
R
ecently, I received a piece of advice on how to achieve 
a large goal: the advice was to remain in the moment 
of what’s happening rather than to get caught up on 
what might happen. While the example given with 

this advice made sense, when it comes to the large goal of 
establishing a new defence program, I couldn’t disagree more.

To illustrate, let’s look at the situation of the review/approval 
speed of a significant initiative through a large bureaucracy. 
I choose this example because large organizations in both 
government and industry are faced with this challenge daily.

I used to think that speeding up a complex decision in an 
organization was a matter of getting the subject high on the 
priority list for each stakeholder. Now, after years of working 
with several organizations that have faced a multitude of high-
stakes and complex decisions, I’ve found that having the decision 
reside at the top of the list is essential, but it is also important 
for the party driving the decision to do the work required to 
take anticipatory action during the decision-making process.

The systemic delays in a complex decision-making process 
exist due to the number of necessary stakeholders. The neces-
sary stakeholders are indeed necessary – they are there for a 
reason. Each involved stakeholder has a role to play. So this 
takes time. If you are the stakeholder who has the objective of 
a faster review/approval schedule, you are the one interested in 
getting the decision to its conclusion – with the best outcome.

There are two choices when driving a review/approval 
process. One choice is to sit back and wait for what comes back 
from each step. In this case, you are open to being surprised by 
the outcome. The second choice is to anticipate the questions 
and/or objections from each stakeholder, and work to either 
have these addressed as part of the initial presentation, or be 
prepared to address them. If your objective is to gain faster 
approval and yet you yourself are not prepared, then you’re 
adding to your own approval time and playing against your own 
objective. By being prepared, you can immediately respond, and 
move the process along faster and more efficiently.

The behaviour of doing the homework that puts you in a 
position to enable you to better achieve your objective is an 
anticipatory action. The behaviour of sitting back and waiting 
to see what will come and dealing with it then is a reactive 
action. It is clear that anticipatory behaviour better achieves 
the objective of a quicker decision-making process.

I’ve observed that in many bureaucracies, there are people 
who don’t understand this. The increased speed doesn’t mean 
that a diminished quality of work goes into forming the basis 
for decisions, or that the quality of the responses should be 
lessened. What it does mean is that pre-planning, or engaging 
in anticipatory work, helps achieve the goal.

As a stakeholder: to increase speed, double-check 
your priorities

One problem is that some stakeholders who can increase the 
speed of a review/approval process are not rewarded on this. In 
some cases, speed is the reward, but in other cases, stakeholders 
who are very important to the review/approval process are not 
rewarded on speed.

Rather, they are rewarded on another element such as reduc-
ing risk to the lowest possible level, which is also important 
but can cause delay. Alternatively, they also may be waylaying 
the project because other priorities that they are rewarded for 
are in the way.

As a driver: to increase speed, just do the work 
anyway

Why don’t we see more anticipatory work? One reason is work 
avoidance. If the individual driving the process deals with what-
ever comes up only when it comes up, and not before, time 
is added to the schedule. If the individual is not rewarded on 
schedule, he or she may decide to reward himself or herself 
through reducing the work he or she must do, at the expense 
of speed.

Whether it’s a government or an industry bureaucracy, the 
impact is the same. And while there are a multitude of reasons 
for delays – real business reasons such as risk, reward, return 
and requirements – there is a way to speed up decisions that 
doesn’t cost anything more than doing better planning and 
more homework upfront. “A stitch in time saves nine,” is the 
old saying.

And, about the piece of advice that started this? It can apply 
to any situation where all variables are right in front of you, 
such as in a sports match or in a meeting situation in which 
the outcome stakes are high. However, even in these situations 
working in anticipation and determining your moves ahead of 
time is key. So let’s do more pre-planning and more contingency 
work if our goal is to move faster.
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