hope:

Recognize the problem. Aggres-
sive indecision can be an addictive
vice, and like any other thing that
isn’t good for you, the first step is
recognizing the problem.

. Accept that uncertainty will con-
tinue to rule our economy. Making
decisions in a vacuum has become
one of the most needed corporate
skills. Sure, things could go wrong
as soon as you do, but that’s the
way the world works today. The
important thing is that you are
again working to define the future,
before the focus on an uncertain
future doesyouin. .

Accept the inevitability of |
change. Back in the nineties, peo-
ple believed that we would see alot
of change in the business world.
But now, with all that has gone
wrong, it has become far too easy
for people to convince themselves

that they won't be challenged by

new business models, competitors

orinnovation. That’s a dangerous
attitude to carry around, and one
that can also help to doom you to a
state of inertia.

Watch trends and react appro-
priately. Now is not the time tolet
your radar down. Fact is, while you
might be suffering from active in-
action, your competitors might
not, with the result that you are al-
most guaranteeing yourself some
sort of surprise in the future.

Redefine goals, establish priori-
ties and set targets. Companies
mired in the mud of aggressive in-
decision are often directionless,
drifting. They've lost sight of the
need to constantly innovate and
establish new directions, with the
result that most staff don’t feel any
compelling sense of urgency for
change. Fix that in a hurry.

Re-examine your business stra-

-

tegy. For the past several years, or-

ganizations have primarily focused
on cost-cutting, and yet taking the
knife to operations can only go so
far. Restate where you plan to go in
the next several years, and com-
municate that vision and direction
to your staff.

If your clients or colleagues are
suffering, you can:

.Share the risk. If it is the uncer-
tainty that is killing many a busi-
ness deal, see what you can do to
minimize the fear.

Be clear about the potential
downside. If they aren’t making a
decision, then why not be more
open about any potential prob-
lems? If there are risks in the deal,
be up front about them.

Clearly define the benefits. Inan
economy in which accountants
rule the future, with every expendi-
ture under the microscope, you've
got to outline the benefits and re-

. left behind, and if you can provide

turn on investment clearly. 1
Scare them into action. If they |

are stalling, then put into perspec-

tive how their peers, competition

or others in a similar position are

moving ahead. People hate to be

information on how others are
charging ahead it might spur some
momentum. '

Be prepared to move on. Sadly,
some people have become so
bogged down with aggressive inde-
cision that it might be time to cut
your losses. If an existing client
seems unlikely to do anything, |
then maybe you’d do better spend-
ing your time opening doors to
new clients.

Don't give up. Continuing ag-
gressive indecision within your cli-
ent or customer base can drive you
to distraction. A continuously neg-
ative message can dissuade you. In
times like these, you must con-

I stantly battle the negative enefgy

that aggressive indecision can place

| within you.

The natural human inclination
when faced with something that is
uncomfortable is to turn away from
it — lingering uncertainty is the
root cause of our aggressive inde-
cision. But we can’t afford to do this

1 anylonger — our careers, our com-

panies and our future depend upon
our ability to cope with a world of

. constant change. We'd better get

used to it and take the time to learn
the skills — and the attitude — that
will help us to thrive in this era of
uncertainty.
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