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The Best Way to Take Straw Polls before
Group Decisions

“All in favor, say ‘Aye.’All opposed, say ‘Nay.’”
Chances are youhave participated in aprelim-

inary vote beforemaking a big decision. It makes
sense, because takinga strawpoll before launch-
ing into discussion can be a good tactic to see
where people stand. In fact, one study found that
two-thirds of all juries take unofficial voteswithin
the first 30minutes of deliberations.

Curious to find out if such unofficial votes
help groups make good decisions, AOM scho-
lars conducted experiments using three types of
preliminary, unofficial voting to learn the effects
of decision-making:

� Plurality voting, in which voters can
choose only one option (how U.S. citizens elect presidents, how Olympic host cities are chosen,
how juries typically start deliberations)

� Ranked-choice voting, in which voters indicate their preferences from best to worst (how mem-
bers of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences determine Oscar winners)

� Multivoting, in which voters get multiple votes they can allocate across options (how American
Idol winners are selected)

It turns out that multivoting, the least common of the three types, is most likely to help groups make
the best decisions, saidMichael D. Johnson of the University ofWashington.

In contrast, plurality voting, themost commonway of doing straw polls (asking for a show of hands or
for everyone to say “Aye” or ‘Nay”), proved to be the least-effective pre-vote ritual in terms of reaching
the best conclusions, he said.

“We studied all of the different ways that voting affects outcomes, and it made us realize that people
have a default, and it’s plurality voting, and it’s terrible in so many ways,” said Johnson, who cowrote
the Academy of Management Discoveries article, “Verdicts, Elections, and Counterterrorism: When
Groups Take Unofficial Votes,” with Eli Awtrey of the University of Cincinnati and Wei Jee Ong of the
National University of Singapore.

Simulating counterterrorism teams to identify the biggest threat

After the 9/11 attacks, the U.S. Department of Homeland Security was formed to coordinate the efforts
of various intelligence agencies. In 2010, the National Counterterrorism Center announced that it was

1

Copyright of the Academy ofManagement, all rights reserved. Contentsmay not be copied, emailed, posted to a listserv, or otherwise transmittedwithout the copyright holder's
express written permission. Usersmay print, download, or email articles for individual use only.

©Academy of Management Insights
https://journals.aom.org/doi/10.5465/amd.2021.0099.summary

https://journals.aom.org/journal/ami
https://foster.uw.edu/faculty-research/directory/michael-johnson/
https://journals.aom.org/journal/amd
https://journals.aom.org/doi/10.5465/amd.2021.0099
https://journals.aom.org/doi/10.5465/amd.2021.0099
https://business.uc.edu/faculty-and-research/departments/management/faculty/eli-awtrey.html
https://bizfaculty.nus.edu.sg/faculty-details/?profId=689
https://journals.aom.org/journal/ami
https://journals.aom.org/doi/10.5465/amd.2021.0099.summary


putting together “pursuit teams” to connect the dots of intelligence across agencies and pursue poten-
tial threats.

To test how different unofficial voting methods affect group decision-making, the researchers asked
93 groups of undergraduate students to simulate the counterterrorism support teams and identifywhich
of three suspects represented the greatest threat. The groups were given information about three terror-
ists—Jackal, Badger, Eagle—but no groupmember had all the information about any one suspect, forc-
ing the groups to share intelligence to identify the biggest threat.

Split into three groups of 31 each, the groups next took a preliminary vote using one of the three voting
methods, to seewhere people stood on the suspects. After taking the unofficial vote, they considered the
results and debated the suspects. If students shared information well, the assumption was that they
would be able to identify one terrorist who was clearly the biggest threat. They then took their final
votes, with the multivoting bloc earning the highest percentage of groups correctly selecting the most
threatening suspect.

Simulation results

� Plurality voting. Just 31% of the teams using plurality voting correctly chose the most threaten-
ing suspect in the final vote, about the same as if it were left to chance. In their unofficial vote,
6% of those using the plurality method picked the correct suspect.

� Ranked-choice voting. In the final vote, 32% of teams chose the correct suspect. In the prelimi-
nary vote, only 7% of the ranked-choice teams correctly picked themost threatening suspect.

� Multivoting. Those in the multivoting team had the highest percentage, 30%, selecting the most
threatening suspect in the unofficial vote. In the final vote, 45% correctly selected the most
threatening suspect.

Surprisingly, Johnson said, was that the true benefit of multivoting happened before the discussion
stage when the students, who had 10 votes to distribute across three suspects, had to think about the
intelligencemore critically from the beginning.

“The real strength of multivoting is in the unofficial straw vote, because it requires deeper thinking
prior to the discussion,” Johnson said. “People in the multivoting groups had to process more before
they started discussions. Somewent 6 to 4 or voted 4, 4, and 2 across the suspects, or 8, 1, and 1,which led
tomore ambivalence, but also led tomore votes for the correct suspect, which then improved the discus-
sions, and ultimately the outcomes, because the discussions started further along.”

Johnson also saidmultivoting is a goodway to counter “group think,”which is linked to plurality vot-
ing because people who are voting one way or another might be reluctant to speak up, particularly
when the vote is transparent. “Multivoting, on the other hand, encourages the group to leave the deci-
sion open a littlemore, as people aremore clearly expressing ambivalence.”

Recommendations for managers

When groups in organizations need tomake group decisions, Johnson recommended using themulti-
votingmethodwhen there are not an unwieldy number of choices.

“It’s the best way we found to arrive at the best decision,” he said. “The first thing we would want to
see is leaders to not default to plurality voting. Rather, if you’re making a hiring decision and have to
choose among three candidates, give everyonewho has a say a set number of votes to distribute across
the three candidates. Take the preliminary vote and look at the distribution of votes and start your dis-
cussion from there.”

He conceded that multivoting is not recommended for all group decision-making scenarios. “If you
have 10 candidates for CEO and 100 votes to allocate, that is an incredibly cognitively demanding task
given the number of alternatives to consider.”

But multivoting, if used in the right circumstances, will likely lead to better group decisions because
it reduces social pressures that lead to group-think and forces more thoughtful internal deliberations
before groupdiscussions.
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