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Victor Vroom (1973) suggested a theory of decision making called management decision styles. He proposed five styles of decision making that indicate several shades of participation, not just autocratic or democratic, based on job task and complexity.

The writer has drawn some logical extensions from Vroom’s model and found definite relationships to what our term of art called “empowerment zones.” It is the writer’s theory that the art of leadership is knowing what management theory and practice to apply to a given situation. We conclude that “the empowerment approach” or “consensus management” does not always work best in all management situations. We have many factors to consider such as the nature of the task, the complexity, the speed of the decision, the organizational culture, the customer profile and the employee’s state of readiness to assume the ownership and accountability of the empowered decision making process. 

The most successful organizations have created “empowerment zones.”  These are clearly understood boundaries and expectations that frame decisions so all parties know what is expected.  

Please review the five empowerment zones listed below and note the types of decisions that fall within the categories. Communicate with your staff and get general buy-in an understanding when we make decisions in the E-1 zone versus the E-4 zone. Having a working understanding of the decision-making process will improve communications, teamwork, employee involvement and foster a focused, customer driven culture. Ambiguity and lack of role clarification/definition wastes thousands of dollars in lost productivity, employee conflicts and employee turnover.

The E-1 Zone: 
Solo Flyer

You solve the problem or make the decision yourself, using information available 


Typical decisions in this zone include:

The E-2 Zone: 
Consultative Solo 

You obtain the necessary information from your subordinate(s), then decide on the solution to the problem yourself.  You may or may not tell your subordinates what the problem is in getting the information from them.  The role played by your subordinates in making the decision is clearly one of providing the necessary information to you, rather than generating or evaluating alternative solutions.

Typical decisions in this zone include: 
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The E-3 Zone: 
Individual Consultation

You share the problem with relevant subordinates individually, getting their ideas and suggestions without bringing them together as a group.  Then you make the decision that may or may not reflect your subordinates’ influence.

Typical decisions in this zone include:

The E-4 Zone: 
Participative Management 

You share the problem with your subordinates as a group, collectively obtaining their

ideas and suggestions.  Then you make the decision that may or may not reflect your

group’ influence. In this model, you are accountable to explain to the group why you 

made the decision you did. A failure to thank the team and build on their good ideas

could lead to integrity and trust concerns.

Typical decisions in this zone include:

The E-5 Zone:
Consensus Management (Full Empowerment) 

You share a problem with your subordinates as a group. Together, you generate a solution and evaluate alternatives and attempt to reach agreement (consensus) on solution. Your role is much like that of chairperson. You do not try to influence the group to adopt your solution and you are willing to accept and implement any solution that has the support of the entire group.

Typical decisions in this zone include:

Step #1: Have a staff meeting and clearly identify these boundary decisions. Good luck!

