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“Evaluation is time 

consuming and, if not done 

well, doesn’t always 

produce the right 

information.” 

“Different audiences 

need different types 

and amounts of 

evidence.” 

“All sectors (incl. funded 

projects) can make 

valuable contributions to 

these discussions.” 

“Need a range of 

styles of decision 

makers involved.” 

“There is often a  

disconnect between decision 

makers and the front line 

(who may have much better 

evidence of need).” 

“Different sectors  

have different cultures  

re evidence, monitoring  

and evaluation.” 

“Decision making 

needs a mix of 

instinct, intuition and 

experience.” 

“One size 

monitoring 

shouldn’t fit all.” 

Is this document for 

me? 

Yes - if you want to explore and improve a 

group’s decision making processes and 

make better use of evidence. 

How should I use this 

document? 

You can use this document in any way you 

like.  You can adapt the processes to suit 

your particular situation. 

What did the original 

group learn about 

decision making and 

evidence? 

The process described on the following pages was devised by Evaluation 

Support Scotland [ESS].  It was used in 2016 to help North Ayrshire Health & 

Social Care Partnership review and improve their Integrated Care Fund 

decision making processes, with a particular focus on the use of third sector 

evidence.   



 

 

page 3 of 13 

Contents 

 

Preparation ................................................................................................ 4 

Define the purpose ................................................................................... 4 

Who should be involved? ........................................................................... 4 

What’s the commitment? ........................................................................... 4 

Topic area 1:  Understanding how it is now .................................................... 5 

Topic area 2:  Thinking about evidence .......................................................... 7 

Topic area 3:  identifying what evidence is needed when .................................. 9 

Appendix 1:  Making good decisions handout ................................................ 11 

Appendix 2:  Decision making styles .......................................................... 12 

Threading the Needle ................................................................................. 13 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

“A good decision is 

based on knowledge 

and not on numbers.” 

Plato 

“There is no decision 

that we can make 

that doesn't come 

with some sort of 

balance or sacrifice.” 

Simon Sinek 

“The risk of a wrong 

decision is preferable to 

the terror of indecision.” 

Maimonides 
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Purpose:  

“To explore how the Partnership can 

increase the strategic effectiveness 

of future commissioning decisions, 

particularly in relation to the third 

sector and the use of evidence.”   

NORTH AYRSHIRE EXAMPLE 

Preparation 

Define the purpose 

Think about why you want to explore your 

decision making processes and how you use 

evidence in decision making.  Try to come up 

with one sentence which encapsulates what 

you want to achieve.  Send it to everyone 

involved before the first meeting.  Review it 

after each session. 

Who should be involved?  

Ask yourself: 

“Who is currently involved in the 

decision making process?” 

“Who might be involved in providing 

evidence that informs the decisions 

made?” 

“Who is directly affected by the 

decisions made?” 

An external facilitator (or someone who 

isn’t directly involved in the decision making 

process) can bring a more objective 

perspective and ensure that everyone is able 

to contribute. 

What’s the commitment? 

There are three key topic 

areas (described below) each of 

which you may want to explore.  

You can decide how long to 

spend on each area depending 

on availability and your reasons 

for wanting to explore your 

decision making processes.     

Ideally everyone involved will come to all sessions.   

A few key people should be willing to do a 

small amount of work between sessions.   

Participants:  

Representatives from: NHS, Social 

Care, Third Sector Interface, 

independent sector, a funded third 

sector organisation, contracts and 

commissioning teams.  

Sessions were facilitated by a 

member of staff from ESS. 

NORTH AYRSHIRE EXAMPLE 

? 

Commitment:  

The group in North Ayrshire met 

three times over a six week period.  

Each session was three hours long.  

Key people agreed to progress the 

work between sessions as 

appropriate.  Others read and 

commented on meeting notes. 

NORTH AYRSHIRE EXAMPLE 
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Topic area 1:  Understanding how it is now 

It is important to start with a shared understanding of what good decision 

making looks like and the purpose of the particular decisions being made.  It’s 

also necessary to have clarity about the current processes and to identify 

which bits work well and which don’t.  

 

Possible exercises:  

 

Explore excellent decision making Materials 

 
As a group agree what decision making the group is talking 

about in a brief sentence.  [For example “We are making 
decisions about strategic commissioning.”]  

 
Individually write answers (large) on post-its: What would really 
excellent decision making look like?   

 
Group post-its to create a set of agreed components of what 

excellent decision making looks like in your context.  Aim for a 
good enough consensus (but don’t supress any significant 
differences). 

   
Write it up on flipchart and keep visible throughout all sessions.  

 
post-its 

flipchart 

Making good 

decisions 
handout 
(Appendix 1) 
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Map current processes (diagram below gives an illustration) Materials 

 
Develop a simple timeline of your decision making process1 - 

noting what happens when.   
 

Then look at the timeline and in groups or pairs use different 
coloured post-its to note: 

 which aspects of this process work well and why 

 which aspects don’t work so well and why.   
 

Add both sets of post-its to the flipchart timeline.  Discuss how this 
reality differs from your ideals of excellent decision making 
identified earlier. 

 
Add more post-its to explain the impact of the bits of the process 

which did and didn’t work well.   
 
In relation to what didn’t work well, also include how much it 

matters (severity) and for whom. 

 
flipchart 

sheets 
(more than 

one so you 
have 
enough 

space for a 
time line) 

 
different 
coloured 

post-its 
 

a wall to 
stick your 
flipchart on 

 

After the session on topic area 1: 

Write up and share: 

- the understanding of what excellent decision making looks like 

- the timeline and comments on what works well, what doesn’t work so 

well, the severity of impact and who it affects.  

  

                                       

 
1 This exercise assumes you’ve already gone through a decision making process and can 

use that experience to review how improve decision-making and use evidence in future 

start end 

Decision making timeline 

don’t work well 

impact (severity & for whom) 

timeline 

work well 

impact  
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Topic area 2:  Thinking about evidence 

This session helps you consider what evidence you need for what purpose.   

To help you think about the different kinds of data and evidence that might be 

available, set a homework exercise for everyone in the group to read the 

Threading the Needle Learning Points about data and evidence (see back page). 

 

Possible exercises:  

 

Decision making styles Materials 

Brief consideration of Lovallo and Sibony’s model of Five 
Decision Making Styles.  
 

This can be helpful to illustrate what kind of evidence you are 
personally attracted to because of your decision making style. 

Five decision-
making styles 
handout 

(Appendix 2) 

 

Define evidence and its purpose Materials 

Individually consider the question: What is evidence? Write each 

idea on a separate post-it. 
 

Repeat the process with the question: What purpose can 

evidence serve?  Group post-its by theme. 
 
In small groups, discuss: 

- What’s the current role of evidence in your decision 

making process? 

- Is there a difference between the ideal and reality?  If so, 

what? 

- Any examples of when evidence has been helpful and 

when not? Can you identify why? 

- How is evidence currently sought? From whom? When? 

Does this work well? 

 
Feedback to the whole group. 

 
Whole group discussion:  

- Could evidence play a stronger role in helping you make 

good decisions? Where? How? 

- Is that desirable?  

- What could be the problems? 

post-its 

flipchart 

 
 

 
 

questions to 
consider on 
flipchart / a 

handout 
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Imagine change Materials 

Individually consider:  

- If you were designing the decision making process from 

scratch but still wanted to achieve the same goals, what 

would be different and why (maximum 3 things)?   

 
Feedback to larger group – capture on flipchart.   

 
Explore whether there are any emerging themes.  Did people have 

very different ideas or were they similar?  Why? 
 
Is it possible to prioritise the changes that the group would like to 

see?  If no clear consensus, give each person 3 sticky dots to vote 
with.  They can put all dots against the same issue if they feel very 

strongly.   
 

For one of the most important changes just identified, consider:  

- Who and/or what could enable each of these changes to take 

place? 

- What could prevent these changes from taking place? 

flipchart 

sticky dots 

 

 

After the session on topic area 2: 

Write up and share: 

- the understanding of what evidence is and how it can be used 

- prioritised list of what participants would change about current decision 

making process 

- who and what could enable the most significant changes to be 

implemented  

- who and what could prevent these changes from being implemented 
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Topic area 3:  Identifying what evidence is needed 

when 

 

Possible exercises:  

 

Consider when and why evidence is needed Materials 

As a group, take each stage of your decision making timeline (from 
session 1) and discuss the way evidence is/could be used in the 

decision making process.  The following questions may help: 

- Is evidence needed at that stage? Why?  

- If so, what kind of evidence is needed? 

- How could it best be gathered?  

- Who is in the best position to provide it? (e.g. people on the 

front-line may have easier access to evidence of need than 

policy makers do) 

- Who is the evidence for? 

- How is the evidence used?  Or how could it be used?  

 

Note discussion on the timeline. 

 

Looking at the areas of the timeline which were identified as being 
most problematic in the first session, and taking into account the 
conclusions already reached in today’s session, discuss: 

- How could better use of evidence help to solve any of these 

identified problems? 

- Could evidence be shared more widely to help other parties 

with their own issues? 

 

copy of 
timeline 

(large) 
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Making plans (stop, start, tweak) Materials 

Using a separate post-it for each idea, everyone to write down as 
many suggestions as they can think of for the following questions.  

Encourage radical thinking – it can be difficult to challenge existing 
systems! 

 

Remembering that evidence should only be gathered if it is useful and 

used: 

- What could we stop doing?  

- What do we need to start doing?  

- What processes could be tweaked? (e.g. done more/less 

frequently or intensively). 

 
Once they have finished, ask people to add their post-its to the 

appropriate flipchart sheet. 
 

Take each flipchart sheet in turn and read out all the suggestions.  
Ask people not to comment, but just to listen.  Group any similar 

ideas together as you go. 
 
Give each person 5 sticky dots.  Ask them to put them on the 

suggestions which they think are most important/should be 
carried out first - up to 2 dots against any one suggestion. 

 
Identify the suggestions with the most support.   
 

Identify who will take responsibility for each of these prioritised 
suggestions.  Ask them to identify a realistic timetable for first steps 

and confirm that they will keep the group informed. 
 
Ask people to share with the group: 

- What they have learned about decision making and evidence from 

this process. 

- What this means for their work in the future. 

post-its 
 

3 flipchart 
sheets 

headed:  
- Stop 

- Start 

- Tweak 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

sticky dots 

 

 

After the session on topic area 3: 

Write up and share: 

- updated decision making timeline with evidence-use stages identified 

- what the group could start doing, stop doing and/or tweak in order to 

improve how they gather and use evidence in decision making – indicate 

which of these suggestions were given the most support by the group 

- who is going to take responsibility for implementing the identified priority 

change/s and what the timetable will be. 
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Appendix 1:  Making good decisions handout 

from Keys to making a good decision by Z. Hereford2 

1. Identify the decision to be made as well as the objectives or outcome you 

want to achieve. 

2. Do your homework. Gather as many facts and as much information as 

you can to assess your options. 

3. Brainstorm and come up with several possible choices. Determine if the 

options are compatible with your values, interests and abilities. 

4. Weigh the probabilities or possible outcomes. In other words, what's 

the worst that can happen? What will happen if I do A, B or C and can I 

live with the consequences? 

5. Make a list of the pros and cons. Prioritize which considerations are very 

important to you, and which are less so. Sometimes when you match the 

pros against the cons you may find them dramatically lopsided. 

6. Solicit opinions and obtain feedback from those you trust or have had a 

similar situation to contend with. There may be some aspects you haven't 

thought about. 

7. Make the decision and monitor your results. Make sure you obtain the 

desired outcome. 

  

                                       

 
2 www.essentiallifeskills.net/gooddecision.html, 12/1/17  

http://www.essentiallifeskills.net/about.html
http://www.essentiallifeskills.net/about.html
http://www.essentiallifeskills.net/gooddecision.html
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Appendix 2:  Decision making styles  

Lovallo & Sibony3 
Visionary 

(14%) 

Guardian 

(22%) 

Motivator 

(12%) 

Flexible 

(25%) 

Catalyst 

(27%) 

ad hoc  

 

  
 

process 

action  
  

 

 

caution 

narrow info gathering  

 

 
 

 wide info gathering 

corporate interests 
 

 

 
  

personal 

continuity 

 

 

 
  

change 

story telling 
  

 
  

facts 

Lovallo & Sibony’s research was based on nearly 5,000 responses to a survey of 

McKinsey Quarterly and Harvard Business Review readers.  

The questions asked respondents to choose between two neutral, equally 

defensible statements. Responses fell along a range from a strong preference for 

intuitive decision making (top, green, option in each row) to a strong preference 

for making decisions after exhaustive deliberation (bottom, blue, option in each 

row).   

Analysis led Lovallo & Sibony to identify five decision making styles.  The 

number of ticks indicates the average strength of preference towards intuition/ 

exhaustive deliberation for each style.  The percentages show how many 

respondents fell into each identified style. 

There are pros and cons to each style.  A strong preference for intuition runs the 

risk of bias in decision making.  A strong preference for exhaustive deliberation 

runs the risk of paralysis.  In group decisions, a mix of styles may be best.  

Lovallo & Sibony suggest possible ways to counteract the potential risks of each 

style.  

                                       

 
3 in McKinsey Quarterly, April 2013, www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/strategy-

and-corporate-finance/our-insights/early-stage-research-on-decision-making-styles 

[12/1/17] 
 

http://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/strategy-and-corporate-finance/our-insights/early-stage-research-on-decision-making-styles
http://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/strategy-and-corporate-finance/our-insights/early-stage-research-on-decision-making-styles
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Threading the Needle 

In the context of health and social care integration and the move to 

strategic commissioning, the Scottish Government wanted to: 

1. Improve understanding about how the new Integration Authorities and 

lead agencies really make decisions, so barriers to achieving outcomes 

could be addressed.  

2. Support those involved in the strategic planning groups to embed learning 

from, and about, third sector evidence in decision making. 

3. Produce sharper third sector ‘what works’ evidence about some selected 

interventions to ensure better decision making. 

4. Generate generic lessons about third sector interventions and outcomes 

that could be applied to the planning and procurement of services for all 

client groups. 

Evaluation Support Scotland [ESS] was funded to work with 

four of the new health and social care partnerships in a 

programme called Threading the Needle. 

Learning Points - Using third sector evidence to commission 

outcomes for health and social care: 

- We need to talk about data and evidence 

- We need to build the focus on outcomes 

- We need to understand where third sector evidence   

                             fits 

 

Evaluation Support Scotland [ESS] works with third 
sector organisations and funders so that they can 
measure and report on their impact. 

 

info@evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk 
www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk 

 

Evaluation Support Scotland 

5 Rose Street 

Edinburgh 

EH2 2PR 

 

 

@EvalSupScot 

0131 243 2770 

 

Evaluation Support Scotland is a registered Scottish charity No. SC036529 and a 

company limited by guarantee, registered in Scotland, No. SC284843. VAT number: 923 

2102 72.  

You may copy or use this publication in part or whole for non-commercial reasons with 

the exception of photographs and you must credit Evaluation Support Scotland. 

mailto:info@evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk
http://www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/

