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Introduction 

If you are going to drive a project that is successful, you would like to find a way to minimize wasting 

time re-doing things and changing direction. You would like to make your decisions be ones that stick, 

more often than not.  In my experience, reviewing all aspects of your project early and often is the best 

way to minimize missteps.  Far too often decisions take too long to make and even longer to be reviewed. 

The can cost even more because people get too emotionally attached to their decisions because they were 

allowed to hang on to them for too long before they were reviewed.   This problem can b fixed. 

In this paper we provide a review methodology whose purpose is to review everything early, much earlier 

than usual.  The desire to have early review is to help the team move in the right direction all the way 

through the process, avoiding the prolonged silences that can lead to poor direction and emotional 

attachment.  People generally wait to be reviewed until they think their proposal is perfect, which can lead 

to a number of problems. Early review can intervene long before the team is emotionally attached to their 

solution.   

The Approach Review is a process intended to help reduce wasted energy and time in arriving at a 

solution to a particular problem (i.e. make a decision). It recognizes and deals with three important 

attributes of problem solving.  

• People often make fundamental direction decisions very early in the decision process.  

• People avoid publicizing the direction until they feel there are no faults to be found. 

• People become entrenched with their chosen direction in direct proportion to the time invested. 

These early directional decisions often do not change very much as people fill out their solution, yet they 

are not reviewed at exactly the time it is cheapest to review them. People want to avoid criticism and 

therefore avoid being reviewed until they have created something they feel is beyond criticism.  These 

early decisions take hold and become the mantra of the team, even if they are headed in the wrong 

direction.  Changing their decisions gets harder and harder as time passes because the team is now 

entrenched and change will be resisted.  

Very early review can fend off this situation because early in a project there is less emotional attachment 

to the chosen solution.  Early (and repeated) review is a key factor to avoiding projects going off in the 

wrong direction.  A side benefit of early review is that there is less detail to have to wade through, making 

review more approachable. 

What goes wrong in a decision process? 

Decision-making is a complex and difficult process involving personal risk and ego in addition to the 

complexities of the problem at hand.   While a good process does not guarantee good decisions, a good 

process does offer real hope of systematically improving decisions.  

While too many rules can stop any decisions from being made, it does not naturally follow that no rules is 

the right answer. The obvious answer is balance. What is being urged here, is clearly defining for the 



people involved what the rules are for moving ahead. What is also being argued here is that review is an 

essential part of any decision process. 

Some barriers to good decisions are everywhere:  

1. The individual involved in decision making may be overwhelmed with the risk of being wrong, 

significantly clouding the decision making process. In many organizations, being wrong is a 

deadly sin that causes people to avoid the risk of being caught being wrong.  

2. Sometimes people are too wrapped up in appearances and feel that being seen as decisive will 

cause people to see them as a leader.  

3. Sometimes people fall in love with a particular idea, technology, or image and no matter what the 

problem they will come up with that solution.  

4. Sometimes people are just being political and do not want to allow the person proposing the idea 

any credit for ever getting anything right, so they will fight that persons decisions.  

5. Sometimes people are competing for resources. Subverting another’s decisions may get more 

resources applied to your own project, so the bad decision for one person may be a great decision 

for the other person.  

6. Sometimes the problem is very complex and people do not want to admit they do not know how 

to solve it and fumble forward badly. 

For these and other reasons decisions are often made and not broadcast. Keeping decisions private makes 

them intractable and avoids criticism.  Given that people’s motivations can be complicated and letting 

people go for long periods of time without review is the same as letting people do as they think best with 

no check and balance. While trust is an essential part of any organization, it is not trust, but help that is 

important here. A good process will ferret out the decisions in need of change. 

In my observation decision making often takes on the following steps: 

 

1. Absorb the stated requirement - "stated" does not mean complete problem statement. It means 

the words used by the problem definer, which sometimes are a solution statement and not a 

problem statement at all. It is almost always incomplete and not well transmitted to the decision 

making team.  In the eagerness to make progress, people move ahead with this incomplete 

direction. 

2. Quickly develop a direction to solving the incomplete problem definition from step #1. 

“Quickly” is used because often people have a solution in mind and will fit it to the problem, 

even if it’s a poor fit. It is also added because people have a need to make progress, independent 

of the facts. This is often termed the "ready, fire, aim" way of solving problems. 

3. Organize, fill out and justify the solution - Once the early decisions are made, the rest of the 

time is spent putting that solution into place. Unlike Drucker’s step 6 (test the solution) most 

groups do not want to know if they are right or wrong, but put on blinders to get to the end 

without being criticized. 

4. Polish the solution for public consumption - Once the team is comfortable with a decision and 

has polished it to the point where they cannot find holes, they are willing to be reviewed. The 

review, from the team’s perspective, is organized to get approval, rather than get input on the 

validity of the solution. This step is often avoided and projects move directly to step 5. 

5. Deliver the finished project - Project can mean decision, product, paper, or any other delivery to 

the person who set the team in motion in the first place.  

6. Discover that it is the wrong solution - The intended solution does not work, is wrong, does not 

fit the problem and everyone is surprised. How could this many well intentioned people be so 



wrong? Often it is hard to figure out what went wrong because so much time has passed that there 

is no accountability. 

7. Recovery - The process of recovering from these early bad decisions takes hold and costs the 

organization a great deal, in direct and indirect costs. Recovery can mean, abandon the project, or 

it can mean expending huge efforts to make it right. Once people have discovered that the 

decision process was flawed, the company’s "good decision maker" is installed to head the 

project and recovery eventually does occur. 

 

The successful organization must impose methodology that forces early and frequent review. We all 

know that people make mistakes and the organization’s processes should help find those mistakes early.  

Allowing people to pretend they are not making mistakes, by keeping quiet can be very expensive.  It is 

also putting people in a position where the likelihood of failure is too great. 

Classical and Actual Decision Methodologies 

Peter Drucker, in “The Effective Decision” lays out the following steps in decision making: 

1. Classifying the problem 

2. Defining the problem 

3. Specifying the answer to the problem 

4. Deciding what is “right”, rather than what is acceptable... 

5. Building into the decision the action to carry it out. 

6. Testing the validity and effectiveness of the decision against the actual course of events 

 

This is the right methodology. The difficulty with these steps is they do not explain the process of 

interacting with the rest of the world to get approval. We almost all need to get someone to approve what 

we do.  Review need to be added to this equation.  Each step lends itself to multiple reviews by the 

approving agency. 

 

  

Review early and often 

Reviewing early is the real key to this process. Early means well before people think they are ready. Early 

means that the people being reviewed are not polished, have not thought things through, will have many 

holes in their solution, and are not yet committed to their direction. It requires the review of the problem 

statement and the approach to the solution, long before the solution is at hand. The point is that the 

approach being taken needs to be reviewed as soon as time is spent on it.  

Let’s say you give Jane the assignment that will take a month to complete. You and Jane discuss the 

problem to the point where you think Jane understands what it is that needs to be done.  In an Approach 

Review model, Jane would come back in a day or two and lay out what she thinks her solution path is.  

She could be collecting more data, she could be stuck, she could be starting to fill out the solution, or 

anything else.  The point is that she has a direction and that direction will tell you a lot about whether or 

not she is solving the problem agreed to in a manner that seems right.  You will know if you are in sync. 

This is not intended as a holding on to power moment. It is a teaching moment where you as the assigner 

of the problem take the time to make sure that the person solving the problem has a high likelihood of 

getting to the end successfully. It is still Jane’s project but you are involved enough to help her succeed. 



Most of the time, Jane will claim to not be ready to be reviewed because she has just not put enough time 

into it to be able to provide the needed polish to look as professional as she thinks she needs to.  But the 

first reviews are not about substance but about direction.  You may think no more data needs to be 

collected and want to know why she thinks differently, either of you could be wrong here.  You may think 

that the proposed solution misses a key point.  Whatever it is, the longer it takes you to get in sync the 

more time is wasted and the harder it will be to get back on track. 

Reviewing things as early as is suggested here will seem like an unnatural act that will be resisted by most 

well intentioned people. They honestly do not understand how much they have decided within hours of 

getting an assignment.  The more frequent the early reviews, the more likely the right outcome will occur.   

The basic premise of the Approach Review is that when faced with a task, meaning when asked to solve a 

problem, people almost always make up their minds on the basic solution very (very!) early in the process 

and therefore they should be reviewed at that time. These early directional decisions often do not change 

very much as people fill out these decisions. This may seem extraordinary at first glance, but it is in fact 

true. People leap to an answer much earlier than they will usually admit to others, or even to themselves. 

The approach review is specifically geared towards reviewing people’s work before they think they are 

ready for review. 

Given that people do in fact make up their minds early, every bit of effort after that early decision point is 

potentially wasted time if the problem statement was not clear or the solution not appropriate. Letting 

people go a long time before getting in sync is setting people up to fail. 

Waiting a long time to review the project creates psychological barriers to good reviews. The psychology 

of decision-making is such that when people have invested in a particular effort (e.g. created personal 

capital) they are reluctant to throw away that investment, even if it is wrong. I have found that the greater 

the personal capital, the greater the resistance to change. An Approach Review is focused on reviewing 

when the personal capital is low but the basic problem statement and solution, even at a high level, are 

known. 

Most people are extremely reluctant to show what they are doing until they have reached some level of 

completeness so they can avoid criticism early on and get praise for doing a great job at the end. This 

behavior is reinforced in the years we spend in school, which trains us to only come forward with our best 

shot. In addition most organizations are geared towards the notion of polish, and completeness. A 

common attitude is “don’t waste my time ‘till you are done”.  These are all negatives that need to be 

overcome when adopting the Approach Review model. 

Since we are reviewing before people are ready we should not expect perfection. We know that they will 

not be completely ready so we have to be careful with what it is that we say. A new mentality has to take 

hold. There are two main points that the Approach Review is trying to get straight: 

1. Is the team solving the intended problem? 

2. Is the solution a reasonable one? 

The Approach Review is a place to help someone find errors and not to be criticized for being wrong. It is 

a place to help people move forward and fill in gaps in understanding.  It is a tool that can be used by 

everyone to cycle through until firm direction has taken hold. 

A major danger is the danger of over management.  The process is not intended to interfere with the team 

but to be in sync with the team. It is not about taking over but about making sure there is agreement with 

where things are going.  It takes skill to be able to do the frequent reviews and still have the person feel 

they are driving their projects.  



Why review is necessary. 

A frequent objection is that early reviews are an indication of lack of trust.  People often see their 

competence as the ability to do something on their own and get praised for it. People are often too focused 

on personal success, not team success. Many people do not learn teamwork in school or at work.  Our 

school systems are just starting to teach and reward teamwork but are not yet producing graduates that 

inherently operate that way.   

Another objection to review is that this team is smart enough to be left alone.  People will cite some great 

star, like Einstein, who did it all alone and therefor they should be left alone. It’s true that there are some 

great people that have done great things on their own.  They are called geniuses.  If you really have 

geniuses on your team then you can take a whole different process.  

The rest of us need the interaction with other people if we are to rise above ourselves to do great things. 

These interactions should be with those people who can help us most in solving the problems at hand, not 

just kind people who will not hurt our feelings while letting us fail. Having our ideas challenged and 

tested leads to clearer thinking and fewer mistakes.  In a constructive setting, review will save time and 

improve the odds of getting to the end successfully.  

Review, is fundamental to all business process, from the board of directors, to the security guard, and 

everything in between. There are three big reasons we need the interaction with others: 

1. Reviews change the thinking processes significantly, focusing the mind and creating clarity that 

otherwise remains elusive. This same clarity sometimes comes from writing1 ideas down in an 

orderly fashion, but doing so in front of others is much more effective. Think back at how often 

you have been unable to continue on some problem and in seeking help find that half way 

through describing the problem to someone you see the solution. 

 

Warren Buffet is reputed to have said that if you take a person trying to solve a problem and have 

him explain it to a Baboon, the individual will come away a smarter person. The point here is that 

it is a fact (I don’t know if it is scientifically proven) that explaining yourself often gives you 

clarity that was not there before the attempt to explain. 

 

2. It is just too easy to lie to yourself. We all have blind spots that keep us from seeing the 

implications of our efforts. It is much like proofreading, which needs to be done by another 

person because we just can’t see what we did not write so our minds will fill in the blanks.  

 

3. Many problems are too complicated for a single person to be able to comprehend all the pieces.  

Others will often provide perspectives that bring clarity and scope that were missing. There is a 

class that teaches Synergy by having people first list all of the things they would do to save 

themselves if they are stranded in the Alaska tundra all alone. Next they break into groups and 

compare notes, creating a consolidated list for each group. The consolidate list is almost always 

longer, meaning that the probability of surviving is greater if other people are there to help. 

Synergy works 

While there are many rules and papers on how to run reviews, there are a few basic rules that when 

followed make reviews much more helpful: 

                                                 

1I once worked for a manager who maintained that the primary beneficiary for any specification or requirements document was 

the author. 

 



1. Distribute a proposal ahead of time - Having people come to the review prepared makes 

it easier to get good input. If at all possible having the comments returned before the 

review helps to prepare a good review. When advanced distribution is not possible, the 

review meeting should have a discussion of the proposal so that everyone can understand 

what is being reviewed. 

2. Have a chairperson and a note-taker - The reviewee is too busy trying to understand the 

issues to be able to manage the flow of a review meeting, besides those making 

comments would not like the reviewee to cut off debate on a controversial input. The 

chairperson is responsible for keeping the meeting on track. Notes should be taken to 

record all the issues that are raised. The chairperson can be the note-taker but that is not 

required. 

3. Raise issues, do not solve them - The objective of the review is to find problems with the 

proposal and to raise them with sufficient clarity that their priority can be agreed to. The 

review is not a working meeting to solve the problems but rather a meeting to help the 

reviewee see where more effort is needed to arrive at a more complete, or acceptable 

proposal.  Each objection should be listed so the project knows what the obstacles to 

approval are. 

Know the problem you are solving 
 
One of the things that a good review process will uncover is situations where people have not agreed on 

the problem they are solving. Stating a problem clearly is often quite difficult to do and therefore often 

avoided. When a clear easy to understand problem statement is finally produced the solution leaps off the 

page: 

A clear, short, comprehensible agreed upon statement of the problem should be produced before 

the decision is made. 

Without a clear problem statement that everyone can look at and agree to, you are left with the high 

probability that people will be solving different problems and thus not getting to a useful solution. Too 

often only part of the problem is clearly stated and agreed to. Sometimes the problem is stated in a 

confusing manner. Sometimes it is stated in contradictory manner. Sometimes, as solution is stated 

without ever defining the problem. 

Below is an exercise I have used at more than one seminar.  After you read each additional requirement, 

STOP, write down what you think the solution for the requirements you have read up to that point. 

Continue to the next step and write down the solution for the next step:  

         Requirement #1: Build a travelling canvas bag to cover my computer. 

         Solution #1: _______________________________________________ 

         Requirement #2: Add a strap for the bag 

         Solution #2: _______________________________________________ 

        Requirement #3: Make it of waterproof canvas, in case of rain 

         Solution #3: _______________________________________________ 

        Requirement #4: Add padding to avoid damage to the computer 

         Solution #4: _______________________________________________ 



        Requirement #5: The bag is to hold my high-end workstation and 25” monitor in the back of my 

pick up as I drive cross country. 

         Solution #5: _______________________________________________ 

If you are like most people you assumed that the requirements were for a canvas bag for a lap-top. It was 

not until the last requirement that the original solution seemed entirely wrong. While this specific 

example is made up, it is a very realistic problem that occurs frequently. People will often produce the 

bag for the lap-top before asking enough questions to figure out that it was for a large workstation. 

Assuming knowledge of the problem without verification leads to poor decisions!  Approach review can 

avoid this trap. 

Another pitfall of getting at the problem definition is when people are overwhelmed by what they see as 

the complexities of the decision. Sometimes, these complexities are real, sometimes imagined. In most 

cases, people are reluctant to show others that they are overwhelmed. The figure they will try their best 

and that is all people can ask.  

In the Empire Strikes Back Yoda and Luke have a discussion that captures this well: 

LUKE: Master, moving stones around is one thing. This is totally 

 

different. 

 

 

 

YODA: No! No different! Only different in your mind. You must unlearn 

 

what you have learned. 

 

 

 

LUKE: (focusing, quietly) All right, I'll give it a try. 

 

 

 

YODA: No! Try not. Do. Or do not. There is no try. 

 

 

 
 


