better
decisions,
fewer /

ANDY STANLEY



better
decisions,
fewer
regrets
o 5 o

TO HELP DETERMINE
YOUR NEXT MOVE

ANDY STANLEY



ZONDERVAN REFLECTIVE

Better Decisions, Fewer Regrets
Copyright © 2020 by Andy Stanley

Requests for information should be addressed to:
Zondervan, 3900 Sparks Dr. SE, Grand Rapids, Michigan 49546

Zondervan titles may be purchased in bulk for educational, business,
fundraising, or sales promotional use. For information, please email
SpecialMarkets@Zondervan.com.

ISBN 978-0-310-53708-3 (hardcover)
ISBN 978-0-310-53713-7 (audio)
ISBN 978-0-310-53710-6 (ebook)

All Scripture quotations, unless otherwise indicated, are taken from The Holy
Bible, New International Version®, NIV®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984,
2011 by Biblica, Inc.® Used by permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved
worldwide. www.Zondervan.com. The “NIV” and “New International
Version” are trademarks registered in the United States Patent and Trademark
Office by Biblica, Inc.®

Any internet addresses (websites, blogs, etc.) and telephone numbers in this
book are offered as a resource. They are not intended in any way to be or
imply an endorsement by Zondervan, nor does Zondervan vouch for the
content of these sites and numbers for the life of this book.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in
a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic,
mechanical, photocopy, recording, or any other—except for brief quotations
in printed reviews, without the prior permission of the publisher.

Cover Design: Brand Navigation
Cover Image: © Lubuangfeng / iStockphoto
Interior Design: Kait Lamphere

Printed in the United States of America

21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 /TRM/ 13 12 11 10 9 8 76 § 4 3 2



Contents

Introduction . ....... ...

1. More Thana Decision . . ...................
2. The Integrity Question: Am I Being Honest

with Myself .. . Really? ....................
3. The Legacy Question: What Story Do I

Wantto Tell? . ...
4. The Conscience Question: Is There a Tension

5. The Maturity Question: What Is the Wise
ThingtoDo? ... .o i

6. The Relationship Question: What Does Love
Requireof Me? ........ ... ... i,

Conclusion . ... ..
Appendix: The Five Questions.................
Acknowledgments ............ ... ... ... ....

.19

.53

115

145



Introduction

My dad had a terrible habit.

I thought it was terrible, anyway.

He wouldn’t tell me what to do.

Specifically, he wouldn’t tell me what to do when I
didn’t know what to do and wanted him to tell me what
he thought 1 should do.

True, most kids don’t want their parents telling them
what to do. And I was like most kids most of the time.
But on occasion, I wanted him to tell me what to do. And
he wouldn’t. Worse, instead of answering my questions,
he asked me questions! His go-to question was: What are
you going to do when I’m not around to tell you what
to do?

My go-to response was: But you are around, so tell me!

Clearly, his response did not indicate a lack of interest
on his part. Just the opposite. As it turns out, I employed
the same strategy with my kids . .. or tried to anyway.
Maybe one day they’ll write a book about it.
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His go-to question wasn’t his only question. During
middle school and high school, his arsenal of questions
included one of the five we will explore later: What is the
wise thing to do? As a teenager, that pesky question usually
eliminated most of my preferred options. But when I leaned
in, it eliminated unnecessary regret as well.

What I didn’t appreciate then, that T most certainly
appreciate now, was why. Why all the questions? Why
not just tell me what he thought T should do? The reason
was simple. He was teaching me how to make decisions.
Good decisions. He started early. Maybe too early. But to
his credit and my advantage, he started when the stakes
were low.

Perhaps unbeknownst to him, my dad was teaching me
something else as well. That something else is the point
of this little book. By opting for questions over direction,
my dad connected two important dots for me. Dots many
folks never connect. He helped me make the connection
between good questions and good decisions. To tease that
out a bit, he helped me make the connection between well-
placed, appropriately timed, thought-provoking questions
and good decision-making. Simply put:

Good questions lead to better decisions.

And better decisions lead to fewer regrets.

This is why, on the back side of a bad decision, it’s not
unusual to hear someone say, “I should have asked more
questions.” Why? Because we know intuitively that the
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more questions we ask, the more information we acquire,
which leads to greater insight and, hopefully, better deci-
sions. But pausing to ponder a list of potentially disruptive
questions is neither easy nor intuitive.

Truth is, most of us resist uninvited questions when
making a decision. In the moment, we feel like we’re being
questioned rather than simply being asked a question.
Big difference. When we confuse one for the other, our
defenses go up and our learning aptitude goes down.
It’s virtually impossible to welcome new information
or insight when we’re convinced our judgment is being
questioned. This is especially true when making personal
decisions. After all, they’re personal! Translated, it’s
nobody’s business.

But let’s be honest.

You’ve never made a personal decision that didn’t
become somebody’s business. Private decisions almost
always have public ramifications. Right? Every decision
we make impacts somebody in our public, beginning with
the folks closest to us. There’s no getting around the fact
that well-placed, appropriately timed, thought-provoking
questions result in better decisions and fewer regrets.

Clay Christensen, a professor at Harvard Business
School, said, “Questions are places in your mind where
answers fit. If you haven’t asked the question, the answer
has nowhere to go. It hits your mind and bounces right
off. You have to ask the question—you have to want
to know—in order to open up the space for the answer
to fit.”
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BREADCRUMBS

Good counselors understand this. Counselors understand
that we hominids have a greater propensity to follow
through on decisions we make rather than advice prescribed
to us. So counselors painstakingly scatter breadcrumbs
along our paths to lead us toward making our own good
decisions. The breadcrumbs are . . . you guessed it . . . well-
placed, appropriately timed, thought-provoking questions.

But...

But what if you knew the questions ahead of time?

What if you had a list of questions you could ask your-
self when faced with important decisions? Imagine the
money you would save by avoiding all those trips to the
counselor!

Kidding.

Sort of.

Seriously, imagine having a list of questions that served
as the grid or filter by which to evaluate your options? If
the idea of a decision-making grid strikes you as odd, it
shouldn’t. You already have one. You use it every day. You
just aren’t aware of it. Every time you make a decision, you
unconsciously ask questions such as:

e Will this make me happy?

e Will I enjoy this?

e Will this hurt me?

e Will this hurt anybody else?
e Will anyone find out?
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While some questions we intuitively ask ourselves are
helpful, others aren’t, especially those first two. Those first
two are essential ingredients in the recipe for regret.

Familiar with that recipe?

Yeah. We all are.

My purpose in writing this book is to give you the
questions ahead of time. Not all the questions. But five
questions I’'m convinced will result in better decisions and
fewer regrets.

I want to add five questions to your existing arsenal
of questions. Five questions to ask every time you make a
decision of any consequence. These questions are so simple
that once you see the list, you may wonder if you even need
to finish the book.

That’s up to you.

But before you go looking for your receipt, consider this:

There is no necessary correlation

between knowing and doing.

There should be. But there isn’t. Knowing the questions
to ask and actually pausing to ask them are two completely
different things. And although we’ve never met, I can
promise you this. Developing the discipline to pause and
ask these five questions will result in better decisions and
fewer regrets. So I hope you’ll finish the book. My hope is
that these five questions will inform your conscience and
in that way become permanent fixtures in your decision-
making process.
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Here they are:

The Integrity Question: Am I being honest with
myself . . . really?

The Legacy Question: What story do I want to tell?

The Conscience Question: Is there a tension that
deserves my attention?

The Maturity Question: What is the wise thing to do?

The Relationship Question: What does love require
of me?

In chapters two through six, we will take a deep dive
and unpack each of the five questions. But first, I need to
highlight one extraordinarily important, but easy-to-miss
relationship between your decisions and your future.



_'I_

More Than a Decision

Life is all about decision-making. Every day. Multiple times
a day. Sometimes we’re sure. Sometime we’re unsure. Some
of us are quick to decide. Others of us (me included) can’t
ever get enough information before we decide. But in the
end, we are where we are because of decisions we’ve made.
Our futures will be determined by our decisions as well.

Your decisions . . . along with your responses to other
people’s decisions, which are also your decisions . . . are
about the only thing you can control in life, which means
your decisions are how you control your life. Decisions
are your steering wheel. Your joystick. Your keypad.
Which means . . . and this is big: Your decisions determine
your story.

The story of your life.

Every decision becomes a permanent part of our stories.
That being the case, we should stop at every decision-
making juncture and consider the story we want to tell.
Perhaps more compelling, we should consider what story
we want told about us. The good news is that you get to

7
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decide. But you decide one decision at a time because you
write the story of your life . . . one decision at a time.

Our decisions determine the direction and quality of
our lives. Your decisions have shaped the direction and
quality of your life so far—for good and for . .. well,
maybe not so good. You are where you are for the most
part because of decisions you’ve made.

So yeah, it’s your fault.

I thought we should get that out of the way up front.

But it’s not all bad news.

Regret and disappointment aren’t the only things spill-
ing out of your decision pipeline. Your greatest joys and
accomplishments are as well. Moral of the story: regardless
of how things are going or have gone, you are responsible
for you. You get to write the story.

If you’re like most people, you would like to go back
and unmake a few decisions—the decisions that led to
the chapters of your life you wish you could go back and
unlive. Or relive. Perhaps you emerged from that not-
so-glorious season of life committed to making better
decisions in the future. Perhaps you have. Oddly enough,
most people don’t.

Most people don’t learn from bad decisions because
they’re convinced their bad decisions were somebody else’s
fault. So, as long as they stay away from “somebody else,”
no real change is required on their end. You’ve seen that.
It’s easy to see when it’s somebody else. It’s practically
impossible to see it in the mirror.

More on that later as well.
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If you think back to the last decision you’d like to
unmake, you won’t have to think back too far. The break-
fast you skipped. The lunch you ate. The CrossFit class you
didn’t attend. Again. The bed you left unmade . . . that
leaves someone else feeling like your maid. Low-impact
decisions for sure, but decisions you participated in. In fact,
you were there for all your bad decisions . . . and the good
ones as well. But you’re not reading a book about decision-
making because you’ve conquered the beast. So . . . back
to your latest not-so-great decision.

Just stop.

Stop making bad decisions. Bad decisions don’t result in
a good life. Bad relationship decisions don’t result in good
relationships. Bad financial decisions don’t result in . . .
you know this.

So stop. And return this book before you’re tempted to
underline something.

If only it were that easy, right? If it were that easy, there
wouldn’t be such a long line at Jeni’s. You’ve had Jeni’s ice
cream, right? If not . .. well . . . ’'m sorry I brought it up.

Some of our bad decisions simply embarrass us. Others
set us back. Some scar us. Others cripple us. Making four
payments of $29.95 for something that’s only worth $29.95
is embarrassing. But $25,000 in consumer debt can be
crippling. Picking a stock that was supposed to double in
value . . . butdidn’t . . . is eventually nothing more than an
embarrassing story you tell. Picking a marriage partner in
spite of multiple red flags and dozens of phone calls from

your momma . . . something else entirely.
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IT'S COMPLICATED

One reason we don’t learn from experience, in spite of our
intelligence, is that decision-making is heavily influenced by
something more than past experiences or even the past expe-
riences of others. Our decisions are heavily influenced by our
emotions and our appetites. Research suggests we aren’t able
to make decisions apart from our emotions. Experience con-
firms our appetites often overrule our intelligence. Otherwise
nobody would have to remind us to exercise and eat right.

Decisions are never made in an emotionally neutral
environment. When it comes to decisions pertaining to
you, there are no emotionally neutral environments. This
is why it’s often easier for you to know what your neighbor,
spouse, or partner at work should do than what you should
do. This is why we say things like, “Easy for me to say.”
Or when talking to our kids, “Do as I say, not as I do.”
Which never works.

Both statements are admissions that we know better
than we do, which flies in the face of both intelligence and
experience. But again, our decisions are governed by forces
stronger than either. Knowing the intelligent thing to do
in no way ensures we do what’s intelligent. Knowing the
right thing to do doesn’t guarantee anything.

So what should we do?

We should put ourselves in time-out.

We should pause and ask five questions.

But enough about us for a moment. Let’s shift the spot-
light to those “other people.”
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POOR PLANNING

When we see other people make what we know to be bad
decisions, it’s as if they are strategically and intentionally
undermining their own happiness. It takes a lot of planning
to marry someone you are incompatible with. It takes time
and energy to launch a business built on faulty assumptions
and poor market analysis. Think about all the paperwork
couples have to wade through to purchase a house they
can’t afford or apply for a loan they will struggle to repay.
In most cases, these weren’t spur-of-the-moment decisions.
It took planning.

They planned a regret.

Ever planned a regret?

That’s regrettable.

Sorry.

Nobody decides to blow up a marriage. But every
divorce is on the tail end of a string of decisions, includ-
ing the decision to get married in the first place. Nobody
decides to raise irresponsible, codependent children. But
like you, I’'ve watched parents make decisions that aimed
their children in that direction. Nobody decides to be
addicted. But every addiction is connected to decisions.
Nobody plans to bury themselves under a mountain of
credit card debt. But the people who find themselves buried
there buried themselves one purchasing decision at a time.

Nobody plans to complicate their life with a bad deci-
sion. The problem is . . . what moved me to write this book
is . .. too many people don’t plan not to. They don’t plan
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not to complicate their lives with unnecessary, completely

avoidable bad decisions. They don’t put simple safeguards

in place to ensure a more-happily-ever-after ending.
These five questions are a safeguard.

SELLINGIT

You may not be good at selling anything to anybody else,
but when it comes to selling yourself on a bad idea, you
are master class. Right? Me too. Our greatest regrets are
associated with things, “opportunities,” and people we
sold ourselves on.

Think back to your last bad relationship decision.
Seemed right at the time. You were in love. Or lust. Or
something. Whatever it was, you were in it. And whereas it
may not have been rational, it was certainly emotional. Of
course it was. Relationships are emotional. Your momma
tried to warn you. Your best friend tried to warn you. But
you assured them you knew what you were doing, and at
the time you were sure you knew what you were doing.
But looking back, you wonder, What was I doing? I should
have known better. I should have listened. 1 should have
seen that freight train coming.

How ’bout this . . .

Your most recent bad purchasing decision.

Perhaps this book.

Hope not.

We’ve all made bad purchasing decisions. But once you
had your heart set on i, whatever it was, it was over. It was
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like something took over, and the next thing you knew you
were handing your credit card to someone you didn’t know
to buy something you didn’t need and perhaps couldn’t or
shouldn’t afford.

So much for intellect and experience. Something else
took over.

That something else was—you. You took over. You
started selling yourself. As it turns out, you are a sucker for
you! We will explore this odd dynamic in more depth later,
but in case later never comes, I’ll go ahead and tease you
with a tip: As soon as you start selling you on anything,
you should hit pause. Here’s why. We rarely have to sell
ourselves on a good idea.

Again.

We rarely have to sell ourselves on a good idea.

We just know, don’t we?

Later I’ll tell you how to stop selling and start listening.

SURPRISE!

The most difficult decision-making environments are the
ones we didn’t anticipate, the ones that take us by surprise.
Purchasing decisions, choosing a school, selecting a vaca-
tion destination, or navigating a menu at a new restaurant,
we see those decisions coming. But along the way, we are
all forced to make decisions we never imagined we’d have
to make. Surprise decisions.

A job offer comes along and you have one week to
decide.
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Surprise.

You’re already in a relationship and then someone you
never expected to show interest in you starts showing
interest.

Surprise.

Or maybe you’re in a relationship . . . and you thought
things were going well, and then you discover disturbing
information about Mr. or Ms. Right. Now, you have to
decide whether to rock the boat or look the other way.

Surprise.

Surprise decisions. Don’t you hate ’em? If you’re a par-
ent, surprise decisions are a way of life. At some point along
the way, you might have even said, “I wish I didn’t have
to decide,” or “I wish somebody would decide for me.”

The challenging thing about surprise decisions is the
time frame. It’s usually short. Because the time frame is
compressed, we rarely have time to get the information
we need to make a good decision. But the decision must
be made!

If you’ve ever found yourself in a toxic relationship,
you know what I'm talking about. By toxic, I mean the
relationship wasn’t good for you. The other person wasn’t
necessarily bad. But they were bad for you. You were bad
together. Things started out fine, but over time, well, it got
unhealthy. Toxic. Like most folks in toxic relationships,
you downplayed the bad and focused on the good. After
all, you liked him. But you were becoming more like him.
And you didn’t necessarily like what you were becoming.

Then somebody pointed it out.
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You had a decision to make.

A decision you never thought you’d have to make.
A decision you didn’t want to make. A decision you were
trying to avoid. Either way you decided, you would lose
something. You would lose a friend or you would continue
to lose you. You couldn’t have it both ways. You may be
in a situation like that right now. It may be why somebody
gave you this book. It’s a terrible place to be.

Good luck.

Actually, keep reading.

And then there’s this—the perspective most folks con-
sider last when, in fact, they should consider it first.

YOUR FINGERPRINTS ON THE FUTURE

Legacy is a term that doesn’t get much play in our culture.
That’s unfortunate.

Your legacy, your mark, your fingerprints on the future
are determined by the decisions you make. As we will
discover with question #2, thinking in terms of legacy
brings extraordinary clarity and context to the decision-
making process.

Truth is, we don’t know what hangs in the balance
of our decisions. We can’t accurately predict outcomes.
But. .. and this is a big but . . . we know with certainty
there are outcomes associated with each of our decisions.
Even the small ones. A five-minute pause to consider gen-
erational outcomes could make all the difference.

Because we never know what hangs in the balance of
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the decisions we make, we owe it to ourselves . . . and
others . . . especially others . . . to consider the outcomes,
the long-term outcomes. It takes a lifetime for the outcomes
of some decisions to play out. In some cases, generations.
For example, (and granted, this is a bit extreme): What
if George Washington had decided to allow Congress to
make him king? Think about the implications of that one
decision. The national benefits of his decision to refuse the
crown have taken generations to play out.

What if Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. had decided to stay
up north and remain silent about what he knew was taking
place in the South? The results of his decision to step out
of his comfort zone continue to play out to this day.

I know. You aren’t George Washington or Dr. King. But
generations of people may very well be impacted by your
decisions. In fact, if you plan on bringing children into
this world, or if you’ve already brought children into this
world, you know with certainty your personal decisions
have generational implications.

Not convinced?

Let’s turn it around.

Think about how different your life would be if your
parents or grandparents had decided differently about a
few key things. Your grandparents or parents made what
seemed to them to be some small insignificant decisions,
but those decisions determined the trajectory of your life,
didn’t they? In some cases, they determined whether or not
you would even have a life. They weren’t thinking about
you at the time. You weren’t around to be thought of.
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But you have been impacted by their decisions, for better
or for worse.

Perhaps your life would be very different if your dad
hadn’t chosen to keep picking up that bottle. You know
someone whose life would be different if their momma
hadn’t run off and left the family.

The opposite is true as well.

Maybe your father is the one who conquered that habit
and kept the family together. Maybe your mother chose to
stay when another woman would have walked. The point
is this: We never know what or who hangs in the balance
of the decisions we make. But what we do know is this:
Private decisions have public outcomes. Your private deci-
sions probably won’t stay private. Your personal decisions
will impact some other persons.

I know you want to get this right. You want to write a
story worth telling. ’'m convinced you can.

These five questions, when asked consistently, will ensure
your fingerprints on the future will be worth celebrating.

So, let’s get started.
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Life is all about decision-making.

Every day. Multiple times a day. Sometimes we’re sure.
Sometimes we're unsure. But in the end, we are where we are
because of decisions we’ve made.

Your decisions, along with your responses to other people’s
decisions, which are also your decisions, are about the only thing
you can control in life, which means your decisions are how you
control your life. Decisions are your steering wheel. Your
joystick. Your keypad. Which means: Your decisions determine
your story. The story of your life. Every decision becomes a
permanent part of our stories. That being the case, we should
stop at every decision-making juncture and consider the story
we want to tell. Perhaps more compelling, we should consider
what story we want told about us. The good news is that you get
to decide. But you decide one decision at a time because you
write the story of your life. One decision at a time.
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