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A meeting can end with agreement and still produce no decision.

A manager can write "approved" in chat without stating what the approval covers. A team can follow a recommendation because nobody objected. An AI assistant can summarize a discussion in decisive language even though the person with authority never answered the question. Six months later, workers remember different conclusions. A new manager asks why the organization follows the current rule. Nobody can find the evidence available at the time, the rejected alternatives, or the person who accepted the consequences.

Meeting notes do not solve this problem. Notes preserve discussion. A decision record preserves an authorized answer and the conditions under which that answer remains in effect.

This book teaches a small decision log. Each entry identifies:

	the question that required an answer;

	the evidence available at the time;

	the alternatives considered;

	the person or group with authority;

	the decision that person or group made;

	important disagreement and uncertainty;

	the consequences the organization accepted;

	the date the decision takes effect;

	the actions the decision requires;

	the date or observable conditions that require review; and

	the later record that replaces it, if another decision does.


The result is not a transcript, journal, risk register, approval matrix, or task list. It is a maintained account of consequential choices.

Software teams use architecture decision records to preserve important technical choices and their consequences. Government bodies and regulated professions often require written reasons, dated audit trails, or explicit records of dissent. Those practices contain useful parts, but a small operation does not need to copy their full paperwork or vocabulary. A paper folder, a set of plain-text files, or a spreadsheet can preserve the necessary distinctions.

This book does not teach a universal method for making every decision. It does not tell a local operator which supplier, policy, price, tool, hire, or design is correct. It teaches how to make the decision identifiable, attributable, inspectable, and reviewable.

The reader supplies the local facts, laws, duties, prices, relationships, and consequences. The method supplies a record structure, inspection questions, review rules, exercises, and stop conditions.

Three different problems

Organizations often treat three different problems as one.

The first problem is whether a decision occurred. Did an authorized person answer a real question, or did people merely discuss, recommend, assume, or begin acting?

The second problem is whether the decision was made well. Were the facts current? Were the important objectives stated? Were real alternatives compared? Did the decision maker understand the consequences and uncertainty? A decision log can preserve the answers, but the presence of a log does not make the answers sound.

The third problem is whether the record can be trusted later. Does it identify the actual decision maker? Does it preserve the evidence version available at the time? Can a later editor change the conclusion without leaving a history? Can the people affected by the decision find the explanation they are allowed to see? Can a successor tell whether the decision is still active?

These problems require different repairs. A missing decision needs an authorized answer. A weak decision process needs better evidence, alternatives, or review. An unreliable record needs better attribution, access, version history, or retrieval. Adding more fields to a form will not solve all three.

The people who use the record later

Write for a competent person who was not in the discussion. That person may be:

	the worker expected to carry out the decision;

	the customer or employee who receives its consequence;

	the manager who inherits the operation;

	the person reviewing a complaint;

	the person deciding whether changed conditions require a new answer;

	the person repairing a failure;

	the person checking authority, access, or a professional duty; or

	the decision maker returning months later without a reliable memory of the discussion.


These people do not need every comment. They need enough to distinguish the answer from the proposal, the reason from a later defense, the evidence available then from evidence found later, and an active decision from one that expired or was replaced.

This is why a decision log should not be described as a universal source of truth. It is a controlled record of decisions. Contracts establish obligations. Policies establish standing rules. Transaction systems show actions. Case files contain local evidence. The log should point to those records without pretending to replace them.

The central rule

Record the decision as it was made. Do not rewrite the earlier record to make a later outcome look predictable.

When circumstances change, preserve the old decision and create a new record that reaffirms, changes, withdraws, expires, or replaces it. Someone reviewing the history should be able to compare what the decision maker knew then with what the organization learned later.

The rule also protects the decision maker from two opposite errors. One is later blame based on information that was not available. The other is later excuse-making that deletes warnings, dissent, or uncertainty that were available. A dated evidence snapshot makes both forms of rewriting easier to detect.

What this book excludes

This is not a meeting-notes book. Keep minutes when law, governance, or coordination requires them. Move only the authorized conclusion and enough support into the decision log.

This is not an approval-matrix book. The person recording a decision must know who has authority, but this book does not design spending limits, delegations, or escalation routes.

This is not a general records-management book. Retention, privacy, discovery, and archival duties require local review.

This is not an argument for recording everything. Excessive records create maintenance work, privacy risk, legal risk, and employee surveillance. Record the choices that change commitments, permissions, rules, resources, or later options.

This is not a claim that better records guarantee better decisions. A clearly recorded bad decision remains bad. The record makes later inspection, challenge, correction, and learning possible.

A first exercise

Find one current practice that people explain with a sentence such as "We decided that last year."

Without asking anyone to reconstruct the whole history, try to answer these questions from durable records:

	What exact question did the decision answer?

	Who had authority to answer it?

	On what date did that person answer it?

	Which evidence did that person use?

	Which alternatives did that person reject?

	Which costs or limits did that person accept?

	What would require a review?

	Which later decision changed it?


If the organization cannot answer several of these questions, the organization remembers a conclusion but lacks a complete decision record.
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1. Discussion Is Not a Decision
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Discussion produces statements with different force. Treating them as equivalent creates false decisions.

Consider these sentences:

	"The cheaper supplier looks acceptable."

	"I recommend the cheaper supplier."

	"Finance has no objection."

	"Use the cheaper supplier for orders placed after August 1."

	"I placed the first order."

	"The first shipment arrived late."


The first sentence gives an impression. The second gives a recommendation. The third may describe consultation, depending on what "no objection" means. The fourth states a decision if the speaker has authority. The fifth records an action. The sixth records an outcome.

A meeting summary often compresses all six into one paragraph. A decision log must not.

The decision test

A durable decision exists when all four statements are true:

	A specific question required an answer.

	A person or group had authority to answer it.

	That person or group stated the selected course, rule, limit, or refusal.

	The statement changed what people may, must, or will do.


If the authority is unknown, the record contains a recommendation. If the answer is vague, the discussion remains incomplete. If nothing changes, the statement may express a preference rather than a decision.

The fourth part of the test matters because people often use the language of decision without creating an operational change. A leader may say, "We are committed to better service," while leaving hours, staffing, response rules, prices, and authority unchanged. The statement may express a goal. It does not yet tell anyone what to do differently.

A decision statement should let a competent worker identify at least one changed permission, duty, limit, allocation, or next step. Compare these statements:

	"We support a faster response." No operational answer is stated.

	"For the next six weeks, the service desk will answer existing maintenance customers before new sales inquiries." The statement changes priority for a defined period.

	"The service desk may use judgment." The permitted judgment is undefined.

	"The service lead may extend the response deadline by one working day when the required customer file is missing, and must record the reason in the case file." The authority and boundary are visible.


The more consequential the choice, the less the organization should rely on implied scope.

Confirmation is an act, not a feeling

People often leave a discussion believing that a decision occurred because the conversation felt settled. The record needs an observable confirmation method.

Confirmation may be:

	a signed or approved record;

	an explicit reply from the named decision maker;

	a vote recorded under the governing rule;

	a controlled status change performed by an authorized person;

	a formal order, instruction, or notice; or

	an existing rule that automatically determines the answer when stated conditions are met.


Choose a confirmation method that fits the consequence. A low-cost internal scheduling choice may need a short


False agreement



	one named person decided after consultation;

	a named committee voted under a stated rule;

	all required members explicitly consented;

	a prior policy determined the answer;

	emergency authority allowed one person to act;

	no authorized decision occurred.



Reconstructing an old decision



	signed instructions;

	policy versions;

	contracts;

	meeting minutes;

	email or chat messages;

	tickets and change records;

	transaction history;

	calendar entries;

	access changes;

	invoices or purchase orders; and

	the earliest action that appears to depend on the choice.




	confirmed by a direct dated record;

	supported by several consistent records but not directly confirmed; or

	unknown because the available material conflicts or does not identify an authorized answer.



Decisions made outside meetings




A compact capture procedure


	Write the question in one sentence.

	Write the answer in one sentence.

	Name the decision maker.

	Confirm that the person had authority for this question.

	State when the decision takes effect.

	Send the proposed entry to the decision maker for confirmation.

	Mark it as decided only after explicit confirmation.



Hypothetical example: supplier trial




	Recommendation: compare the lower-cost supplier with the current supplier.

	Action: technician placed one test order under existing purchasing authority.

	Outcome: shipment data and part quality remain to be observed.

	Decision: none yet on replacing the current supplier.



Inspection exercise



	question;

	evidence;

	interpretation;

	alternative;

	recommendation;

	consultation;

	decision;

	authorization;

	action;

	outcome; or

	unknown.



Stop condition
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