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Chapter 1 
Why You Are Where You Are 
 

here you are in life today is the result of 
the combination of all of the past deci-

sions which you have made or which have been 
made for you in response to the various situa-
tions and events, both expected and unex-
pected, which have impacted your life. The de-
cisions which you have not yet made and fu-
ture decision-stimulating events will determine 
your continuing life circumstances. If you were 
able to review all of those past decisions, in-
cluding the millions of small ones, and change 
a few here and there, you would end up in a 
greatly changed situation from the one you 
have now. This is why the making of decisions 
in life is so important. In fact, one could say 
that the story of your life is the record of all of 
those decisions and the events that stimulated 
them plus the results of those decisions. Be-
cause of this, it is very important to learn how 

W 



Richard Davidson 

 2

to make good decisions and to evaluate their 
results in order to improve your future. 

As an illustration of the effect a decision 
can make on the rest of your life, consider what 
Robert Frost wrote: 

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I– 
I took the one less traveled by, 
And that has made all the difference. 
The Road Not Taken [1916] 
As indicated above, changes in past deci-

sions—if possible—would lead to a different life 
situation than the one you have now. However, 
it is important to note that there is no way to 
know whether such changes would lead to a 
better or worse condition than your present 
one. It is even possible that over the course of 
time your changed situation would merge with 
your current path. This might be the case if 
there is fate or divine guidance in your life, but 
it might also be the result of basic personal in-
clinations shaping future decisions toward a 
personally desired result that may be either 
clearly known or buried in your subconscious. 

The Robert Frost poem not only illustrates 
how a decision made today can affect the rest 
of your life, but it also shows that such a life-
changing decision does not have to be a major 
one. A simple act of taking a different path at 
any crossroads along the course of your jour-
ney can have great and unforeseeable implica-
tions for you and for everyone else with whom 
you interact. Consider the wanderings of the 
Biblical Israelites led by Moses on their way to 
the Promised Land of Canaan from Egypt. They 
wandered in the desert for forty years before 
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they arrived at their destination, while the 
straight-line path was less than two hundred 
miles. This book will help you to decide when 
changes in direction are desirable and advan-
tageous for you.  

In thinking back over past decisions and 
redirections in the course of your life, you 
should not engage in the practice of regretting 
either actual past decisions or those which 
should have been made but were left undone. 
We cannot do anything about the past except 
learn from it. The question should be “Where 
will our new decisions take us from here?” 
Shakespeare showed great insight when he 
said “what’s past is prologue; what to come, in 
yours and my discharge.” (The Tempest, Act II, 
Scene I) In this quotation he combines the be-
lief that we must live in the present rather than 
the past, with an equally strong belief that you 
and I must take responsibility for the decisions 
that will lead us into the future. “Prologue” as 
used in the Shakespeare quotation does not 
mean that the past is unimportant to the pre-
sent and future. On the contrary, the past 
trains and prepares us for each new step. Any 
two people in the same location, making the 
same decision at the same time, will be differ-
ent in their preparation to carry out that deci-
sion because of the variations in their past 
training and experiences.  

This book is essentially non-mathematical 
in nature. It has very little in common with 
texts analyzing statistically or mathematically 
modeled preferred outcomes in well-defined ob-
jective situations. Some mathematical terms 
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and principles are used, but the basic theorem 
is that most decision situations are primarily 
subjective in nature and do not have a single 
well-defined preferred outcome. “Subjective” 
should not imply that there is no clear solution 
to a decision problem situation, but only that 
life is complicated and full of variables. You will 
learn principles that will assist you to deter-
mine the preferred decision in your subjective 
circumstances. It is very important for you to 
learn how to make good decisions because your 
decisions will make your future. 
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Chapter 2 
Difficulties in Making Decisions 

 
ome people seem to have an inherent in-
ability to make decisions quickly. 
They tend to fear the consequences of a bad 

decision to the point that they feel that any 
choice is bad. In some cases this inability to 
decide is due to the emotional makeup of the 
individual, and in other cases it is due to that 
person having had bad experiences with past 
decisions. Hopefully, the tools presented in this 
book will simplify the decision-making process 
for such a person. 

Even people who are not burdened with a 
tendency toward indecisiveness will frequently 
have problems making decisions. One reason 
for this may be that the arguments for and 
against a particular decision may be essentially 
of equal value. Many people do not want to 
make a decision unless the arguments on one 
side of the matter are overwhelming as com-
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pared to the arguments on the other side. Such 
people dread the necessity of making a decision 
in a “close call” situation. They are not well 
suited to being umpires, referees, or judges. 

A third group of people having trouble with 
making decisions includes those individuals 
who have difficulty accepting responsibility. 
Such people want to go along with others in a 
group rather than making a decision that 
might change the direction of the group for bet-
ter or for worse. An individual of this type does 
not even want to take responsibility for the cor-
rectness of a decision that will affect only him 
or her. 

A fourth type of person having trouble mak-
ing decisions is closely related to the previous 
type. This person has a very high respect for 
authority and wants the authority figure to 
make all the decisions. Such individuals are 
very dependent and would have difficulty living 
in isolation from others. 

There are also some people who have diffi-
culties with choices because they are like 
squirrels. Squirrels can make a quick decision 
when they are crossing a street and see a car 
approaching. Their problem is that it is always 
the same decision. Squirrels appear to be pro-
grammed to always retreat and go back to their 
starting side of the street whenever they see a 
car coming, even when they have plenty of time 
to complete their crossing. Similarly, there are 
people who will always go back to the status 
quo whenever they are about to make a deci-
sion, and they see complications coming. In 
both cases the decision- maker is too tentative 
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to complete the action in the face of possible 
adversity. In the words of the song Reviewing 
the Situation from the musical, Oliver, they are 
telling themselves “…I think I’d better think it 
out again!” 

Most people with decision difficulties belong 
to more than one of the foregoing groups. They 
are a combination of types, and may have addi-
tional factors that make decisions hard for 
them. Some people having none of the de-
scribed traits may also have problems making 
decisions. In such cases the problem may be 
due to stress, the need to make many decisions 
simultaneously, or rapid variations in factors 
that are guides toward making wise choices. In 
a situation where many decisions need to be 
made, each decision may lead to changes in the 
factors which affect other decisions, and timing 
deadlines may make analysis even more diffi-
cult. 

The point of this chapter is that there are 
many reasons why some people always tend to 
vacillate between alternatives when making de-
cisions, and why everyone has such an indeci-
sion problem at some time. In the next chapter 
we will start to develop tools that will make de-
cisions easier. 
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Chapter 3 
The Subjective Nature of  
Decisions—Davidson’s Doctrine 
 

eal life situations are both complex and 
dynamic. They do not lend themselves to 

rigorous mathematical analysis because there 
are too many variable factors and because peo-
ple think and react in unpredictable ways. In 
such an environment a particular stimulus or 
cause will not always produce the same effect. 
Thus, we have to describe our environment as 
requiring subjective analysis rather than objec-
tive analysis in order to reach most decisions. 
Further, we rarely have the luxury of making 
single infrequent decisions. While some deci-
sions are of much higher importance than oth-
ers we have to make them rapidly, and we have 
to consider the effects of our decisions on other 
people. 

If almost all situations are subjective, that 
means that they appear differently to the vari-

R 
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ous people who observe them. We have all read 
reports of multiple witnesses to an accident re-
porting significantly different versions of what 
happened and greatly different descriptions of 
the individuals and cars that were involved. 
Given such difference among the viewpoints of 
various people, how can we possibly reach de-
cisions which will please everyone who is in-
volved and which will appear to everyone to be 
correct? The initial answer is that we cannot 
and should not attempt to please everybody. 
The key to making a good decision is that it 
should be acceptable to you at the time you 
make it. If the result of that first decision is 
that it leads to new problems that must be re-
solved, remember that you can always make 
another decision at that point. Decisions are 
made to achieve a goal, but as decisions are 
made, new goals are developed, and new deci-
sions are required. Decision-making is a never-
ending process. Taking the first step by making 
the first decision overcomes the inertia of the 
status quo and starts the process rather than 
the event of decision-making. You make deci-
sions of varying magnitude every day, and you 
will continue to do so throughout your life. The 
important thing is to understand the process of 
decision-making so that choices become rou-
tine steps along your journey through life 
rather than major obstacles. 

You are the key to the process. The most 
important characteristic of any decision is that 
you should be comfortable with the outcomes 
that result from it. This must be true even 
though those outcomes will arise at some time 
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in the future. How then can you make a wise 
decision now and feel comfortable with conse-
quences that will not become evident until the 
future?  

The answer to this question lies in an ap-
proach that I call Davidson’s Doctrine: 

Whenever you have to decide between two 
alternatives or among several alternatives, se-
lect one choice, and assume that you have al-
ready made that decision. Then look at your 
situation from the viewpoint of having already 
made the decision, and see whether you are 
comfortable with it and its probable resulting 
implications. Convert the assumed decision to 
an actual one only after you feel comfortable 
with all aspects of the assumed choice. If you 
find that you are not comfortable with the ex-
pected outcomes of the assumed decision, 
choose another alternative, and repeat the self-
questioning to determine whether you are com-
fortable with the implications of that new deci-
sion. 

In practice, this doctrine is easy to apply, 
but it requires some explanation and examples. 
Once you assume that you have made a par-
ticular decision, you move beyond it in order to 
find out whether you are comfortable with it. 
You should feel comfortable with your assumed 
decision by whatever criteria are important to 
you. Different people will have varying needs 
that they will want satisfied before proceeding 
to a real decision. You might ask yourself ques-
tions like: 
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• Now that I have (assumed that I have) 
made this decision, what do I have to do 
to follow up on it? 

• How are my family and friends going to 
react to my decision? 

• If this decision feels right to me, do I care 
what other people think and say about 
it? 

• Am I ready to tell everyone about my de-
cision? 

• What is it going to cost in money, other 
resources, and intangible values to make 
this choice? 

• What rewards can I expect from this de-
cision? 

• Am I ready to go beyond assuming that I 
have made this decision and actually 
make it? 

You may find that it is helpful to go beyond 
the assumed decision and to take some minor 
actions based upon it to determine your level of 
comfort with that choice. 

Example 1: When I first debated whether I 
should start my own business many years ago, 
I was working for Bell & Howell Company. I had 
become bothered by the amount of time that 
was spent in long meetings at this large com-
pany prior to making any significant decision. I 
was also discouraged by the attitude of many 
managers to avoid any step forward that might 
reflect poorly on the importance of their de-
partments or their management style. They 
acted as though they worked for their depart-
ments rather than for the company as a whole. 
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At this time Bell & Howell Company was also 
having problems due to a product line that had 
old technology. I debated whether it was better 
to remain there and to hope for additional fu-
ture advancement, or if it was better to go out 
on my own. As I mulled over my options, I 
looked at many of the small vendors we used 
and the people running those businesses, and I 
decided that I could run a business as well as 
they could. I didn’t do anything that would 
change my status with the corporation, but I 
assumed that I was going to go out on my own. 
This assumption felt comfortable to me. While I 
continued to work for my employer, I took the 
preliminary steps of joining a workshop on 
starting a small business; working out a name, 
logo, and set of objectives for the business, and 
meeting with an attorney to begin the incorpo-
ration procedure. I also had some business 
cards and letterhead printed to give the new 
business a visible identity. None of these steps 
were costly, and they took me far enough down 
this new path to let me know that I was com-
fortable with it. I started to work on a first 
product in the evenings, and left Bell & Howell 
only after I felt that the product would be viable 
when completed, but before it was developed to 
the point where they might assert a claim on it. 
My new company was incorporated on April 
30th, and I resigned from Bell & Howell on June 
1st of that year. 

Example 2: The first car I owned was a 
1956 Chevy Bel Air convertible. 

I loved that car, and in recent years I have 
repeatedly thought that I would buy one on the 



DECISION TME! Better Decisions for a Better Life 

 13

classic car market if I could get one. I made the 
assumption that I had decided to buy one, and 
followed up this assumption by looking for 
similar cars at antique car shows and muse-
ums. After a period of this assumed shopping, I 
decided that I was not comfortable with the 
prospect of buying that car, and I rid myself of 
that temptation permanently. I had realized 
that I did not have the large amount of money 
that I would have needed to spend on it; I did 
not have a good place to keep it; and I was 
quite satisfied to just see similar cars occasion-
ally at car shows and museums. I had also de-
veloped a recurring dream that I had pur-
chased my car and that it had been stolen. Af-
ter the ninth or tenth time of dreaming that I 
had lost my prized possession to a thief, I de-
cided that I was not destined to own that clas-
sic car. As a much less costly alternative, I 
purchased an original repair manual for the car 
online; had my picture taken next to a museum 
car; and surrounded myself with miniature 
models of it. My assumed decision had taken 
me through the process and relieved me of my 
unsatisfied desire. 

Whether the result of the assumed decision 
is to make it a permanent choice or to turn to 
an alternative action, you will learn something 
about yourself during the process, and it won’t 
cost you anything significant to find out 
whether you are comfortable with the assumed 
decision. This approach gives you the opportu-
nity to learn from your mistakes before you 
make them. In a sense it is like seeing into the 
future or having 20-20 foresight. In some cases 
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the consequences of an assumed decision that 
you avoid by realizing your discomfort may be 
very significant, as in the case of avoiding a 
marriage to an incompatible spouse or of mak-
ing an impractical or unethical business move. 
When you do decide to proceed with the as-
sumed decision, you have already rehearsed it 
and reviewed its various implications, so the 
actual implementation of the decision will be 
easier for you than if you were acting on a snap 
judgement. When you go through the assumed 
decision process you are effectively going 
through a procedure to formalize the old adage 
of sleeping on a problem before taking action to 
resolve it. 

Learning from assumed decisions can also 
be valuable when minor choices are required. 
For example, if you tell yourself that you would 
like to enter a long-distance race and start 
practicing in the rigorous way which would be 
required, you will soon discover whether or not 
you are comfortable with the burden of regular 
training. The important point is that you will 
learn your degree of comfort with the decision 
without having made a formal commitment to 
the race organization or to your friends and 
family. Another benefit of assuming that you 
have made a decision before you actually make 
it is that you will have time to consider the ef-
fects of that decision on others before it be-
comes a commitment. This makes the assumed 
decision a diplomatically sound and consider-
ate process. You have the opportunity to learn 
whether you are comfortable with it before you 
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potentially hurt someone else’s feelings or em-
barrass yourself. 

 
Applying Davidson’s Doctrine: 

Assume that you have made a decision to 
run for public office. What preliminary steps 
would you take to decide whether you would be 
comfortable with this decision? Are you com-
fortable with the impact that this decision 
would have on those with whom you have rela-
tionships? Does the effort required feel worth-
while in order to achieve your objective? How 
would you go about raising money and deter-
mining how much money you would need? How 
would you react if your opponent used dirty 
campaign tactics against you? Would you feel 
comfortable serving in that office if you were 
elected? What would be the impact of that elec-
tion on your family, friends, and business ac-
tivities? How would you feel if you lost the elec-
tion?—You should be able to get a feeling for 
the steps involved in the assumed decision 
process from this example. Without getting 
anyone else prematurely involved, you should 
soon know whether you are comfortable with 
this choice. 
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