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Abstract: Decision making is a process whereby people make corporate or individual choices 

between various alternatives. When working cross-culturally fieldworkers need to adapt to the 

decision making processes that the local people use. These may be ruler based (in an 

authoritarian culture), elder based as by a council of elders, representative based as in a republic, 

majority based as in a democratic decision making process, whole group based as in consensual 

decisions, or individual based. Other models include decision making in a patron-client 

relationship and legal settings for decision making. I also discuss a gender gap in decision 

making, as in a patriarchal situation. Finally, I discuss decision making within a language 

project. 

 

1. Introduction 

 

 When working cross-culturally, it is important to adapt to the culture where you are. One 

important aspect of that adjustment is understanding how decisions are made in the new context. 

In this paper I discuss different models of decision making that you may encounter. It is to your 

benefit to begin to make decisions according to the way decisions are made in the new cultural 

context. Otherwise insiders of that culture may see you as more of an outsider than you would 

like to be. For many from western countries, we are used to voting on an issue. It solves 

quandaries that we encounter quickly and efficiently. But voting is foreign in many cross cultural 

contexts. Even if a vote is taken, the local people must still deal with the issue within their 

traditional way of making decisions. 

Decision-making is the process whereby people make corporate and individual choices 

between alternatives and resolve conflicts. In this process a group or individual decides between 

two or more alternatives either at the conscious or subconscious level. That decision is based on 

knowledge, whether at the tacit or conscious level, between alternatives. The resulting decision 

may be rational or irrational. Decision making is one component of the political organization of 

any society. Decisions are made in a number of ways in different societies. One-way of looking 

at decision-making is to look at who makes decisions (rulers, elders, groups, individuals) and 

who their decisions apply to. Decision-making falls along a continuum: 

 

Authoritarian    Council    Republican         Democratic   Consensual      Individual 

   of elders         

(ruler based)    (elder        (representative  (majority       (whole group   (individual 

                        based)        based)          based)            based)              based) 

 

Figure 1: Decision making models 

 

2. Authoritarian decision-making 

 

 An authoritarian decision-making process involves a leader making decisions for the entire 

group. The autocrat has unlimited authority to make decisions for others, and he tends to demand 

unquestioning loyalty of everyone who is under him. When this is the decision-making process 
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of a government, all institutions come under governmental control, including the press, news 

reporting in general, religion, political structure, etc. A phrase that characterizes this type of 

decision-making is “You do it because I say so!” Governments that follow an authoritarian 

decision-making process may govern by decrees issued by the leader without the approval for 

those decisions by a governing body. This is the usual pattern when a country is under military 

rule. Sometimes the head of state will consult a military council, and at other times he simply 

dictates what he wants done. 

Governments with a king, queen, chief, federal military leader, dictator, or other absolute 

leader use this type of central authority to make decisions that apply to their subjects. In some 

instances people would like to have a benevolent dictator. In applying this concept to an African 

context Maxwell Owusu, a Ghanaian anthropologist, speaks of stoolacracy as the proposed 

model for Ghana. The golden stool is the symbol of the head of state for the Asante (Ashanti) 

nation. In this model the people are responsible to the head of state day and night, and in turn he 

is responsible to them. If either the benevolent dictator or the people under him does not fulfill 

their respective functions and responsibilities, then change is necessary. 

The problem with authoritarian decision-making is that it can quickly become repressive. 

Autocrats tend to worry about their own possible overthrow. Some military dictators seek to 

avoid such a possibility by changing their bodyguards very frequently, as often as every week, so 

bodyguards are not there long enough to plot an overthrow. Others set up elite military or 

paramilitary units that are well paid, fed, and provided for, and who find it is in their best interest 

to keep the dictator in power. Other elected leaders try to amend the constitution so that they can 

be repeatedly “elected,” effectively making them “president” for life. 

 

3. Decisions by a council of elders 

 

A council of elders makes decisions through consensus, and their decisions apply to all those 

under the council. The reasoning is that these people know the local situation; they represent 

their constituency; and elders have the wisdom and maturity necessary to make wise decisions. 

This is the traditional pattern in many societies. In many contexts if an elder is not in attendance, 

he and the people he represents do not feel responsible to abide by the decisions other elders 

reach. It can therefore be important for an elder to know what meetings not to attend or when to 

leave the meeting in protest (Barth 1969:122). It is a form of group consensual decision making. 

 

4. Group consensual decision-making 

 

A group consensual decision-making process refers to general agreement reached by a 

group, usually through discussion, with the result of their discussion representing the decision of 

the group. One way to characterize it is “We talk and talk until we agree.” This process results in 

group decisions, as contrasted with individual decisions. Group decisions have also been referred 

to as multi-individual decisions. There are a number of different processes, each of which has 

been labeled consensual decision-making. 

In African and Papua New Guinea contexts, in the process of consensual decision-making, 

each individual has the opportunity to express his or her opinion. Gradually a group consensus 

emerges. When this occurs, the individual with the most status, whether from education, wealth, 

wisdom, official position, or age, summarizes that decision. That individual may have said little 

during the actual decision-making process rather he listened and evaluated what direction the 
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group was reaching collectively. He then summarizes that decision. However, people who 

belong to the group but who were not involved in arriving at that decision are likely to feel little 

obligation to carry it out. Further, in some African groups people state, “No decision is ever 

final.” Between meetings those who held a minority position may campaign to persuade others 

that their position should be reconsidered and hopefully adopted at the next meeting. 

In many African groups one important aspect of building a consensus is agreeing on the 

history of the matter under discussion. To a westerner this may look like needless discussion of 

past history of the issue; to an African coming to some consensus is based on arriving at some 

agreement of what has led up to the current problem, an essential first step. Only then in the light 

of that agreement are they able to reach some reasonable decision. 

In general in a consensual decision-making model everyone in the group must be in 

agreement for a decision to be agreed upon and adopted. In some cases if only one person 

disagrees, that is sufficient for the issue to fail. Given the importance of group cohesion, as 

reflected in the consensual decision-making process, decisions made using this process generally 

take longer than is true in a decision-making model that uses voting. Keesing and Keesing report 

on their experience with this decision-making process in the New Hebrides1, Melanesia, as 

follows, 

 

“When I [Felix] was a District Officer in the Pacific Islands I used to get very 

annoyed because people would take a long time to decide anything. I then found 

that this was because they were not content with majority rule. They required 

unanimous consent to anything which concerned the village. So that if one person 

disagreed, that would mean the veto on the project. I still didn’t fully understand 

until reading in anthropology made me realize that this was a consequence of the 

small size of the community. Everyone knew everyone else; furthermore nobody 

had anywhere else to go. An open quarrel would be a very serious thing, probably 

resulting in violence with all sorts of ramifications. So that it was highly 

important for the people to avoid any cause for quarrel, and any underlying 

hostility” (Keesing and Keesing 1956:126). 

 

Another process that has also been termed consensual decision-making, is when decisions 

are based on common underlying assumptions of members within a society. There is little 

discussion, but people know what is appropriate within that society. This is the decision-making 

process used by the Poqomchi’ in Guatemala, as well as by other First Nation groups. 

When living and working with a group that arrives at decisions by consensus, be patient so 

that a group decision may emerge. People are not just wasting time, as some, who are used to 

another decision-making process, may feel that they are. For example, the Siriono men in Bolivia 

meet each morning to talk about what they will do that day. They spend one to two hours daily 

doing so, then go about their activities. Discussion is important to them, even though similar 

discussions occur each day (Ann Priest, personal communication). 

Groups similar to those that occur among the Siriono in Bolivia also occur among the Hausa 

in West Africa. For example, Youngstedt studied Hausa migrants in Niamey, Niger (Paper 

presented at the American Anthropological Association meeting, San Francisco, 1992). He 

conducted what he termed a people-centered approach to ethnography as he researched the hera 

                                                 
1Independent New Hebrides is known as Vanuatu today. 
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or conversation groups. During the dry season many Hausa men spend most of their waking 

hours in these conversation groups. There they learn the news, including both local and 

international news, as well as the local gossip. The status of men is reflected in their seating 

arrangements within the group. There is an average of ten participants per group, with six core 

members who are usually about the same age and from the same home area. These groups meet 

at the entrance huts of compounds. Visitors to these groups link the groups in Niamey to groups 

elsewhere in Hausaland. 

Niyang agreed that these groups are important to decision-making. He stated that, “In most 

Nigerian cultures group discussion is the most popular and culturally accepted mode of problem-

solving. These group discussions are based on age and sex. Solutions are derived by consensus 

often expressed by the elders.” Niyang went on to discuss some of the limitations of group 

decision-making: 

 

“On the other hand, group interviews and discussions have limitations. Only what 

the most knowledgeable person in the group said was regarded as important by 

the informants. The older individuals in the various groups dominated the 

discussion even though I tried hard to control it. Group pressure to conform to 

those of high status and fear of losing face affected the discussion” (Niyang 

1996:75). 

 

5. Republican 

 

 A republic is a group of people who form a government with elective representatives — the 

legislative body within which representatives propose and pass laws that apply to all the people 

within the scope of that government. Usually the laws passed by the legislative body must be 

signed by the head of state, whether a president or a prime minister. 

Within a republic there are also other decision-making processes at work. For example, a 

democratic decision-making process elects representatives, usually by vote. Also individual 

representatives, often based on input from their constituency, make individual decisions 

concerning which laws to propose and which to support. The United States is an example of a 

combination of democratic and republican forms of government. It is democratic because all who 

register to vote may vote in elections. However, once individuals are elected, they make 

decisions for those who under them. At that point it functions as a republic. 

 

6. Democratic decision-making 

 

 Within a democratic decision-making model, the majority decides for everyone. There is 

usually an election process in which one person has one vote, and every adult may vote. This 

type of decision-making can be summarized by the phrase, “Government of the people, by the 

people, and for the people.” 

In meetings conducted according to a democratic decision-making process people tend to 

follow Roberts’ Rules of Order (2000) and often insist that these rules be followed exactly or the 

decisions reached are invalid. Decisions are reached through voting. Rules are set up in advance 

concerning what percentage of the vote is necessary for a matter to be decided, whether it is a 

majority, two-thirds, three-fourths vote required, or some similar percentage. If there is a tie or 
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no individual wins the majority necessary, then a run-off election is necessary to reach a final 

decision. 

Democratic decision-making is hard on those in the minority. Those at the margins of 

society whose position is not adopted may feel excluded. Further, a democratic decision-making 

process assumes that there is an informed populace that understands the issues they are asked to 

vote on. If the population is largely illiterate, democratic voting may be implemented through use 

of pictures of the candidates on ballots, or by having people line up according to the candidate 

they support. In democratic societies not everyone can vote. Age limits, citizenship, residency, 

land ownership, or status may determine who can or cannot vote on certain issues. Registration 

to vote usually occurs before an election. 

 

7. Decisions within patron-client relationships 

 

 In its most extreme form in a patron-client relationship the patron decides for and provides 

for his client in every aspect of his or her life, and in turn the client is indebted to and dependent 

upon his or her patron. The client expects the patron to decide for him. It is similar to a master-

servant relationship in which the master is responsible for his or her servant/client. This 

responsibility usually involves providing for the client, including any medical costs that the 

client may incur, education of the client’s children, and providing housing 

Apprenticeship is another common and specialized type of patron-client relationship. 

Apprentices learn to be tailors by apprenticing themselves to knowledgeable tailors. In a market 

context assemblers apprentice themselves to buyers. In this capacity the apprentice purchases 

products (e.g., grains) in village areas for the buyer, then the buyer resells it at a profit. Other 

occupations with apprenticeships include midwives, blacksmiths (one’s clan affiliation may limit 

who may be an apprentice to a blacksmith), diviners, herbalists, etc. The apprentice typically 

does not receive a salary, but his patron provides food, lodging, instruction, clothing, and other 

subsistence needs. At the end of the apprenticeship, the patron may help the apprentice set up his 

or her own business. 

Patron-client relationships may occur between heads of state and their constituency. For 

example, Mobuto Sese Seko in former Zaire remained in power largely by virtue of the gifts he 

gave to his constituency. In particular, he lavishly distributed gifts to those who lived in and 

closest to his home area. 

 

8. Legal decision-making 

 

 Decisions may be made by the use of law within a judicial system. A legal system has 

specific procedures and laws that must be followed. Laws are a set of rules by which the people 

order their conduct and relations. Within a court context rules govern who is allowed to speak, 

who presents evidence, who makes decision(s), what specific law or laws apply in a particular 

case, who has power to enforce the decision, and so forth. Then the judge, a panel of judges, or a 

jury (a group of the defendant’s peers who are sworn to uphold the law) make decisions. Courts 

tend to be autocratic. Their decisions are based on some agreed upon codified law, which may or 

may not be written.  

There are different legal systems, including the following: 
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1. Laws enacted by legislative bodies within the country (e.g., the congress, parliament, 

etc.) 

2. Laws encoded in the constitution 

3. English common law 

4. Islamic Shari’a law 

5. A local legal system 

 

An example of a local legal system is that of the Aguateco2 in Colombia where they have la 

ley (their law). Each year they spend several days or even weeks conducting court cases, many of 

which involve land disputes and avocado trees. Their court sessions run day and night; men, 

women, and children stay there while the court is in session. They go outside to sleep when 

necessary, then return to the proceedings. The court officials ask the same questions in a number 

of different ways. What they are looking for is consistency in the answers they receive (Tracy 

1988). 

In many contexts there are different legal systems that operate at the same time, but at 

different levels or handle different kinds of cases. Which court has jurisdiction may depend upon 

the issues involved. For example, land disputes between ethnic groups often go to a national 

court, whereas domestic disputes within an ethnic group tend to be handled by a local court. 

Bohannan discovered that the Tiv settle divorce cases and domestic disputes primarily through 

local courts. Local legal proceedings upheld the same basic values as modern European legal 

systems by calling witnesses, requiring witnesses to swear to tell the truth, disqualifying 

immaterial evidence, requiring impartiality on the part of decision makers, and using precedence 

(Bohannan 1959, 1967). 

In the United States there are state courts and federal courts. In Malaysia there are Islamic 

Shari’a courts that deal with issues that pertain to Muslims and civil courts that deal with issues 

relevant to the non-Islamic population. 

 

9. Individual decision-making 

 

With individual decision-making each person has the right and responsibility to make decisions 

that apply to him or her. Usually that right comes when the individual reaches adulthood. The 

areas individuals may make individual decisions are culture dependent. In general demographers 

consider an individual an adult when he or she reaches fifteen years of age. In some societies an 

individual reaches adulthood after initiation. In others, individuals have full adult responsibilities 

at eighteen or twenty-one years of age. 

Within any society some individual decisions are made; however, what is the domain of 

individual decisions versus what is an area for group decisions differs from society to society. 

One tendency for fieldworkers who come from cultures where there are individual decision-

making rights in many areas of their lives is to carry this model over when working with people 

who are used to making group or multi-individual decisions. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
2They are also known as the Ika and Bintukwa. 
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10. Gender gap in decision-making 

 

 In many societies there is a gender gap in decision-making with men making and enforcing 

decisions on everyone, including women, whether or not it is in women’s best interests; these 

decisions are often made without women’s input. Some feel that this is the way society should 

operate. In some societies religion sanctions this gender gap in decision-making. In others it is 

more the custom to have patriarchal families with the men making all the major decisions for the 

family. 

One question is whether there are significant problems with this decision-making model. On 

December 12, 2006 the British Broadcasting Corporation stated that, 

 

“The UN children’s agency, Unicef, found that where women are excluded from 

family decisions, children are more likely to be under-nourished. There would be 

13m [million] fewer malnourished children in South Asia if women had an equal 

say in the family, Unicef said. 

 

Unicef surveyed family decision-making in 30 countries around the world. Their 

chief finding is that equality between men and women is essential to lowering 

poverty and improving health, especially of children, in developing countries. The 

conclusions are contained in the agency’s State of the World’s Children 2007 

report.” 

 

11. Application of models: Decision-making in a language project 

 

 Working within the local decision-making structure is important for initiating and 

implementing language projects and development projects generally. It involves knowing what 

the local socially accepted decision-making process is and then conforming to it. Working with 

and even under a locally structured language committee provides a way to conform to their 

decision-making structure. From the beginning of a project when local leaders are allowed to 

make crucial decisions, language projects are more likely to be on going when an expatriate 

consultant is no longer there. They become sustainable projects under local or even government 

initiative and control. 

In some language programs, the head of the language program is often seen as the patron, as 

in a patron-client relationship, and those who work under him or her are clients. This patron-

client relationship may occur whether the head of the program is a well-trained national or 

expatriate. It can be unsettling for an expatriate to be told by those who work for him or her that 

they are his or her children. The patron is expected to provide for those under him or her. Clients 

may request bicycles, motorcycles, car loans, housing, regular wages, payment of medical bills, 

payment of their children’s school fees, and so on. For an expatriate the dilemma with fitting into 

this scenario is that he has likely been told to avoid paternalism when in fact the local people 

expect a relationship that easily fits paternalism. The expenses involved may be beyond his 

means to provide. At that point he may have to redefine the position he desires to occupy in that 

culture or decide to conform to what the people expect. 
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