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Effective decision-making is a cornerstone of successful leadership and organizational growth. When
faced with complex challenges or strategic opportunities, decision makers often grapple with
numerous factors that influence their choices. A crucial aspect of this process is understanding what
they can and will do before delving into what they should do. This approach ensures that decisions
are grounded in realistic capabilities and committed intentions, ultimately leading to more practical
and achievable outcomes.

In this article, we explore the importance of evaluating capabilities and willingness prior to
considering strategic options. We analyze the common misconceptions, outline practical steps for
decision makers, and highlight the benefits of this approach for organizational success. Whether you
are a seasoned executive or a team leader, understanding this priority can significantly enhance your
decision-making process.

Understanding the Fundamentals: Can, Will, and
Should

Before diving into strategic options, it's essential to clarify the distinctions between what decision
makers can do, will do, and should do.

What Decision Makers Can Do

- Definition: The skills, resources, and authority available to execute specific actions.

- Considerations: Budget constraints, personnel skills, technological capabilities, legal or regulatory
limitations.

- Example: A company’s marketing team can launch a new campaign if they have the necessary
budget and expertise.

What Decision Makers Will Do

- Definition: The intentions and commitments made by leaders or stakeholders to undertake certain
actions.

- Considerations: Organizational priorities, risk appetite, leadership vision, stakeholder support.

- Example: A CEO may intend to expand into new markets within the next fiscal year.



What Decision Makers Should Do

- Definition: The optimal or most appropriate actions based on ethical standards, strategic goals, and
long-term vision.

- Considerations: Moral implications, societal impact, alignment with core values.

- Example: Investing in sustainable practices even if it increases short-term costs.

While these three dimensions are interconnected, the emphasis on what decision makers can and will
do provides a practical foundation for effective decision-making, ensuring that plans are both feasible
and committed.

The Falsehood of Starting with "Should"

Often, organizations and leaders focus on what they should do based on ideal standards, industry
benchmarks, or best practices. While aspirational, this approach can lead to disconnects between
ambitions and realities.

Common Pitfalls of Starting with “Should"

- Overestimating Capabilities: Believing that the organization has more resources or skills than it
does.

- Ignoring Constraints: Overlooking legal, financial, or operational limitations.

- Lack of Commitment: Defining ideal actions without ensuring organizational buy-in or willingness.

Starting with "should" without first verifying "can" and "will" can result in plans that are unrealistic,
unimplementable, or lack the necessary commitment to succeed.

The Importance of Focusing on "Can" and "Will"

Prioritizing an understanding of what decision makers can and will do establishes a pragmatic
foundation for strategic planning.

Why "Can" Is Critical

- Ensures Feasibility: Recognizing actual capabilities prevents pursuing unattainable goals.

- Prevents Wasted Resources: Avoids investing time and money into initiatives that are beyond
current capacity.

- Identifies Gaps: Highlights areas where skills, technology, or resources need development.

Why "Will" Matters

- Secures Commitment: Ensures leadership and teams are aligned and prepared to act.
- Prevents Disillusionment: Avoids pursuing initiatives that lack necessary buy-in.
- Enhances Accountability: Establishes clear intentions that can be translated into action plans.



By confirming both capability and willingness, decision makers create a realistic and committed
environment for strategic initiatives.

Practical Steps for Decision Makers

To effectively incorporate the "can" and "will" considerations into decision-making processes, leaders
can follow these steps:

1. Conduct a Capability Assessment

- Inventory Resources: Financial, human, technological, and physical assets.
- Evaluate Skills and Expertise: Are the necessary competencies available?
- Identify Gaps: What additional resources or training are needed?

2. Gauge Organizational Willingness

- Engage Stakeholders: Gather input from teams, partners, and leadership.
- Assess Cultural Readiness: Is there a culture receptive to change or new initiatives?
- Determine Commitment Levels: Are key decision makers willing to prioritize the initiative?

3. Align Capabilities and Willingness with Strategic Goals

- Set Realistic Objectives: Based on assessed capabilities and willingness.
- Develop Action Plans: Ensure plans are feasible and backed by committed stakeholders.
- Establish Metrics: Track progress and adjust plans as needed.

4. Communicate Clearly and Obtain Buy-In

- Transparency: Share assessments and rationale behind decisions.
- Engagement: Involve teams early to foster ownership.
- Reinforcement: Maintain motivation and commitment throughout implementation.

Case Study: Applying the "Can" and "Will" Approach in
Business Strategy

To illustrate the practical application, consider a mid-sized manufacturing company contemplating a
shift toward sustainable practices.

Scenario: The leadership team is debating whether to invest in renewable energy sources.

Step 1: Capability Assessment
- The company has the technical expertise to install solar panels.



- Financial resources are limited but could secure financing.
- Existing infrastructure can support renewable energy integration.

Step 2: Willingness Evaluation

- Leadership is committed to sustainability goals.

- Employees show enthusiasm for green initiatives.

- Stakeholders support long-term environmental responsibility.

Step 3: Decision Making

- Given the capabilities and willingness, the company can feasibly move forward.
- They develop a phased plan aligned with available resources.

- Clear communication ensures buy-in across departments.

Outcome: The company proceeds with renewable energy investments, leading to cost savings and
enhanced brand reputation.

This example demonstrates how understanding "can" and "will" ensures that strategic decisions are
realistic, committed, and aligned with organizational strengths and values.

Benefits of Prioritizing Capabilities and Willingness in
Decision Making

Focusing on what decision makers can and will do before considering what they should do offers
numerous advantages:

- Realistic Planning: Ensures strategies are grounded in actual capabilities.

- Enhanced Commitment: Leaders and teams are more likely to follow through when intentions are
clear.

- Efficient Resource Allocation: Resources are directed toward initiatives that are feasible and
supported.

- Reduced Risk: Avoids pursuing unattainable or unsupported initiatives.

- Faster Decision Cycles: Clear understanding accelerates the decision-making process.

Conclusion: The Path to Effective and Sustainable
Decisions

In the complex landscape of organizational leadership, making informed decisions requires a nuanced
understanding of internal capabilities and willingness. While aspirational goals and external best
practices have their place, they should be considered only after verifying what is feasible and what
stakeholders are committed to executing.

By adopting a mindset that prioritizes "can" and "will" before "should," decision makers lay a
foundation for practical, committed, and sustainable strategies. This approach minimizes risks,
optimizes resource use, and fosters a culture of accountability and realism—ultimately driving
organizations toward their long-term success with confidence.



Remember: The most effective decisions are not just about what should be done, but about what can
be done and will be done. Focus on these aspects first, and your strategic initiatives will be more
grounded, achievable, and impactful.

Frequently Asked Questions

Why is it important for decision makers to assess their
capabilities before considering their options?

Because understanding what they can and will do ensures that decisions are realistic, achievable, and
aligned with their resources and commitments.

Is it true that focusing on what you plan to do first can lead to
overestimating your abilities?

Yes, prioritizing plans without evaluating your capabilities can result in overcommitment and
unrealistic expectations.

Should decision makers consider their willingness to act
before determining their options?

Absolutely, assessing willingness ensures that decisions are committed and that actions align with
their motivation and priorities.

Can neglecting to consider what you can do lead to ineffective
decision-making?

Yes, ignoring capabilities can cause plans that are unfeasible, leading to failure or delays.

Is it true that understanding your limitations helps in setting
more practical and achievable goals?

Yes, recognizing limitations allows decision makers to set realistic goals and develop effective
strategies.

Should decision makers evaluate both their ability and
willingness before making strategic choices?

Yes, evaluating both ensures that decisions are grounded in capability and motivation, increasing the
likelihood of success.

Does considering what you can and will do first help in



avoiding overextension?

Yes, it helps prevent overcommitment by aligning actions with actual capacity and willingness.

Is the statement 'Decision makers need to consider what they
can and will do before considering what they' true or false?

True, because understanding capabilities and willingness is fundamental before exploring options or
making decisions.

Why might focusing solely on options without assessing
capabilities lead to poor outcomes?

Because it may cause decision makers to pursue plans they cannot realistically implement, resulting
in failure or setbacks.

How does considering both ability and willingness influence
effective decision-making?

It ensures that decisions are feasible and motivated, increasing the chances of successful
implementation and goal achievement.

Additional Resources

Decision-Making: True/False? Decision Makers Need To Consider What They Can And Will Do Before
They Consider What They

Introduction

In the realm of effective decision-making, the sequence of considerations often determines the
success or failure of a chosen course of action. A common misconception is that decision makers
should first evaluate what they want to do or what outcomes they desire, then assess their capacities
and commitments. However, a growing body of thought suggests that the more strategic approach is
to first consider what they can and what they will do—their actual capabilities, resources, and
willingness—before exploring the what of the decision itself.

This approach emphasizes grounded, realistic, and feasible decision processes, reducing the risk of
pursuing unattainable goals or overextending resources. In this comprehensive review, we explore
the core question: Is it true or false that decision makers need to consider what they can and will do
before they consider what they? We will delve into the theoretical underpinnings, practical
implications, common misconceptions, and best practices surrounding this critical aspect of decision-
making.



Theoretical Foundations of Decision-Making Sequence

Rational Choice Theory and Its Limitations

Rational choice theory posits that decision makers should start by defining their goals or desired
outcomes and then evaluate the means to achieve them based on available resources and
constraints. According to this model, the logical sequence is:

1. Identify objectives

2. Generate options

3. Assess options based on feasibility
4. Choose the best option

However, this model assumes perfect information, unlimited rationality, and that decision makers are
aware of their capacities and willingness from the outset. In real-world scenarios, these assumptions
rarely hold true.

Limitations of the traditional approach include:

- Overestimating capabilities

- Pursuing goals that are not feasible

- Underestimating resource constraints

- Ignoring personal or organizational willingness to commit

Therefore, a more nuanced approach suggests that decision makers should first assess their
capabilities and commitment levels to ground their goals within the realm of possibility.

Bounded Rationality and Satisficing

Herbert Simon's concept of bounded rationality emphasizes that decision makers operate within
cognitive and resource constraints. They cannot evaluate all possible options or outcomes
exhaustively. Instead, they often settle for "satisficing" solutions—good enough options that meet
minimum criteria.

Within this framework, considering what they can and will do aligns with:
- Recognizing personal or organizational limits
- Focusing on feasible options

- Avoiding pursuit of unrealistic goals

This underscores the importance of understanding capacities and willingness as preliminary steps.



Behavioral Decision Theory and Motivational Factors

Behavioral decision theory highlights how emotions, biases, and motivations influence choices.
Willingness to act is often driven by factors like:

- Personal commitment
- Organizational culture
- Perceived risks and rewards

Therefore, assessing what decision makers are willing to do is crucial before setting goals, as
motivation impacts the likelihood of follow-through.

Practical Implications of the Sequence

Why Prioritize 'Can’' and 'Will'?

Starting with what you can and will do offers numerous practical benefits:

1. Realism and Feasibility

By evaluating capabilities and willingness early, decision makers avoid setting goals that are
impossible given current resources or commitment levels. For example, launching a new product
without sufficient R&D capacity or team buy-in is doomed to fail.

2. Efficient Resource Allocation
Understanding constraints prevents wasteful pursuit of unattainable objectives, enabling focus on
realistic initiatives.

3. Enhanced Commitment and Ownership
Clarifying willingness ensures that stakeholders are genuinely committed, increasing the chances of
successful implementation.

4. Risk Reduction
Recognizing limitations early helps in identifying potential pitfalls and avoiding overreach.

5. Strategic Alignment

Ensuring that actions align with organizational strengths and culture fosters more cohesive decision-
making.

Case Studies and Examples

- Business Expansion Decisions:
A company contemplating entering a new market first evaluates whether it has the necessary



resources (financial, human, technological) and willingness (organizational appetite, leadership
commitment). Only then does it explore which market entry strategies are feasible.

- Personal Goal Setting:

An individual aiming to run a marathon first assesses their current fitness level and motivation. If they
lack the physical capacity or enthusiasm, setting an ambitious goal might be premature or lead to
frustration.

- Government Policy Initiatives:
Policymakers must consider whether their agencies have the capacity and political will to implement
certain reforms before designing detailed policies.

Potential Pitfalls of the Opposite Approach

- Goal-First Approach:
Starting with desired outcomes without assessing capabilities can lead to setting unrealistic goals,
resulting in disillusionment and resource wastage.

- Over-Assessment and Paralysis:
Conversely, over-analyzing capabilities might delay decision-making excessively, leading to missed
opportunities.

- Ignoring Motivation:
Focusing solely on resources without considering willingness can result in plans that are technically
feasible but lack stakeholder buy-in.

Balancing '‘Can' and 'Will' with 'What' and 'Why'

Decision-making is a complex interplay between capacity, willingness, objectives, and purpose. While
this review emphasizes the importance of considering what you can and will do first, it should be
integrated with clarity about why the decision matters.

- 'Why' provides the purpose and motivation

- 'What' defines the specific goals or outcomes
- 'Can' assesses resources and capabilities

- 'Will' gauges motivation and commitment

An effective decision-making process often involves iterative evaluation of these elements, ensuring
alignment before finalizing a course of action.



Strategies for Implementing the 'Can and Will' First
Approach

To operationalize the principle that decision makers should consider what they can and will do before
what they want to do, organizations and individuals can adopt several strategies:

1. Conduct Capability Assessments

- Inventory resources (financial, human, technological)
- Evaluate organizational strengths and weaknesses
- Identify gaps and areas needing development

2. Gauge Commitment Levels

- Engage stakeholders early
- Clarify motivations and expectations
- Measure willingness to invest time, effort, and resources

3. Use Scenario Planning

- Develop scenarios based on current capabilities and willingness
- Test whether desired actions are feasible within these scenarios

4. Embrace Incremental Decision-Making

- Break down large goals into smaller, manageable steps
- Ensure each step aligns with current capacities and commitment levels

5. Foster Open Communication

- Encourage honest discussions about limitations and motivations
- Avoid overpromising or pursuing goals beyond capacity

Conclusion: The Truth About Decision-Making



Sequence

Is it true or false that decision makers need to consider what they can and will do before they
consider what they? The answer leans toward true, especially when viewed through the lens of
practical, realistic, and effective decision-making.

Prioritizing what you can and will do ensures that decisions are grounded, feasible, and aligned with
existing capabilities and commitments. This approach minimizes the risk of pursuing goals that are
unattainable or unmotivated, conserving resources and fostering successful outcomes.

While understanding what you want is undeniably important, it should come after a clear assessment
of what is feasible and who is genuinely committed. Integrating this sequence into decision processes
leads to more strategic, sustainable, and confident choices.

In summary:

- Ground decisions in capabilities and willingness

- Avoid setting goals beyond current capacity

- Foster alignment between objectives and resources

- Use iterative and realistic assessment to guide choices

By adopting this mindset, decision makers significantly enhance their chances of success, resilience,
and organizational or personal growth.

Final Thoughts

The decision-making process is a delicate balance between aspiration and realism. Recognizing that
what decision makers can and will do must precede their exploration of what they want to do is a vital
insight that can transform outcomes across personal, organizational, and societal levels. Embracing
this sequence fosters more responsible, effective, and sustainable decisions—an essential principle
for anyone seeking to navigate complex choices successfully.
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