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Better Decision-making: The Mandate System
An inside-out approach to 
participative decision-making
From the Community Development Resource Association www.cdra.org.za
As organisations grow in size and complexity, the challenge of participatory decision-making becomes ever more daunting.  The mandate system described in this reading outlines a process that brings together organisational priorities and the initiative and will of its individual members.
Introduction

As an initiative grows in size the initial carrying group, colleagues or co-workers, meet increased difficulties with the many issues requiring decision and action.  In a college of teachers in managing a modern school there were as many as thirty points on their agenda on the weekly meetings.  In another case in a commercial organisation, the steering group for change was too big to handle the many projects that they had generated and endless discussions took place.  In both cases, this did not allow the main groups to manage as a whole.  They were continually being bogged down by detail.

Although the `mandate' method is not new, it provides an excellent approach to two issues that stop groups functioning well.

The first is the autocratic tendency for a strong leader or chairman to oversee the process with the consequences of reducing real group participation, involvement and commitment.

The second is to circumvent the democratic tendency that everyone must discuss everything leading to endless meetings with often poor, if any, decision for action.

An effective answer to these two obstacles must be found where good quality decisions are made and people involved.  The mandate approach provides such an answer.

The history of the `mandate' approach goes back to 1919 where, at the first Waldorf school in Stuttgart, Rudolf Steiner, Austrian educationalist, philosopher and founder made suggestions to the college of teachers at that school.  The school is managed by the college of teachers who have no headmaster as a principle.  He said that an organisational form had to be found whereby the teachers worked together in the same spirit as they related to the children and parents at, and of the school.  He proposed the mandate group approach stemming out of a democratic ideal.  That is, greater governing and involvement by the people concerned.

The mandate system is a way of organising for communities or undertakings that are small enough to be involved in a common meeting (upwards to some thirty people and in special forms more can be accommodated), where people feel that participation is important and that the group shares the carrying of an initiative.

The approach consists of highlighting the main functional areas (or even problem areas) that are confronting the managing or carrying group.  The process then begins by people taking a mandate or responsibility for that area and having the task delegated to them. 

Members of staff are never given a mandate – they volunteer for it.  For example a volunteer will initiate things by presenting an outline which spells out exactly how he or she intends to hold responsibility for the function or problem area needing attention.  The mandate taker is then given some feedback and entrusted with that responsibility.  In turn the mandate holder may create a small group around him or her to care for that task.  Once it has been agreed that the mandate holder's approach is in keeping with the broad policy of the enterprise he goes ahead and takes decisions in that area without reference to the main group.  Some kind of reporting back arrangements are made but in principle the mandate group is autonomous in that area.  Such a process calls for a real trust in the mandate holder.

The approach to developing mandate groups is quite specific and is detailed below:
The mandate approach does not work well if the conditions in the organisation are not `right' for example poor organisational relations, strong hierarchy, and little sympathy with a participative approach.  It is a modern way of working for modern people who are looking towards the building of a real organisation with less structure and greater commitment.

The phases of the mandating process

The following phases of developing mandate groups are deceivingly easy to follow but often require a new attitude towards trusting people.  The phases are quite specific and should not be altered without careful thought.

Picture building

The managing, carrying or coordinating group (including all potential mandate holders), together build a picture of the present and preferred situation.

Grouping

The main functions or critical issues of the picture just described are outlined and clarified.

Taking mandates

After clarification some participants state that they would wish to take a mandate in one or more of the areas.  People should avoid taking on too many mandates. Also, more than one person can cooperate on one mandate.  It is quite possible that more than one person may bid for the same mandate.  The potential mandate holders are then asked to prepare their approach to the mandate, which they will present at a following meeting.

Preparation of mandates

The potential mandate holders go away and prepare their approach for eventual presentation to the coordinating group.  They are free to include other colleagues who may not have been present, but with whom they feel they can work.  Their mandate proposal should clearly set out the following:

1) Aims:

What exactly they are trying to achieve.

2) Process:

State clearly how they intend to do it. 

3) Time requirements:

State clearly how they will start and finish or regularly give feedback to the coordinating group if it is an ongoing function.

4) Accountability:

What they are going to be held responsible for.

5) Resources:

What they will need to carry out the work.

6) Leading values:
What principles or policies are important to them in this mandate?
Getting approval

At a subsequent meeting the mandate proposal is then presented to the co-ordinating group (management team).  Considerable time should be set aside for this (one to two hours) so that the other participants in the coordinating group constructively discuss the mandate proposal.  It is helpful to go round all participants apart from the mandate holder and hear everyone's reaction.  Listen for the thoughts, feelings and the will behind the words.

This part of the mandating process is most important.  It is critical that participants apart from the mandate holder sensitively raise issues.  Many of these points may be added to the mandate.  It may be, however, that the coordinating group decides that the mandate holder is not the right person for this task. It may even be that the mandate holder feels that he or she does not have enough support from the coordinating group and then may withdraw his or her bid.

After the discussion and once approval has been obtained, the mandate holder is free to decide and act accordingly in the area of the mandate with any others in that mandate group. Agreement is also reached on when and how there will be report back to the co-ordinating group. 

Mandate group activities

This is self explanatory and the mandate group gets on with the job, relieving the main group of the endless discussion of detailed issues.  An added positive factor in the mandate groups is that they are much smaller and have less trouble with the dynamics of cooperating and decision-making in their working together.

Report back

This again is self explanatory but there can be cases where a mandate group may wish to bring issues to the coordinating group that they feel need a broader discussion or a change in policy.

Change of mandate

Mandate groups usually hold a mandate for one to two years, certainly not more than three.  A mandate once taken may not be dropped.

If there is a change or transfer in mandate holding the following procedure is usually followed:

· The Mandate holder approaches possible candidates

· The names of prospective Mandate holders are proposed by the Mandate holder.  The new mandate holders reaffirm their aims and policy at the next meeting of the coordinating group

· An open discussion is held in the coordinating group to see if there is sufficient confidence in the abilities, contribution and commitment of the new candidate

· The decision to transfer the mandate to the new mandate holders is then made and accepted by the new mandate holder.

Conditions for mandate group formation

The conditions in an organisation or community for the formation of mandate groups are quite critical for success.  If one looks deeper than just the superficial structure of the process it will be seen that mandate groups are empowered in their task. Here decisions can be made from `below' rather than from above.  What may happen is that mandate groups in their functioning can at times interfere with the existing structural hierarchy of the organisation.  It is a tool for participative decision making.  These characteristics of how mandate groups function may run counter to the existing culture and values within an organisation.

The following are some of the conditions that are important for their effective functioning.

· The organisation should be committed to participative decision making - not only in word but in deed.

· There should be a shared organisational vision.

· A great degree of trust is required in allowing the mandate groups to function.

· There should be relatively little conflict between people in the community or departments in an organisation.

· Decisions made by the mandate groups have to be accepted provided they are within the mandate.

· The organisation should be highly motivated to succeed.

· People have to take responsibility for their decisions.

· The organisation or community should be open to moving into more participative forms of working.

· Members of the coordinating group and mandate groups should have some capacity in teambuilding skills.

In case this list seems daunting, mandate groups can be used as one of the tools to move towards the above situation.  

Advantages of mandate groups

Below we list some of the benefits of using mandate groups:
· There is a greater degree of commitment towards the work of the organisation since people volunteer for the mandates.

· Initiative taking is promoted.

· There are less interpersonal dynamics to interfere with the process in the smaller groups than in working with larger groups.

· The coordinating groups become freer to deal with broader managing and strategic issues.

· People feel a greater sense of involvement since they are empowered.

· Endless discussion of points in a large group setting is avoided.

· People are still democratically involved but in a new way – decentralised decision making.

· Those involved in the coordinating group and the mandate groups have a clear picture of the overall situation.

· They can help to reduce the organisation hierarchy and move towards networking for a flatter and more effective organisation.

· The organisational improvement is facilitated through the learning of the mandate groups.

· A general feeling of purposeful activity is generated in the organisation which improves the working climate.

· It is a very valuable organisational development tool.

Some disadvantages

The following are some of the disadvantages:

· The organisation or community culture may not be ready for such an approach (see conditions).

· Getting approval for mandates is time consuming although overall it is quicker and more effective.

· The criticism of the mandate holder in getting approval is not always easy to handle positively, and much of value is often left unsaid.

· The mandating principle may be in conflict with the entrenched structure.

· Because decisions are made from `below' by the mandate groups this may conflict with other decision making power in the organisation.

· Mandate groups usually encroach on peoples' time. Additional rewards may be asked for successful work.

Some important points

The following are some points that should be remembered

· Mandates cannot be dropped without arranging for a replacement and fully consulting with the coordinating group.

· Mandate holders must be trusted and not criticised after the mandate has been taken.

· If there are a number of mandate bidders the coordinating group hears the different proposals and decides by consensus.

· When some important mandates are not picked up and have to be done, people may be appointed to the task although this may not happen very often.

· Mandate groups should not be too large - (ideally one to four people).  

· Mandate groups are autonomous within their mandate.

· Mandates should not be taken for more than three years.

· There should be regular coordinating group meetings - at least one per month.

· The larger group should listen deeply to the mandate proposer’s bid, not only the content of what is being presented but also the feelings and will being revealed.
In conclusion

Mandate groups are a powerful tool to enliven the organisation or community through people concerned being empowered to take decisions and initiative for results.  They develop the will and motivation of people in the organisation since mandate holders freely take a mandate and are not delegated additional work.

It develops greater trust between people throughout the organisation.  It goes beyond the popular democratic approach where everyone should discuss everything and be consulted, taking up valuable energy and time that could be more effectively used elsewhere.  The process of taking a mandate involves lots of preparation and consultation with the organisation, and requires trust in the holder/s to take the necessary responsibility for getting the job done.  It is a very powerful approach to be used in community organisations or in commercial organisations on the road to a more mature and more meaningful culture.

In the organisation development field it is a valuable aid to developing networks in transition from bureaucratic to flatter and more effective organisation functioning.
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