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A NOTE BEFORE YOU READ

This work is offered for education and leadership development. It is not legal, financial, accounting, investment, medic-
al or psychological advice; take the advice of a qualified professional who knows your circumstances. Companies and
events are described from the public record as the author understands it; characterisations are the author’s analysis. Ex-

amples are illustrative, and no particular outcome is promised to any reader.

ABSTRACT

Where a firm's decisions wait: the unowned decision, the approval queue, the meeting that cannot
close, the project nobody can stop and the cost of a late yes. A decision is often waiting not for an an-
swer but for someone to know whose answer it is. Where a firm’s decisions wait — the unowned de-
cision, the approval queue, the meeting that cannot close, the project nobody can stop and the cost of a

late yes; seven chapters with a field manual.
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THE DECISION NOBODY OWNS

CHAPTER ONE

The Decision Nobody Owns

A decision is often waiting not for an answer but for someone to know whose answer it is.
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The Decision Nobody Owns

HAUTE LUMIERE - WHO DECIDES - CHAPTER ONE

Twenty-five past four, the third meeting

It is twenty-five past four on a Wednesday, and the third meeting about the delivery days is ending the way
the first two ended. The head of commercial at a regional bakery chain has a printed agenda in front of her,
and beside the item, in the operations manager's hand, the words for decision have been crossed out and for
discussion written above them. Through the window behind the finance partner she can see the loading bay,

where two of the vans are being hosed down in the low October sun. The proposal is simple. Forty shops
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are supplied six days a week, and the figures say five would do, with a larger Saturday load. Everyone in the

room has said, in one form or another, that it makes sense.
The last slide says Next steps: align with stakeholders. It said the same in June.

Her jaw is tight in a way she has noticed before, at this point in this meeting. She does not know whether
she is allowed to say we are doing it, and she suspects the operations manager does not know whether he is
allowed to say it either, and that the finance partner thinks it is a matter for the two of them. She is a com-
posite, drawn from the way these meetings are described in the research below and in the house's own
practice, and no firm is meant. The vans will go out six days next week, as they did this week, because

nobody has decided otherwise.

Ammanuel Santa Anna's canon has a passage on authority that reads as if it had been written about the

agenda in her hand. It begins by separating authority from the chart that is supposed to show it:

The CEO who issues a directive that everyone ignores has a title but no authority. The front—
line worker whose informal recommendations are consistently followed by the team has no
title but genuine authority. The map is not the territory, and the org chart is not the authority

structuret

This chapter makes one claim. Much of what a firm calls slow decision—making is not slow thinking at all.
It is a decision that nobody owns: everyone has been consulted, nobody has been named, and so the ques-
tion returns to the agenda each month, a little more familiar and no nearer to being settled. The unowned
decision is the first place a firm stops deciding, and because the remedy costs one sentence, it is also the

cheapest place to begin.

Choices looking for problems

In 1972 three organisational theorists, Michael Cohen, James March and Johan Olsen, published a paper
with a title that has outlived most of its readers' memory of its content: A Garbage Can Model of Organiza-
tional Choice They had been studying universities, which they took as a familiar kind of what they called
organised anarchy: places with problematic preferences, unclear technology and fluid participation. In
such organisations, their abstract says, decisions can be viewed as "collections of choices looking for prob-
lems, issues and feelings looking for decision situations in which they might be aired, solutions looking for
issues to which they might be an answer, and decision makers looking for work."

The sentence is funny, and it is also exact. The bakery's meeting is a decision situation in which several is-
sues are being aired at once. The operations manager has a feeling about the drivers' rotas. The finance

partner has a solution, a cheaper van lease, looking for an issue. The area managers have a long—standing

grievance about Saturday stock. Each of them is attending to the question that brought them into the
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room, and the question on the agenda, whether to move to five days, is only one of the things the meeting
is being used for. A meeting with no owner becomes a place where every problem can be parked and none

has to be closed.

A word on the strength of this evidence. The garbage can model is a computer simulation built from obser-
vation of universities, and its authors offered it as a way of seeing, not a measurement of how often firms
behave this way. What it shows well is the mechanism: when participation is fluid and nobody is charged
with a particular choice, the timing of a decision depends on who happens to be in the room and what else
is on their minds. What it cannot show is how much of any real firm's calendar works like this. That is a

question each organisation can answer about itself, by counting.

Santa Anna's canon names the pattern from the inside, in a list of the dynamics that everyone in an organ-
isation recognises and nobody says aloud. One of them is simply the bakery's agenda across three meetings:
"decisions that are made, unmade, and remade in cycles that exhaust the system." The delivery days have

been agreed three times. They have not been decided once.

The crossing-out on the agenda is a small act, and the canon's book on decision-making would treat it as
the largest one in the room. A decision begins, it argues, before anyone gives an opinion, at the moment
someone frames what is being decided, and "The person or group that controls the frame controls the de-
cision — often without anyone realizing it." When for decision became for discussion, the operations manager
did not mean to take anything. He meant to be careful; the rotas were not ready and he did not want to be
pressed. But the frame he wrote told nine people that nothing would be settled that afternoon, and so
nothing was. The canon adds the reason nobody objected, in a sentence about how frames are usually set:
"Most framing happens unconsciously, shaped by organizational culture, professional training, and the cog-

nitive habits of whoever happens to speak first.” He spoke first. He usually does.
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The right to decide, and the power

HAUTE LUMIERE - WHO DECIDES - CHAPTER ONE

The right to decide, and the power

There is a distinction in economics that makes the bakery's difﬁculty easier to see. In 1997 Philippe Aghion
and Jean Tirole published a theory of what they called formal and real authority in organisations Formal
authority, in their abstract's words, is "the right to decide". Real authority is "the effective control over de-
cisions". The two can sit with different people, and the paper's central point is that "Real authority is de-
termined by the structure of information": whoever knows enough to make a proposal that the formal

holder will accept without checking holds the decision in practice, whatever the chart says.
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Read the third meeting through that distinction. The head of commercial probably holds the formal au-
thority; the delivery schedule is a commercial matter, and the managing director gave her the review. But
the operations manager holds the van rota, the drivers' contracts and the knowledge of which shops can
take a larger Saturday load, and without his information her decision would be a guess. He holds a large
share of the real authority. Neither of them has said so, and each is waiting for the other to move. The fin-

ance partner, who holds neither, is the only person in the room who is sure the decision is not hers.

Aghion and Tirole add an observation that will macter later in this book. Among the factors their abstract
lists as increasing a subordinate's real authority is "overload": a superior with too much on her desk accepts
more proposals without checking them. A decision that is never formally owned is often quietly made by

whoever is least overloaded, by default, and nobody is accountable for it, because nobody was asked.

The canon puts the same point in the 1anguage of design. Authority, it says, belongs to a domain of work
rather than a person or a title, and a well-drawn domain is specific: "It says what authority is held and, by
implication, what authority is not held." The bakery has never drawn the domain around the delivery

p Y y Y

schedule. It has drawn a meeting around it instead.

Santa Anna is also careful not to let the remedy turn into its own kind of evasion. Writing about firms that
distribute authority without drawing domains, the canon describes the result in two sentences: "If a de-
cision goes wrong, who is responsible? Everyone and no one." The bakery is not a flat organisation, and
nobody there has read about self-management. It has arrived at the same place by a more ordinary road,
through courtesy. Each person in the room is being careful not to assume an authority the others might

think is theirs, and the sum of nine courtesies is a decision that belongs to no one.

Who has the D

The best-known practical answer to this problem came from a consultancy. In January 2006 Paul Rogers
and Marcia Blenko of Bain & Company published an article in the Harvard Business Review called Who Has
the D** Its opening observation is the bakery's agenda in a sentence: "At many companies, decisions
routinely get stuck inside the organization like loose change." Their remedy was a set of five roles, now
taught under the acronym RAPID. Bain's own current description gives them plainly. The person who re-
commends "drives the process, gathering relevant input and developing a recommendation for the decider.”
Those with input provide "expertise, experience, or information that shapes the recommendation." A small
number must agree, which in the framework is a real veto. Some will perform the decision once it is made.
And one person decides, the D, who "makes the final decision and commits the organization to action."
Bain's page adds the sentence the bakery most needs: "Ideally, there should only be one decider for cach de-

cision."s

The grade of this evidence should be stated before it is used. RAPID is a practitioner's framework, drawn

from a Consultancy's engagements, and the article is an argument from cases, not a study. Rogers and Blen—
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ko, with Michael Mankins, later published a book, Decide & Deliver (2010), which reports survey work link-
ing how well firms decide with how well they perform; it is survey evidence gathered by a firm that sells
the remedy, and it is best read as a well-informed opinion.® The framework's scrength does not depend on
those figures. It depends on something anyone can check in their own building: whether, for a given de-

cision, the people in the room could each name the person who will make i.

What the framework does well, and what the bakery's meetings lack, is the separation of being heard from
deciding. In the third meeting everyone gave input, and because input was the only role anyone had, every-
one's input carried the weight of a vote. The area managers' Saturday grievance had the same standing as
the operations manager's rota, and the finance partner's lease had the same standing as both. Once a person
is named as the one who decides, the others become something more useful than a committee. They be-
come witnesses, each with a piece of the picture, each heard, and none of them responsible for closing the

question.

It also changes what the decider owes the others, and this is the part of the framework least often quoted.
A person who knows she will decide has a reason to hear the input fully, because she will be the one an-
swering for the result. A person who believes the decision is collective has a reason to hear it politely, be-
cause nothing will rest on her. The difference shows in the questions asked. In the third meeting nobody
asked the operations manager what the rota change would do to the two drivers whose contracts guaran-

teed six days, because nobody needed to know. The person deciding would have asked it first.

The framework's commonest misuse is just as easy to see. Give too many people the right to agree and the
veto spreads until the decision needs a unanimous room; name a committee as the decider and the loose
change is back in the lining. The house's Luminous 100, its reading of the frameworks every consultancy
sells, describes Holacracy, the most radical of the self-management systems, in a phrase that holds the bal-
ance RAPID is reaching for: "nobody needs permission, everybody has explicit accountabilities." The
second half is the part most firms skip. Permission is easy to grant in a slide. An accountability someone

can name is the thing that moves the vans.

What the third meeting costs

It is tempting to treat the unowned decision as a matter of manners, and to answer it with a reminder
about meeting discipline. It is more expensive than that, and most of the expense never appears on any re-

port the bakery produces.

There is the plain cost first. Three meetings of nine people, ninety minutes each, is a Working week of seni-
or time spent arriving at the same agreement three times. The vans still run six days. If the figures are right,
every week of the sixth day is fuel, driver hours and waste the bakery has already decided, in princip]e, not
to spend. None of this needs a consultant's estimate to be real, and none of it should be given one here: the

bakery's own fuel cards and rotas would show it, and they are the only source that matters to the bakery.
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Then there is the cost the canon is more interested in, because it lasts longer. Santa Anna's book on man-
agement records a software engineer describing his first manager: "He wanted compliance wrapped in the
language of collaboration. He'd ask for input, then do what he'd already decided." The bakery's failure is the
mirror of that one. Its people are asked for input and then nothing is decided at all. Both teach the same
lesson, which is that giving input does not change anything, and both produce the same quiet withdrawal.
By the fourth meeting, the area managers will stop bringing the Saturday figures, because bringing them

has made no difference three times.

The canon gives the reason the unowned decision survives so long, and it is not laziness. "Decisions get
delayed because no one wants to be wrong and vulnerability is dangerous.” To own a decision is to be the
person named when it goes wrong. In a firm where a wrong decision is remembered longer than a slow
one, the rational course for every person in the room is to keep the decision collective, which is to say un-
made. The head of commercial's jaw knows this before she does. Nobody has told her she would be blamed

1f Saturdays went badly NObOdy hZLS tO]d her she WOuld not.

The cost does not stay in the room. In the forty shops, the managers have heard that the delivery days are
being reviewed, because news of that kind always travels faster than decisions. Some have stopped ordering
for Saturday the way they used to, in anticipation of a change that has not come. One has told her staff
that the Monday delivery is ending, because an area manager said so in March. The canon's governance
chapter has a line about authority that describes the shops' position exactly: "Authority that is not recog-
nized is not authority — it is merely an assertion of will." In the shops, rumour has more authority than the

head office meetings, because rumour at least says something.

That is also why the remedy is not exhortation. Asking people to take more ownership, in a room where
nobody has been given the decision, asks each of them to seize an authority they are not sure they hold. The
Margin, another of the house's books, shows how [deciding that a piece of work is finished is itself a de-
cision somebody has to own](hteps://hautelumiere.life/editions/rsd-master-rsd-in-acedemia-final-
manuscriptt/page/), and the same holds at the scale of a schedule. Ownership is not a trait people lack. It is

a sentence nobody has said.
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Naming the owner

HAUTE LUMIERE - WHO DECIDES - CHAPTER ONE

Naming the owner
What changes this is a single line at the top of a page, and the conversation it takes to write it.

Picture the head of commercial the following Monday, who has decided to do one thing differently. Before
the fourth meeting is scheduled, she asks the managing director for fifteen minutes and a straight answer
to one question: whose decision is the delivery schedule? The managing director is surprised to be asked. In
her mind it was always the head of commercial's, and she had been wondering why it was taking so long.

That is the first discovery most people make when they ask: the person above them thought the matter was
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settled, and has been mildly puzzled by the delay. The second discovery comes when she asks the opera-

tions manager the same question. He thought it was the managing director's.

She then writes, at the top of the paper for the next meeting, one line in four parts. Decision: whether to
move the forty shops from six deliveries a week to five, with a larger Saturday load. Decided by: the head of commer-
cial. By: the meeting on the fourteenth. Heard first: operations, on rotas and drivers; the area managers, on Saturday
stock; finance, on cost. Beneath it a second line names the one person who must agree, the food safety lead,
because a larger Saturday load changes how long bread sits in a shop's back room, and that is a matter of

law, not opinion.

The order of what she did matters more than the line itself. She asked upward before she asked across, so
the answer carried the managing director's authority and nobody had to take her word for it. She named
herself, which cost her something, rather than proposing a Working group, which would have cost nobody
anything and decided nothing. She gave the one veto to the person whose objection would be about harm,
not preference. And she put a date on it, because a decision without a date is a topic. The canon's chapter
on governance describes the same moment in a different setting, a team acknowledging who holds a do-
main, and it is candid about what kind of act it is: "This may sound ceremonial. It is. And ceremonies mat-
ter." The line at the top of the page is a small ceremony. It tells the room, before anyone speaks, what their

speaking is for.

The fourth meeting is different from the first three in one respect, and it is the respect that matcers. The
operations manager, who knows he is being heard rather than asked to decide, gives the rota figures in full,
including the awkward one about the two drivers whose contracts guarantee six days. The area managers
bring the Saturday stock figures for the first time since June. The finance partner asks a question about the
lease and then, noticing that nobody needs her to settle anything, drops it. The head of commercial de-
cides, in the room, with a change: five days, from the first of the month after next, the two drivers moved

to the new Saturday run.

There are predictable ways this goes wrong, and Chapter 7 carries them with the run sheet, in the order
they tend to appear. The commonest is the owner who, once named, goes back to consulting, because con-
sulting feels safer than deciding. The second is the senior person who names an owner and then reopens
the decision when it lands on her desk as a complaint. The third is the line written for every trivial matter,
until the ceremony becomes paperwork. The canon's warning about the misuse of its own language applies
here with some force: "When leaders invoke "self-organization” to avoid making difficult decisions, that is
not living-systems thinking — it is abdication.” Naming an owner is not a way for a leader to step back

from a decision. It is a way to make sure someone is standing in it.

Naming the owner is only the first place a firm's decisions wait. The second is the queue that forms when a
decision is sent upward for a signacure (Chapter 2), and the third, subtler, is the room that has an owner

and still cannot close (Chapter 3).
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Drawing the line in your own building

The chapter ended with one decision owned. The book can go further, into the finer points a leader meets
when she tries this across her own organisation, and the first is knowing which of her decisions are un-

owned at all.

There are signs, and none of them needs a survey. The same item appears on three agendas in a row. Papers
are marked for discussion when everyone knows a choice is being asked for. Minutes record that something
was agreed and nobody can say who will act on it. People ask, in the corridor, who is signing this off? A pro-
posal is sent to a working group that has no date to report. A decision is described by its topic, the delivery
schedule, rather than by its choice, whether to move to five days. Any one of these can happen in a well-run

firm. Three or four together are the garbage can at work.

The second finer point is the wording of the line itself. A decision is a sentence with a verb and a choice in
it: whether to, which of, how many. A topic is not a decision, and a line that names a topic will produce a dis-
cussion. The test is simple. Could someone say yes or no to the line, or choose among the options it names?

If not, it is not yet ready for an owner.

The third is the right to agree, which is where the framework is most often spoiled. Most of the people who
matter to a decision should be heard. Very few should be able to stop it. A useful rule is that the right to
agree belongs only to those whose objection would rest on law, on a written policy, or on a harm they are
responsible for preventing: the food safety lead, the person accountable for a regulator, the owner of a
budget the decision would spend. Everyone else gives input, and their input is weighed, and the owner says

how. A line that gives five people the right to agree has rebuilt the commiteee.

The fourth is the direction in which to ask. The head of commercial asked upward first, and that is usually
right. A person who names herself as owner without being sure she is entitled to has made a claim the oth-
ers may resist. A person who asks the person above whose decision it is, and is told, has a fact. When the
answer comes, write it down where the people who will be affected can see it, so that nobody has to take a

corridor's word for it.

The fifth is the decision that seems too large for one person. It is common to answer this by naming a com-
mittee, and it is almost always a mistake. A large decision can have many people who recommend, many
who are heard and several who must agree. It still needs one person whose job is to close it on a date. If the
decision is so large that no single person below the chief executive can be trusted with it, the owner is the

chief’ executive, and the others recommend.

The sixth is what the owner owes. She owes the people heard a real hearing before the date, and a sentence
afterwards saying what she decided and why their input did or did not change it. She owes the people who
will carry it out the decision in plain words, with the date it takes effect. And she owes everyone a rule for

reopening: a decision is reopened when new information arrives that was not available on the day, and not
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when someone who lost the argument raises it again. Without that rule, every owned decision drifts back

into the garbage can.

And the decision that most changes the result is what the senior person does the first time an owned de-
cision reaches her as a complaint. If she reopens it herself, the line at the top of the page means nothing
from that day. If she sends the complaint to the owner and asks what new information it contains, the line
holds. Chapter 6 places the naming of owners in the first weeks of a ninety-day plan, and Chapter 7 gives

the signs of an unowned decision and the decision line on a page each.

Twenty-five past four, the fourth meeting

The fourth meeting ends at twenty-five past four, as the others did, but it began at ten to and it is over. On
the agenda the words for decision are printed, and nobody has crossed them out. The last slide says Decided:

frve days from the first of December. Owner: head of commercial. Review: the second week of January.

Through the window the vans are being hosed down in the bay, the same two, in the same low sun. The

head of commercial puts the agenda in her folder and notices that her jaw is where jaws usually are.

On Thursday morning the drivers' rota for December goes up on the board by the bay, with five days on it.

business.hautelumiere.life/library/who-decides - business.hautelumiere.life 15


https://business.hautelumiere.life/library/who-decides
https://business.hautelumiere.life/

THREE SIGNATURES FOR A PUMP

CHAPTER TWO

Three Signatures for a Pump

A decision sent upward waits in a queue like any other work, and usually arrives where less is known

abouct it.
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Three Signatures for a Pump

HAUTE LUMIERE - WHO DECIDES - CHAPTER TWO

Ten past seven, the pump house

It is ten past seven on a Tuesday, and the shift engineer at a water treatment works is standing in the pump
house with her hand flac on the casing of the number two dosing pump. It is vibrating in a way it was not
vibrating a month ago. The light through the high windows is the thin grey of early November, and the
hum of the room is slightly off, the way a familiar voice sounds with a cold. In her other hand is a printed
requisition for a replacement, raised nine days ago. At the bottom of the page are three boxes for signa-

tures. The first, the maintenance manager's, is signed. The second, the site manager's, is signed. The third
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belongs to the regional operations director, who covers four sites and is at the other end of the region this

week.

She is a composite, drawn from the way such mornings are described in the research below and in the
house's own practice, and no works is meant. She knows this pump better than anyone who will sign for it.
She has replaced its seals twice, she keeps the 10g of its flow readings, and she can tell from the sound alone
that it has days rather than weeks. Her shoulders have been up since Friday, when she rang the regional of-

fice and was told the requisition was in the queue.

On the following Monday the pump fails. A hired unit is brought in that afternoon at a weekly rate which,
over the month it takes the new pump to arrive, costs the works more than the new pump did. The requisi-
tion is signed on the Wednesday, by a director who approved it in under a minute, because there was noth-

ing in it she could have judged better cthan the engineer already had.

Ammanuel Santa Anna's canon, writing on the pathologies of concentrated authority, describes the requis-

ition's nine days in a passage that could be pinned above the regional office:

When all signiﬁcam decisions must route through a small number of positions, those positions
become bottlenecks. Decisions queue. Response times lengthen. Opportunities expire while
waiting for approval. The organization operates at the speed of its most overloaded decision-

maker 7’61[]161’ t]wm at l,'hC SpCCd [hC situation demands.z

This Chapter makes one claim. A decision sent up a hierarchy waits in a queue, exaetly as work does, and it
is usually sent up not because the person above knows more but because the person below has never been
allowed to decide. Where a decision belongs is a question with an answer, and for most of the decisions a

firm makes every week, the answer is lower than the chain it travels.

A queue with a signature on it

In 1976 Henry Mintzberg, Duru Raisinghani and André¢ Théorét published a study of decisions that
nobody had a procedure for.2 They followed twenty-five strategic decision processes in organisations, from
the moment a need was first recognised to the moment a choice was authorised, and they described the
structure that such apparently unstructured processes share: phases of identifying the problem, developing
options and selecting among them, and around those phases a set of interruptions, delays and returns to
carlier steps. The decisions they studied were large ones, and most took a long time. What the study made
visible was how much of that time was not spent deciding. It was spent waiting for something: a person, an

approval, a moment when the matter could be raised.

The study is a set of field cases, rich and Carefully coded, and its text was not reopened for this book; its

phases are given as the decision literature has long summarised them. It should be read as a description of
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how strategic decisions move, not as a measure of how long a requisition takes. But the requisition has the
same anatomy at a smaller scale. Recognition took a morning, when the engineer heard the pump. Devel-
opment took an hour, when she priced a replacement. Selection took nobody any time at all. Authorisation

took nine days.

The arithmetic of that waiting is already familiar from operations. A director's inbox is a queue like any
other, and Where the Flow Stops, the house's first book on organisations, shows how [an order holding fifty
minutes of work can spend six days inside a building]({({BOOK:orgdev-flow}}) for no reason except the
number of things waiting beside it. A requisition on the desk of a person who covers four sites waits be-
hind every other requisition from four sites. Nobody is slow. The director is busy, competent and conscien-

tious, and the queue is long because everything is routed to her.

It is worth looking at the queue from her side of the desk, because from there it does not look like a queue
at all. On a Monday morning she has something over forty items waiting for her signature from four sites:
requisitions, overtime claims, a contractor's variation, a Change to a shift pactern. Each is short, each is
reasonable and cach takes a minute to read. What takes the time is not reading them. It is the travelling,
the meetings at cach site, the calls, the incidents that come first, so that the minute for each item arrives
days after the item does. Chapter 1 drew on Aghion and Tirole's observation that overload hands real au-
thority to whoever proposes; the director's week shows the other half of the same arithmetic. Her signature

has become formal authority with almost no real authority left in it, and it costs nine days to collect.

Santa Anna's book on resources describes what the chain does to a firm over time, in a sentence about a
company that grew quickly: "Equipment requests languished in approval queues while consultants were re-
tained at premium rates." The pump is the same story at the scale of one works. The money spent on the

hired unit was spent precisely because the money for the new one waited for a signacure.
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Who knows about pumps

HAUTE LUMIERE - WHO DECIDES - CHAPTER TWO

Who knows about pumps

It would be easy to conclude that the approval chain should simply be abolished. The economics of hier-

archy suggests something more useful than that.

In 2000 the economist Luis Garicano published a model of how organisations arrange knowledge.® His ab-
stract describes what he called a knowledge-based hierarchy, "a natural way to organize the acquisition of
knowledge when matching problems with those who know how to solve them is costly." In such an organ-

isation, "production workers acquire knowledge about the most common or easiest problems confronted,
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and specialized problem solvers deal with the more exceptional or harder problems." Hierarchy, on this
reading, is not a ladder of importance. It is a referral system. A problem goes up when the person facing it

cannot solve it, to someone who has seen more of its kind.

Read the requisition through Garicano's model and the fault is plain. A worn dosing pump is not an excep-
tional problem at a water treatment works. It is one of the commonest problems on the site, and the per-
son who knows most about it is the engineer with her hand on the casing. The chain routes it upward as if
it were rare, to a person who knows less about it, who then approves it without being able to add anything.
The hierarchy is doing the opposite of what Garicano's hierarchy is for. It is sending the easy problem up

and keeping the person who could solve it waiting.

The canon asks the same question in plainer words, and it puts it before every decision rather than after
the fact: "Where does the intelligence for this decision actually live?" Its answer for most operational de-
cisions is the one Garicano's model implies. "Routing it upward through management layers does not add
intelligence. It adds delay, distortion, and the demotivating message that frontline judgment is not trus-

ted."

The canon is careful not to make a creed of this, and it should not be read as one. Some decisions need a
wider view: a choice that commits two sites, a risk the region would carry, a change to what the works is
for. Those belong higher, because the knowledge they need lives higher. And sometimes a decision has to go
up because the person facing it is genuinely stuck. The canon treats that kind of escalation as a strength of
a living system, not a failure of it: "This is not a failure of distribution. It is a feature of a well-designed sys-

tem." The fault is not chat the chain exists. It is that the commonest decisions on the site travel ic.

Adjusters, and the trust that decides

If the engineer knows most, Why is she not allowed to decide? The research suggests that the answer has

less to do with her than with the person above her, and with what that person believes.

In 1986 Carrie Leana studied delegation in nineteen branch offices of a large insurance company, among
forty-four supervisors and the hundred and ninety-cight claims adjusters who reported to them.® She was
asking what predicted whether a supervisor delegated, and what followed when one did. Her full text was
not reopened for this book, and its findings are given here only in the shape the delegation literature has
long cited: supervisors delegated more where they judged their staff competent and trustworthy, and where
their own workload was heavy. It is one study, in one company, three decades old. Its value is that it locates

the decision to delegate where the canon locates it, inside the supervisor's view of the person below.

A much larger study found the same pattern across whole economies. In 2012 Nicholas Bloom, Raffaella
Sadun and John Van Reenen collected data on the decentralisation of investment, hiring, production and

sales decisions from headquarters to plant managers "in almost 4,000 firms in the United States, Europe,
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and Asia.™ They found, in their abstract's words, that "firms headquartered in high-trust regions are signi-
ficantly more likely to decentralize," and they offered evidence that trust raises productivity in part be-
cause chief executives "can decentralize more decisions." The study measures trust at the level of regions
and countries, not of one director and one engineer, and its causal claims rest on careful but indirect meth-
ods. What it suggests, at a scale no single firm could reach, is that the height at which decisions are made

follows trust, and that the cost of low trust is paid partly in decisions that travel too far.

The canon names the trap this creates, and it is unusually blunt. A firm chat keeps decisions at the top tells
itself it does so because people below are not ready, and the canon's answer is that they are not ready be-
cause they have never been allowed to decide: "Over time, hierarchical authority produces exactly the in-
competence it uses to justify its own existence”. The engineer has never signed for a pump. She will never

be trusted to sign for one until she has.

Trust, in a works, is not built from conversation. It is built from records: the maintenance log the engineer
keeps, the flow readings she takes, the history of the seals she has replaced and when. The evidence the dir-
ector would need to trust the engineer's judgement already exists, written in the engineer's own hand, in a
folder in the pump house. Nobody has ever been asked to read it for that purpose. The canon's description
of what travelling up a hierarchy does to information is relevant here, because it runs in both directions:
"By the time a frontline reality reaches the C-suite, it may be unrecognizable." The engineer's competence is

a frontline reality. By the time it reaches the regional office it has become three boxes on a form.

The hand thart takes it back

It is worth staying with the person at the top of the chain, because the chain is usually not her design, and

she is usually the one person who can shorten it.

The regional director would say, if asked, that she would be g]ad to sign fewer requisitions. She means it.
And yet the canon is right that something happens in a person when a decision she has held passes to
someone else, and its book on management describes it with a precision that most leaders will recognise in

their own bodies:

When you delegate a high-stakes project to someone you're not sure is ready, something hap-
pens in your body. Your chest might tighten. Your jaw might clench. Your breath might shal-
low. There's a buzz of anxiety in your belly — the nervous system's ancient warning that con-

trol is slipping, that the outcome is now in someone else's hands.

The same book follows the sensation to its usual result. A manager who acts from it takes the decision
back, adds a check, asks to be copied, and the person below learns that the authority was lent, not given.
"The team that's always rescued never learns to rescue itself!” The canon tells the case of a founder who

knew all of this, had read the books on delegation and hired strong leaders for the purpose, and found that
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it did not change what happened on her desk: "And still, somehow, the decisions kept flowing back to her
desk."

Santa Anna's book on resources adds the uncomfortable half of the explanation, and it is uncomfortable
because it is kind. The person who holds an approval, it says, "experiences each act of gatekeeping as a mi-
cro-dose of safety.” Each signature is a small confirmation that nothing on the site will go wrong without
her knowing. The book's verdict on this is not a reproach: "This is not malice. It is survival behavior wear-

inga business suit." A director who understands Why the third box exists in her own nervous system is bet-

ter placed to remove it than one who believes it exists only on the form.

| IF (N B W

Moving the decision down
HAUTE LUMIERE - WHO DECIDES - CHAPTER TWO
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Moving the decision down

What changes this is not a new policy issued from the regional office. It is a conversation, held once, about

a stack of paper.

Picture the regional director and the site manager three weeks after the pump failed, at the table in the site
office, with the last twenty requisitions and decisions that went up the chain from the works. The director
has asked for them on purpose; she wants to see what she has been signing. They take each one and ask two
questions of it. Who, on the day it was raised, knew most about whether it was right? And what did the
signature above that person add? For most of the twenty the answers are the same. The person who raised
it knew most. The signature added a date. For three of them the answers are different: a choice of contract-
or that would commit two sites, a change to the chemical dosing regime that the regulator would want to
see, a capital item large enough that the region would carry the risk. Those three belonged above the site,

and the conversation says so.

Then they agree what changes, and the canon's book on governance supplies the shape. It describes author-
ity being moved in steps rather than all at once: "starting with advisory authority ("Make a recommenda-
tion and implement it unless someone objects"), moving to provisional authority ("Make the decision and
let us know — we'll review for three months"), and arriving at full domain authority ("This is your domain.
You decide.")." For the commonest decisions on the site, the replacement of equipment that has failed or is
failing, the works moves straight to the second step. The engineer decides, records the decision and its reas-
on in the same 1og as before, and the director is told the same day. The canon is exact about what that last
step is for: "Not for approval — the domain holder has authority — but for coherence.” The director needs

to know what has been decided across her four sites. She no longer needs to decide it.

The conversation has a second effect, which the director notices only afterwards. Going through the
twenty, she finds four decisions she had signed without any memory of signing them, and one she would
have refused if she had read it closely, a contractor's variation that should have gone out to tender. The
chain had not been protecting the works from bad decisions. It had been giving her the feeling of protec-
tion while her attention went elsewhere. Moving the commonest decisions down returns her attention to
the three kinds that need it, and those three now get more of her time than they did when they arrived in a

pile of forty.

Three further habits make the change hold. Every decision that does go up carries a date it was raised and a
date it was decided, so that the waiting is visible to both ends of the chain. Every decision that went up
and did not need to is noted, without blame, at the director's monthly visit, so the line can be redrawn.
And the director does one thing that costs her more than it seems: when the engineer makes a decision she
would have made differently, she says so in a sentence and lets it stand. That is the moment the authority

stops being lent.
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The engineer has her own adjustment to make, and the canon is honest that it is not trivial. "Many people
in organizations have been thoroughly trained — by years of hierarchical experience — to defer, to wait for
permission, to check with the boss before acting. Being told "You have authority in this domain" does not
immediately undo that conditioning.” The first time she orders a pump on her own judgement she will
check the order twice and ring the site manager to tell him, which is not required, and the site manager
should say, in a sentence, that it was not needed and that he is glad to know. The second time she will
check it once. Santa Anna's book on management puts the stakes of these small moments plainly: "Every
delegation decision is a growth opportunity or a growth suppression.” The works is not only shortening a

queue. It is growing an engineer who decides.

There are predictable ways this goes wrong, and Chapter 7 carries them with the run sheet. The director
keeps a shadow approval, asking to see every decision before it is acted on. The site manager, newly trusted,
becomes the new bottleneck himself. The class of decisions moved down is drawn so narrowly that nothing
real moves. The limits that remain are the organisation’s own to set, and they are set by the people who
carry the risk; this issue does not suggest any. What it can say is that the conversation about the stack of

paper is usually the first time anyone has looked at what the chain is for.

The gain in this is real and it can be found without inventing its size. Every decision that no longer waits is
equipment that does not fail in the queue, hire that is not paid, time an engineer does not spend on the
telephone to a regional office. Those costs are in the works' own records, in the hire invoices and the main-
tenance log, and that is where they should be counted. The pump is a single case; what a firm's late de-
cisions cost across a quarter, and how to count it honestly (Chapter 5), is a question with an answer of its

OWI.

Sorting the stack in your own building

The chapter followed one works through one conversation. The book can go further, into the finer points

of running the same sort across a whole organisation.

Begin with the right stack. Take the last twenty or thirty decisions that travelled upward from one site,
team or function: requisitions, approvals, variations, exceptions, anything that needed a signature or a
meeting above the person who raised it. Twenty is enough to see the pattern and few enough to read in an
afternoon. Choose ordinary ones. The decision everyone remembers, because it went badly, will mislead,

for the same reason an extreme quarter misleads a measure.

Then put two questions to each, and write the answers down. Who, on the day it was raised, knew most
about whether it was right? And what did the approval above that person add: information, a wider view,
the carrying of a risk, or only a date? Sort the stack into three piles by the answers. The first pile is de-
cisions where the person who raised it knew most and the approval added a date. Those belong at the level

where they were raised. The second pile is decisions where the approval added something real, a view across
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sites, a risk the wider organisation carries, a regulator's interest. Those belong above, and the chapter's
three examples are typical. The third pile is decisions that went up because the person who raised them was
stuck: unsure of the rules, caught between two departments, short of a fact. Those need an escalation path,
which is a different thing from an approval. An escalation is a request for help with a hard case. An ap-

proval is a toll on an easy one.

The second finer point is to move authority in steps, as the canon describes, and to name the step for each
class of decision. Some will move straight to decide and tell. Some will begin at recommend and act unless
someone objects within two days. A few will move to full authority only after a quarter at the earlier step.
Write down which step each class is on, and the date on which it will be reviewed. The canon's provisional

step carries its own review period, and the review is what makes the step safe to take.

The third is what is told, to whom and when. A decision moved down still needs to be visible, for the reas-
on the canon gives: coherence, not approval. The simplest form is the log the works already kept, with two
added columns, decided by and told, and the rule that the person above reads it weekly. If she finds some-
thing she would have decided differently, she says so to the person who decided it, in a sentence, and the

decision stands unless it breaks a law or a policy.

The fourth is the limits. Every class of decision moved down will have edges: a size, a risk or a kind of com-
mitment beyond which it goes up again. Those edges are the organisation's own, set by the people who
carry the risk and written where everyone can see them. This book does not suggest any. What it can say is
that an edge set very low has moved nothing, and that the way to find the right edge is to look at the stack,

see where the approvals stopped adding anything, and draw the line there.

The fifth is the person at the top. Moving decisions down will feel, to the person who used to sign them,
like losing sight of her own operation, and the chapter's account of what happens in the body is not exag-
gerated. The practical answer is to give her something better to see than the stack: the log, read weekly, and
the dates in it. She will know more about her operation from a column of decision dates than she ever

learned from forty signatures.

And the decision that most changes the result is what happens the first time a decision made at the lower
level goes wrong, as some will. If it is taken back up, permanently, the organisation learns that authority
below is conditional on never being wrong, which nobody can meet. If it is reviewed, the edge redrawn if
need be, and the authority left where it was, the organisation learns that decisions below are held to the
same standard as decisions above. Chapter 6 places the sort in the second month of a ninety-day plan, and

Chapter 7 gives the sort and the steps of authority as a page each.
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Ten past seéven, a NeEwW pump

It is ten past seven on a Tuesday in February, and the shift engineer is standing in the pump house with her
hand on the casing of the number two dosing pump. It is the new one. The hum of the room is the right

hum.

On the clipboard by the door is the log of decisions for the works. The last entry is hers, from Friday: a
worn seal kit on the number three pump, ordered the same morning, reason given in a line. Beside it, un-

der told, is the regional director's name and the time the message went.

There is one box at the bottom of the page now. She signed it herself.
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CHAPTER THREE

The Meeting That Could Not Close

A room with an owner and enough information can still fail to decide, for want of a rule for when it is

ﬁnishc’d.
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The Meeting That Could Not Close

HAUTE LUMIERE - WHO DECIDES - CHAPTER THREE

Ten past six, the fourth meeting

It is ten past six on a Thursday, and the executive team of a software company has been in the long room
on the second floor since half past four. On the whiteboard, in four colours, are the options for the old
scheduling product, written up in March: A, retire it at the end of the year; B, retire it next summer; C, keep it on
maintenance only; D, sell the customer base to a partner. Under each is a list of points that has grown at every
meeting. There are thirty customers still on the old product. Two engineers spend most of their week keep-

ing it running. Everyone in the room has said, at one meeting or another, that A or B is the right answer.
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The chief technology officer has just asked for one more piece of analysis, on the cost of migrating the last
cight customers. It is a reasonable request. It was also, in a different form, the request at the end of the

third meeting.

The head of customer success has the thirty names in a spreadsheet on her laptop. Her stcomach has been
tight since five o'clock, because she knows that every week without an answer is a week in which she can-
not tell those customers anything true. She is a composite, drawn from the way these evenings are de-
scribed in the research below and in the house's own practice, and no firm is meant. The chief executive,
who owns the decision and knows it, looks round the room and says that she wants everyone to be com-

fortable before they commit. There is a murmur of agreement, and a fifth meeting goes into the diary.

Ammanuel Santa Anna's book on decision-making names what has happened in the long room, and it does

so by describing the rule the team is using without knowing it:

Traditional consensus asks: "Does everyone agree this is the best option?” This is an extraordin-
arily high bar that oﬁen leads to watered-down compromises, endless deliberation, or the

tyranny of the most persistent objector.*

This chapter makes one claim. A meeting that cannot close usually has an owner and usually has enough
information; what it lacks is a rule for when it is finished. The research on fast decisions does not find
teams that know less or argue less. It finds teams that decide how they will decide before they begin, and

that close a question on a different test from the one the long room is using.

Eight firms in a fast market

In 1989 Kathleen Eisenhardt published a study of how top management teams made strategic decisions in
what she called high-velocity environments, markets in which technology, demand and competitors change
quickly and information is often out of date. She studied eight microcomputer firms in the 1980s, inter-
viewing their executives and following particular decisions through. Some of the teams were fast and some

were slow, and the differences between them were not the ones the slow teams would have predicted.

The fast teams, in the study's best-known ﬁnding, used more information, not less, and it was real-time in-
formation about current operations rather than forecasts. They considered more alternatives at once, side
by side, rather than one at a time. They relied on what Eisenhardt described as a two-tier advice process, in
which an experienced counsellor, often an older executive outside the line of the particular decision, was
consulted Closely. And they resolved conflict by a rule she called consensus with qualiﬁcation: the team
sought agreement, and if agreement did not come, the executive responsible decided, with the others' views

heard. In 1’161‘ sample, the fﬂStCI‘ decision makers also performed better.
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The grade of this evidence should be stated plainly. It is an inductive study of eight firms in one industry
and one decade, and its findings are propositions built from cases, not a test across many firms; the text
was not reopened for this book, and the findings are given as the decision literature has long summarised
them. A larger study, by Robert Baum and Stefan Wally in 2003, gathered measures from three hundred
and cighteen chief executives between 1996 and 2000 and found, in their abstract's words, that "fast stra-
tegic decision-making predicts subsequent firm growth and profit.™ It is survey evidence, and it cannot
show that speed caused the growth rather than travelling with whatever else those firms did well. Taken
together, the two studies say something modest and useful. Speed in strategic decisions is not the enemy of

quality, and in fast markets it seems to go with it.

Read the long room through Eisenhardt's findings and the difference is not that this team is short of in-
formation. It has a whiteboard full of it. It is short of a rule for what happens when the information is

enough and the agreement is not complete.

Eisenhardt's second finding, the alternatives considered side by side, also has a direct reading in the long
room. Its whiteboard does hold four options, but the meetings have treated them one at a time: a meeting
largely about A, then one about whether C was safer, then one about whether a partner would buy the
base. Each option has been examined in isolation and found to have a weakness, which every option has.
Held side by side, the four would have been compared with each other rather than with an imaginary op-
tion that had none, and the comparison would have been quick. A team that weighs alternatives in se-
quence is always one meeting away from the option it has not yet discredited. The chief executive's wish
that everyone be comfortable is consensus without the qualification. It gives every person in the room, as
Santa Anna's book puts it in a sentence of its own, the thing that keeps the whiteboard full: "It grants veto

power to every individual."
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A trap on the other side

HAUTE LUMIERE - WHO DECIDES - CHAPTER THREE

A trap on the other side

The research also contains a warning, and a team that has just discovered the cost of slow decisions should

hear it before it overcorrects.

In 2002 Leslie Perlow, Gerardo Okhuysen and Nelson Repenning published a study of an internet start-up
under intense pressure to move fast, and called what they found the speed trap.s As the decision literature
has summarised it, and the text was not reopened for this book, the firm's habit of deciding quickly created

the conditions that demanded still quicker decisions: choices made without enough thought produced
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problems that had to be answered at once, and the pace fed on itself until the firm could no longer step

back. Fast was not the fault. A single speed for everything was.

Santa Anna's canon describes a case of exactly this shape, a technology company whose founders had built
their culture on deciding within hours, and its diagnosis is the clearest sentence in this part of the literat-
ure: "The problem was not that the company was moving too fast. It was that it was moving at one speed
for all decisions." The case records the chief technology officer's verdict once the firm had learned to tell its
decisions apart: "We used to make decisions in an hour and spend six months cleaning up the mess. Now

we spend a few days making the decision and the mess doesn't happen.”

The canon's answer is to give a decision a speed before it is discussed, and it names three. Swift decisions
are those that are "clear, time-sensitive, and reversible", and for them the canon is unsentimental: "Spend-
ing two hours in committee deliberation on a decision that could be made in ten minutes by a competent
individual is not conscious governance. It is burcaucratic performance.” Deep decisions are the consequen-
tial ones that are hard to reverse, and they deserve the full weight of deliberation. And some questions are
not yet ripe, and the canon allows a group to say so out loud: "We don't yet have the conditions for a good
decision on this. Let us hold it, continue gathering intelligence, and return to it when the field is more
clear." It is careful to separate this from the long room's habit. Holding a question on purpose, with a date

to return to it, "is deferral from discernment”. Holding it because nobody will close it is something else.

The long room's agenda shows the cost of a single speed in both directions at once. The same team that has
held the scheduling product for four meetings has spent parts of those meetings on matters that should
never have reached it: the choice of a conference stand, the wording of a holiday notice, a request from one
engineer to work from another city for a month. Each was swift by the canon's definition, clear and revers-
ible and someone's to decide, and each took ten minutes of seven people's evening. The team was not slow
on everything. It was slow on the one decision that mattered and thorough on the ones that did not, which

is what a single speed produces.

The scheduling product is not a swift decision, and it is not unripe. It is deep, and it has been ready since

June. What the team has been doing is treating a deep decision as if it were permanently unripe.

Consent, not consensus
There is an old alternative to consensus, and it changes one word of the question.

Sociocracy, the governance method the Dutch engineer Gerard Endenburg developed in the 1970s from
older Quaker and educational practice, decides by consent. The house's Luminous 100, its reading of the
frameworks every consultancy sells, describes it in a line: a "Decision-making method where decisions

stand unless someone has a "paramount objection” (reasoned, based on the organization's aim)." Its verdic
d unl has a"p t objection” ( d, based on the org ‘ )." Its verdict
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on the method's balance is as good as any in the literature: it "Elegantly balances efficiency (not everyone

has to agree) with inclusion (everyone has the power to object).”

The canon's book on governance spells out what consent asks of a person in the room, and the difference
from consensus is the whole of the practice. "You don't need to love the proposal. You don't even need to
think it's the best option. You need only to be able to say: "I can work witch chis. It falls within the range of
tolerance for me. I have no objection that would make this decision harmful to the organization's pur-
pose."" Its book on decision-making puts the test as two questions a convenor can ask aloud: "Can everyone
live with this decision? Does anyone have an objection that signals this decision would cause harm or move

us backward?"

Consent is not a rubber stamp, and the house is careful to say why. A room can arrive at a false consent as
easﬂy as a false consensus; Irving Janis's account of groupthink, in Victims of Groupthink (1972), describes
teams that mistook their own silence for agreement and made disastrous choices in good spirits.*® The can-
on's guard against this is a sentence every convenor of a consent round should carry: "Inclusive decision-
making requires learning to read silence — not as consent, but as information that needs investigation." A
consent round in which nobody objects because objecting is dangerous has decided nothing that a vote

would not have decided worse.

The order in which people speak matters as much as the question asked. The canon's book on decision-
making is direct about it: "When leaders speak first, they anchor the conversation in their perspective." In
the long room the chief executive has spoken first at every meeting, warmly and in favour of B, and every
person since has framed what they said as a response to her. A consent round that begins with the newest
member of the team and ends with the owner hears more objections, and better ones, than one that begins
with the owner and asks whether anyone disagrees. The canon notes, too, what a simple vote would have
hidden: "A 51-49 vote looks the same as a 99-1 vote in the outcome, but they represent vastly different levels
of collective alignment." A round that asks each person in turn shows the difference before the decision is

taken.

The canon adds one more caution, in the context of the body's own signals, and it applies to the head of
customer success's stomach as much as to anyone's: "Somatic consent is not a veto power for discomfort." A
tight stomach in a meeting is information. It may be a forecast about the thirty customers. It may be fear
of the conversation she will have to have with them. A consent round asks her to say which, and if it is a

forecast, to say what harm she sees, so that the decision can be changed to meet it.

What the fourth meeting COStS

The IOHg room's evenings are expensive in Wways the company's accounts can see and in ways they cannot.
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The visible cost is in the engineering time. Two engineers have spent most of their working weeks since
March keeping the old product alive, and every month of delay is a month of that. The thirty customers are
paying, but each is also waiting to hear what will happen, and some are planning around a silence. Those
figures exist in the company's own records, in its time-sheets and its renewal dates, and that is where they

should be read; this chapter does not put a number on them.

The less visible cost is in the team. Santa Anna's canon, writing about the shadow emotions that gov-
ernance cultures leave unnamed, gives the most accurate description of the chief technology officer's last
request, and it is not an accusation: it describes "the paralyzing "analysis paralysis” that is often fear dis-
guised as thoroughness.” The extra analysis is a real question. It is also, quite possibly, the form his doubt
has taken because there is no other place in the meeting for it to go. A room with no rule for closing turns
every doubt into a request for more data, because a request for data is the one form of objection that can-

not be refused.

The thirty customers are paying a cost of their own, and it is the one that will be remembered longest. Sev-
eral have asked their account managers whether the product has a future, and have been told, cruchfully,
that a decision is expected soon. That answer has now been given four times. A customer who is told some-
thing will be decided soon, four times, does not conclude that the company is careful. She concludes that it
does not know, and she begins, quietly, to look at alternatives of her own. The company's renewal records

will show this in a year, and nobody will connect it to a whiteboard in March.

The habit also spreads. A team that watches its leadership take four meetings over a decision everyone
already agrees on learns that decisions here are slow, and plans accordingly, by building in delay, by asking
for decisions earlier than they need them, and by holding their own decisions until they are sure nobody
above will reopen them. Where the Flow Stops reads [the meeting after the meeting]({{BOOK:orgdev-flow}}),
where a firm's real assessment of a project is held in the lift; the long room has a corridor of its own, and in

it the engineers have been saying for months what the whiteboard says in four colours.
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Closing the room

HAUTE LUMIERE - WHO DECIDES - CHAPTER THREE

Closing the room
What changes this is a rule stated at the start of the meeting, and the discipline to keep it at the end.

Picture the fifth meeting. The chief executive opens it with three sentences she has written down. This is a
deep decision, and it is a decision for today. We will look for agreement until half past five. If we have it, good; if we
do not, I will decide, and each of you will be asked one question: can you live with it, and if not, what harm do you
see? She has done one more thing beforchand. She has asked the company's longest-serving board member,

who sold a product line of her own a decade ago and has no stake in this one, to read the whiteboard and
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tell her privately what she would do. That is Eisenhardt's counsellor, and the conversation took twenty
minutes on the telephone. And she has gone through the agenda for the next month and marked every
item with its speed. Three of them were swift decisions that had been brought to the executive team only
because nobody was sure they could be taken anywhere else, and she has sent each back to the person who

raised it with a note saying it is theirs to make.

The chief technology officer's analysis has arrived, and it says what everyone expected: the last eight cus-
tomers will cost more to migrate than the others, and the cost is manageable. The discussion that follows is
short, because everyone knows when it ends. At twenty past five the chief executive decides: option B, the
product retired next summer, the last eight customers migrated first with an engineer assigned to each.
Then she runs the round. The chief technology officer has no objection. The head of finance has none. The
head of customer success has one, and states it as a harm: two of the thirty are hospitals with a regulatory
audit in the summer, and a migration in the same month would put them at risk. The decision is changed

in the room to meet it. The two hospitals move in the spring.

The order of what the chief executive did matters more than the rule itself. She named the speed of the de-
cision before anyone spoke, so nobody had to argue that it was ready. She set the time at which agreement
would stop being sought, which made agreement easier to reach before it. She heard an outside counsellor
before the meeting rather than during it, so the advice informed her without becoming one more voice at
the whiteboard. And in the round she asked for harms, not preferences, which gave the head of customer

success a way to say what her stomach had been telling her that was neither a veto nor a complaint.

There are predictable ways this goes wrong, and Chapter 7 carries them with the run sheet for the round.
The owner decides before the hearing and runs the round as a formality, and the room learns that consent
means compliance. An objection is answered with an argument rather than a change, and the next one is
not raised. The rule is used for swift decisions that should never have come to the meeting at all, and the

meetings grow longer.

A closed meeting raises a question of its own, which is what the four earlier meetings had cost, and how a
firm can count it (Chapter 5) without inventing a number. The canon's three speeds carry one more lesson
the long room has not yet needed. A deep decision, once made, is also the hardest kind to revisit, and a
firm that cannot bring itself to stop what it has started (Chapter 4) has a closing problem of a different

shape.

Setting the speed, and running the round

The chapter closed one meeting. The book can go further, into the finer points of closing every meeting

that should close, and leaving open the few that should not.
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Begin with the agenda. Before a leadership meeting, the person who chairs it marks every item with one of
the canon's three speeds. Swift items are clear, reversible and someone's to decide; they come off the agenda
and go back to that person with a note, and the meeting hears only the decision. Deep items are con-
sequential and hard to reverse; they stay, with a named owner, a time by which agreement will be sought
and the rule for what happens if it is not. Patient items are not yet ripe; they are listed with the date on
which they will return and the information that is being gathered in the meantime. An item with no speed

marked is not ready for the meeting.

The second finer point is the page the room decides from. Eisenhardt's fast teams held their alternatives
side by side, and the practical form is a single page with the options in columns and the same few ques-
tions in rows: what it would cost, what it would risk, what it would need, what it would make impossible.
A team that has the options in columns compares them with each other. A team that discusses them one

by one, at successive meetings, compares cach with a perfect option that does not exist.

The third is the counsellor. For a deep decision, the owner speaks before the meeting with one experienced
person who has no stake in the outcome: a board member, a former colleague, a senior person from anoth-
er part of the firm. The conversation is short and private, and its purpose is not approval. It is to hear,

once, how the decision looks to someone who has made one like it.

The fourth is the round itself. The owner states the decision she is minded to take. Then each person is
asked, in turn, beginning with the newest member and ending with the most senior, one question: can you
live with this, and if not, what harm do you see? There are three permitted answers. No objection. An objection,
which must name a harm to the organisation’s purpose, not a preference. Or a question, which is answered
before the round goes on. Nobody is asked whether they agree, because agreement is not what the round is

resting.

The fifth is what is done with an objection. There are three honest responses, and the owner should choose
one aloud. The decision can be changed to meet the harm, as the hospitals were moved to the spring. The
objection can be tested, by a named person by a date, if it rests on something that can be checked. Or it
can be answered, with a reason, if the owner judges that the harm is real but smaller than the cost of meet-
ing it; in which case the person who raised it is thanked, and the reason is recorded. An objection that is

simply overruled without one of these three teaches the room not to raise the next.

The sixth is silence. A round in which every answer is no objection, quickly, should make an owner more
careful, not less. The canon's sentence on silence is the rule: read it as information. The simplest check is to
ask, after the round, one person who said nothing whether there is something she would want the owner to

know before the decision is announced, and to ask it privately, afterwards, so that it costs her nothing.

And the decision that most changes the result is what the owner does when the round produces an objec-
tion she did not expect from someone she did not expect it from. If her face hardens, the round is over be-

fore it has begun, whatever is said afterwards. If she says tell me more about the harm, the next objection
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comes sooner and better. Chapter 6 places the three speeds and the round in the first month of a ninety-

day plan, and Chapter 7 gives the speed of a decision and the round as a page cach.

Ten past six, the fifth meeting

It is ten past six on a Thursday, and the long room on the second floor has been empty for forty minutes.
On the whiteboard the four options are still there in four colours, and someone has drawn a ring round B

and written a date beside it, and under it, smaller, hospitals in spring.

The head of customer success is at her desk with the spreadsheet open. She has written the first of the

thirty letcers. It says what will happen, and when, and who will help.

Tomorrow she will send the other twenty-nine.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Too Far In to Stop

Once a course is begun, the decision to continue is inherited rather than taken, and the remedy is written

at the start.
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Too Far In to Stop

HAUTE LUMIERE - WHO DECIDES - CHAPTER FOUR

Nine o'clock on a Sunday, the steering paper

It is nine o'clock on a Sunday evening, and the programme director of a housing association is at her kit-
chen table with the steering paper for Tuesday. The overhead light is on, and the rest of the house is dark.
The programme is a new system for scheduling repairs across eleven thousand homes, two years in, on its
fifth forecast. The template the programme office uses has a box on its first page headed Recommendation,
and in every paper since the first, the word in it has been Continue. She has typed it again. The cursor is

blinking after it.
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She proposed the system. She stood in front of the board two years ago with a slide of a repairs visit
booked in one call instead of three, and she believed it, and in part she still does. The supplier has missed
two releases. The tenants' panel has stopped asking when it will arrive. The operatives in the depots have
built their own spreadsheet to work round the parts that do arrive, which is the most reliable thing the
programme has produced. Her chest is tight in a way that is not about the deadline. She is a composite,
drawn from the way these evenings are described in the research below and in the house's own practice,

and no organisation is meant.

What she cannot quite see from the kitchen table is that nobody has ever decided to continue. The pro-
gramme was decided once, two years ago, by the board. Since then the steering group has received a paper
every quarter, and every paper has said Continue, and every meeting has noted it. The decision to stop has

never been on any agenda, because nobody is responsible for putting it there.

The house's Luminous 100, its reading of the frameworks every consultancy sells, describes the purpose of
the stage-gate process, the oldest formal answer to this problem, in a single plain sentence: it "Prevents the
common failure of carrying weak projects too long because of sunk cost attachment.? The housing associ-

ation has no gate. [t has a box with a word already typed in it.

This chapter makes one claim. Once a firm has committed to a course, the decision to continue is usually
not taken at all. It is inherited, quarter by quarter, by a review that has no stopping signal agreed in ad-
vance and is chaired by the people whose names are on the start. Escalation is less a failure of nerve than a

decision nobody has been given, and it is answered by writing the conditions for stopping before they are

l’lCCdCd.

Knee—deep

In 1976 the organisational psychologist Barry Staw pub]ished a study with a title that has become short-
hand for the whole subject: Knee-Deep in the Big Muddy*® He gave business-school students the role of a cor-
porate financial officer allocating research money between two divisions of a company, and then told them
how their first choice had turned out. Those who had made a choice that failed, and who felt personally re-
sponsible for it, put more money into the same division the second time, not less. The study's text was not
reopened for this book, and its design is given as the escalation literature has long described it. It is a

lﬂbOTZlEOI'y study Wlth students, and its authors le’ld SUucCcCessors have been careful about hOW fZLI' it travels.

Five years later Staw set out the general problem in a review, and its abstract is still the best short state-
ment of the mechanism: "Because it is often possible for persons who have suffered a setback to recoup
their losses through an even greater commitment of resources to the same course of action, a cycle of escal-
ating commitment can be produced.™ A setback creates the hope of recovery, and the hope of recovery

justifies the next commitment, and each commitment raises the cost of admitting the first was wrong,
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In 1985 Hal Arkes and Catherine Blumer gave the mechanism its everyday name in a paper called The Psy-
chology of Sunk Cost2® Their best-known demonstration, as it is usually reported, was a field experiment
with a university theatre's season tickets: people who had been sold tickets at the full price went to more
plays in the first part of the season than people who had been given a discount, as though the money
already spent obliged them to attend. The paper's text was not reopened for this book, and the experiment
is given in outline. What it shows, in a small and humane setting, is that a cost already paid and unrecover-

able still pulls on what people do next, even when they know it should not.

None of this says that persistence is foolish. Many projects that are rescued after a setback should have
been rescued. What the research shows is that the decision to continue is made under a particu]ar distor-
tion, one that pushes in one direction, and that the people most subject to it are the ones who made the

first decision.

Read the steering paper through Staw's abstract and its fifth forecast has a familiar shape. Each forecast
since the first has followed a setback, a missed release or a supplier change, and each has proposed a recov-
ery: one more release, a new module, a further quarter. Each recovery, considered alone, is plausible. What
the paper never shows is the series. A reader who saw only the fifth forecast would judge it on its merits. A
reader who saw all five side by side would see a cycle, and would ask the question none of the forecasts
contains: if the next recovery fails as the last four did, what then? The template has no place for that ques-

tion, because it was designed to report progress, and a programme reports progress until it stops.
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A fair in Vancouver

HAUTE LUMIERE - WHO DECIDES - CHAPTER FOUR

A fair in Vancouver

Laboratory findings invite the question of whether real organisations behave the same way, and in 1986
Jerry Ross and Barry Staw answered it with a case® They studied the decision of the government of British
Columbia to hold a world's fair, Expo 86, in Vancouver. Their abstract gives the arc in one sentence: "Des-
pite rapidly increasing deficit projections (from a $6-million projected loss in 1978 to over a $300-million

projected loss in 1985), the provincial government remained steadfast in its plans to hold Expo."
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Their account of why is the part of the paper that matters to the housing association. The case, the abstract
says, "not only illustrates the frequently studied processes of self-justification and biased information pro-
cessing but also highlights the potential importance of institutional explanations of escalation.” And it
proposes that "escalation starts with project and psychological forces but can evolve over time into a more
structurally determined phenomenon.” The fair began as a project its sponsors believed in. By the end it
was a commitment held in place by contracts, reputations, public statements and the simple fact that every
institution around it had organised itself on the assumption that it would go ahead. Ross and Staw later
studied a nuclear power plant on Long Island, Shoreham, that was abandoned only after many years, as a

case of how organisations do eventually exit.

A meta-analysis published in 2012 by Dustin Sleesman and colleagues gathered more than three decades of
this research and Compared the many explanations offered for escalation, from self—justiﬁcation to the
framing of losses to the social and structural pressures Ross and Staw described.® Its abstract notes that
"lictle effort has been made to systematically investigate these various accounts,” which is what the authors
set out to do. The broad lesson of the literature is that escalation has several causes at once, which is why

no single remedy, such as telling people to ignore sunk costs, reliably works.

That lesson matters for anyone tempted to treat escalation as a personal weakness. The programme direct-
or is not a person who cannot let go. She is a person inside a structure that has made letting go the only act
that nobody is assigned to perform. The supplier is contracted to deliver, the programme office to report,
the steering group to receive the report and the board to be told. Each does its job. A stop is nobody's job,
and so, as Ross and Staw found in Vancouver, the project continues not because anyone decided it should

but because every institution around it is organised on the assumption that it will.

The repairs programme is somewhere between the two ends of Ross and Staw's arc. It began with a direct-
or's belief. It is now held up by a supplier contract, a board paper, a tenants' charter that promised the new
system, and a programme office whose posts exist because the programme does. Each of those is reasonable.

Together they make a structure in which Continue is the only word the template has room for.

The name on the start

Staw's students escalated most when they felt personally responsible for the first decision, and the housing

association has arranged its review so that the person most responsible writes the paper.

This is not a criticism of the programme director. It is a description of the template. She is the person who
knows the programme best, so she writes its paper. She is also the person whose judgement two years ago is
on trial in every paper she writes, and she knows it, and her chest knows it. The steering group, which in-
cludes the director of operations who seconded the original proposal, reads the paper in the same light.

Nobody in the room has a role in which recommending a stop would be an ordinary piece of work.
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Santa Anna's canon, writing about organisations that cannot move on from what they have lost, describes
the mechanism in terms that are usually reserved for grief, and they fit: "Decisions that would require re-
visiting past losses are unconsciously avoided." To stop the programme would be to lose two years, a suppli-
er relationship and a public promise, and to lose also the version of herself that stood in front of the board.
The canon notes elsewhere how organisations disguise such losses even from themselves: "They are framed
as changes, decisions, strategic pivots, transitions — language that implies forward movement rather than

the experience of something being taken away."

The Cairn, another of the house's books, reads [what happens when a goal is made to carry something it
cannot hold](https://hautelumiere.1ife/editions/rsd—rsd—and—self—conﬁdence/page/), and a programme that
carries its sponsor's standing is a goal of exactly that kind. The canon's book on governance records the pat-
tern at the scale of a whole organisation, a healthcare network whose strategic initiatives had each fol-
lowed the same arc: "enthusiastic announcement, initial momentum, gradual erosion, and quiet abandon-
ment." Quiet abandonment is the other way escalation ends. The project is not stopped. It is starved, and

nobody has to say the word.

The director of operations, who seconded the proposal, carries a version of the same weight, and so does
the board, which approved it in public and told the tenants' panel. Each of them would find it easier to
stop the programme if someone else proposed it, and each assumes, reasonably, that the person best placed
to propose it is the programme director. She assumes the same of them. It is the unowned decision of

Chapter 1, arriving at the end of a commitment rather than the beginning.

The Luminous 100 offers a different word for stopping, and it is worth taking seriously because it changes
what a stop means to the people in the room. In its reading of the stage-gate, "the "kill" decision is re-
framed from failure to composting”. A stopped project is not nothing. It is the knowledge, the spreadsheet
in the depots, the data cleaned for the migration and the people freed for other work, returned to the or-

ganisation as material for what comes next.

A stopping signal written at the start

The research on escalation is more useful on prevention than on cure, and its best advice is about what to

write down before anyone has anything to defend.

In 1993 Daniel Kahneman and Dan Lovallo described the pattern by which managers make timid choices
and bold forecasts, and the remedy they argued for, taking an outside view of how projects like this one
usually go rather than an inside view of how this one is planned, has become standard advice.* Their text
was not reopened for this book, and the argument is summarised. The practical version is a single question
asked at the start: Ofprogrammes like ours, in organisations like ours, how many arrived on time, and what

happened to the ones that did not?
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A second instrument works on the same principle from the other direction. In 1989 Deborah Mitchell, Ed-
ward Russo and Nancy Pennington studied what they called prospective hindsight, which their abstract
describes as "generating an explanation for a future event as if it had already happened." Explanations for
events treated as certain, they found, were longer and contained more episodic reasons. The psychologist
Gary Klein later built a practice on the idea, the premortem, in which a team imagines that its project has
failed and writes down why, before it starts. The Cairn also shows how [an obstacle written down in ad-
vance arrives as an appointment rather than a verdict](heeps://hautelumiere.life/editions/rsd-rsd-and-self-

confidence/page/), and a stopping signal is an obstacle written down for the whole organisation.

Asked at the housing association two years ago, the outside-view question would have been uncomfortable
and useful. Large systems programmes in organisations of its size have a long public record of running late
and over cost, and the board could have read some of that record in an afternoon, in the reports that pub-
lic bodies are required to publish about their own programmes. Nobody would have concluded that the re-
pairs system should not be builc. 'Ihey might have concluded that a programme which was expected to run

late needed, from its first day, a clear statement of how late was too late.

Santa Anna's book on decision-making describes the same discipline as a property of the decision itself
rather than of the people making it: "Building review and adaptation into the decision architecture — what
we call 1earning loops — transforms decisions from static pronouncements into 1iving, evolving commit-
ments." Among the questions it asks of every loop is one the housing association's template has never con-

tained: "What voices were right that were initiaﬂy dismissed?"
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The review with a door in it

HAUTE LUMIERE - WHO DECIDES - CHAPTER FOUR

The review with a door in it
What changes the Sunday evening is a different template, and a different person reading it.

Picture the same housing association a year later, starting its next large commitment, a programme to fic
new heating systems across its older homes. Before the board approves it, the sponsor writes a single page
that will be read at every review. It says what the programme expects to see, and by when: the number of
homes fitted by the end of the first year, the cost per home, the tenants' satisfaction measured the way the

association already measures it. It says what would make the programme pause and be reviewed from the
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beginning: two missed milestones in a row, or a cost per home above an agreed line, or the tenants' panel
withdrawing its support. It names the person who will read each review and recommend whether to con-
tinue, and that person is the director of finance, who did not propose the programme and whose standing
does not rise or fall with it. And it states that a recommendation to pause or stop is an ordinary outcome

of a review, to be thanked and acted on, not a failure to be explained.

The Luminous 100's description of the stage-gate gives the rule its older form: "Each gate has explicit criter-
ia — projects that don't meet criteria are killed, freeing resources for stronger ones." The page does the
same work in an organisation that has no gates. Its value is not that it predicts the future accurately;
nobody's first page does. Its value is that it was written by people who had nothing yet to defend, at the
one moment when the conditions for stopping could be stated without anyone hearing them as a verdict

on themselves.

For the repairs programme, which began without such a page, the programme director does something
harder. She rewrites the steering paper on the Monday. Its first page now has two columns: on the left,
what the board was told two years ago that the programme would have achieved by now; on the right,
what it has achieved. The recommendation box says: Pause new development for one quarter. Ask the director of
finance to lead an independent review, including the depots' spreadsheet, and bring a recommendation to the board.
She sends it before she can change her mind, and then, because she is honest, she sends a second email to

the director of operations, saying that she knows this is not what cither of them hoped to write.

The order of what she did matters. She put the original promise beside the present result, which made the
gap a matter of record rather than of her opinion. She asked for a reader who had not started the pro-
gramme. She named the depots’ spreadsheet, which made the operatives' work count before the review
began. And she proposed a pause rather than a stop, which made the decision reversible and so made it

possible to take.

The steering group, when it meets on Tuesday, does something it has not done before. It reads the two
columns in silence before anyone speaks, and then the chair asks the director of operations to speak first,
because his name is on the original proposal and the room needs to hear that he will not defend it for its
own sake. He says that the right-hand column is what he would have expected to see a year ago, and that he

agrees with the pause. The meeting takes forty minutes. Nobody is asked to exp]ain zmything.

There are predictable ways this goes wrong, and Chapter 7 carries them with the review page and its run
sheet. The stopping signal is quietly moved when it is reached. The independent reader is chosen by the
sponsor. The person who recommends the stop is moved to other work, and nobody recommends one
again. A firm that wants to know what its late stops cost will find that the answer lies in records it already

keeps (Chapter 5), and that the counting has to be agreed before the next commitment starts.
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The first two places a firm's decisions wait, the decision nobody owns (Chapter 1) and the approval queue,
are about decisions not yet made. This one is about a decision made so firmly that nobody can unmake it,

and it needs the same remedy at the other end: an owner, a date and a question that has a place to be asked.

Writing the page before the start

The chapter followed one programme to its stop and one to its first review. The book can go further, into

the finer points of writing the page that makes a scop possible.

Begin with the moment. The page is written before the commitment is approved, by the person proposing
it, and approved with it. Written later, it is written by someone who already has something to defend. If
the organisation has commitments ah‘eady running without such a page, which most do, the page is writ-
ten now, for each, by someone who did not start it, and the commitment is read against it from the next

review.

The second finer point is what the page contains, and it is short. What the commitment is expected to
show, by when, in measures the organisation already keeps. What would make it pause and be reviewed
from the beginning: a small number of signals, each stated as something anyone could see in a record, nev-
er as a judgement. Who will read each review and recommend, and that person is not the sponsor and does
not report to the sponsor. When the reviews will be held. And one sentence saying that a recommendation

to pause or stop is an ordinary outcome of a review.

The third is the level of the signals, and here the book is deliberately silent on ﬁgures. A signa] set too tight
will stop good work at its first difficulty; a signal set too loose will never be reached. The people who carry
the commitment's risk set them, from the organisation's own experience of commitments like this one. The
outside view of Kahneman and Lovallo is the best help: before setting a signal, ask how commitments of
this kind have usua]ly gone, here and elsewhere, and set the signal where a commitment would be going

clearly worse than the usual.

The fourth is the review itself. It begins with the two columns, what was expected by now and what has
happened, read in silence before anyone speaks. The reader speaks first and recommends. The sponsor
speaks next, and the question put to her is not why is it behind? but what do you know now that you did not
know at the start? Then the steering group decides: continue, change course, pause for review, or stop. A
pause is often the right first decision, because it is reversible, and a reversible decision is easier to take than

a final one.

The fifth is what a stop releases. The canon's word for it, composting, is practical. When a commitment
stops, write down what it leaves: the people freed and where they will go, the money not yet spent, the

knowledge gained, the parts that work and can be kept, like the depots' spreadsheet. A stop that releases
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nothing visible will be remembered as a loss. A stop whose released resources are named, and put to use

within a month, will be remembered as a decision.

The sixth is the person who recommends the stop. Her standing is the test of the whole practice. If she is
thanked in public and her next assignment is a good one, the organisation has learned that recommending
a stop is part of the work. If she is quietly moved aside, it has learned the opposite, and no page will ever

be read honestly again.

And the decision that most changes the result is the first time a signal is reached. Someone will propose
that the signal was set too tightly, and that it should be moved. Sometimes that is right. But it is decided
by the reader, not the sponsor, with the reason written down, and the commitment is reviewed from the
beginning cither way. A signal moved quietly when it is reached was never a signal. Chapter 6 places the
pages for running commitments in the second month of a ninety—day plan, and Chapter 7 gives the com-

mitment page and the two-column review as a page cach.

Nine o'clock on a Sunday, a year later

It is nine o'clock on a Sunday evening, and the programme director is at the kitchen table with a different
paper. The repairs programme was paused in the spring and closed in the summer, on the director of fin-
ance's recommendation. The depots' spreadsheet was kept, and rebuilt properly, and it now books most re-

pairs in one call.

The paper on the table is for the heating programme's first review. Its first page is the page written before
it began, with the expected figures on the left and the actual ones on the right. Two lines are behind. None

has reached its signal.

In the box headed Recommendation, the cursor is blinking on an empty line.
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CHAPTER FIVE

What a Late Yes Costs

The cost of a late decision can be counted, but only from records a firm already keeps and by rules agreed

in advance.
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What a Late Yes Costs

HAUTE LUMIERE - WHO DECIDES - CHAPTER FIVE

Half past five, the decision log

e is halfpast five on the last Friday of March, and the chief operating officer of a regional insurer has the
decision log open on the screen in the small meeting room by the claims floor. The blinds are half down
against a low sun. The log is a spreadsheet the convenor of a working group has kept since the first week of
January, and it has one row for every decision of any consequence that crossed the operations leadership in
the quarter: a hundred and forty rows. Each says what was decided, when it was first raised, when it was

decided, who decided it, and whether it has since been reopened. Nobody had kept such a list before.
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Across the table the finance director has a printout of the same sheet and a pencil. She has drawn a line
under the twenty longest waits. The longest is a change to the way small water-damage claims are ap-
proved, raised on the ninth of January and decided on the twenty-first of March, and in the column the
convenor added for notes it says agreed in principle 16 Jan; waited for sign-off. The chief operating officer looks
at that row and feels the same heat at the back of his neck he felt in January, when he first heard the

change described and thought, then, that it was obviously right.

He is a composite, drawn from the way such reviews are described in the research below and in the house's
own practice, and no insurer is meant. The finance director asks him the question he has been expecting.
What is it worth? He is tempted, for a moment, to muitipiy something by something and give her a iarge

number. He does not, because he knows she will ask him where each part of it came from.

Ammanuel Santa Anna's canon describes the cost he is looking at in a passage about trust that names its

price without inventing one:

In organizations with low collective trust — which is to say, in most soul-depleted organiza-

tions — cverything takes longer, costs more, and produces less. 2

This chapter makes one claim, and it closes the argument of the four before it. The cost of slow and unclear
decisions can be measured, but only by counting time from records the firm already keeps, pricing only
what those records show, and agreeing before anything changes how the count will be read. A decision log
kept for one quarter is both the first measure of where a firm's decisions wait and the baseline against

which any gain from deciding better can honestiy be counted.

Good enough, by when

The scholar who did most to describe how organisations actually decide was Herbert Simon, and his ac-
count begins with a limit. In 1955 he published A Behavioral Model of Rational Choice, which argued that real
decision makers do not search all the alternatives and pick the best; they lack the information, the time
and the capacity to compute it.# The following year, in Rational Choice and the Structure of the Environment,
he described what they do instead, the behaviour he called satisficing: searching until an option is found
that is good enough, and stopping there.2® Both papers are summarised here from their long reception, and
their text was not reopened for this book. Simon's work on bounded rationality earned him the Nobel me-
morial prize in economics in 1978. Before either paper, in Administrative Behavior (1947), he had made the
organisation itself the subject: a firm, he argued, is a structure for dividing up decisions, deciding which
premises each person decides from and which are decided for them by the people around them.22 Read that

way, every row of the convenor's iog is a small piece of the firm's design, made visible.

Simon's idea is often read as a description of human limitation, and it is that. It is also a description of

time. A decision has a moment at which it is needed, and a choice that is optimal but late can be worse
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than a choice that is good enough and on time. The water-damage change was good enough on the six-

teenth of January. Everything after that date was not deliberation. It was waiting.

That is the first thing a decision log shows, and it shows it without any arithmetic. Read down the conven-
or's notes column and the same phrases recur: agreed in principle, waiting for sign-off, needs to go to the next
meeting, parked pending. Each marks a point at which a decision was, in Simon's sense, already made, and the
firm went on holding it. The canon's book on governance gives the general form of what the log has caught:
"Every hierarchical organization is, to some degree, making decisions based on distorted information." The
same book notes where some of the waiting comes from, in a list of what low trust does to an ordinary
week: "Meetings take 10nger because people are managing impressions rather than speaking truth." The log
does not record impressions. It records dates. But a decision that took nine weeks from agreement to sign-

off is, very often, a decision that waited for someone to feel safe enough to put a name o it.

The log adds a second sentence beside it. Every organisation is also, to some degree, making decisions late,

and it rarely knows by hOW much.
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HAUTE LUMIERE - WHO DECIDES - CHAPTER FIVE

Three hundred and ﬁﬁy—eight decisions

Speed is not the only thing worth counting, and the best-known study of decisions that went wrong is a

warning against counting it alone.

The management scholar Paul Nuct spent much of his career Collecting decisions made in real organisa-
tions and following what happened to them. In 1999 he summarised the work in an article whose title
states its finding: Surprising but True: Half the Decisions in Organizations Fail 3 His abstract describes "Studies

of 358 decisions in medium to large organizations in the U.S. and Canada,” and traces the failures "to man-
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agers who impose solutions, limit the search for alternatives, and use power to implement their plans.”
Success went with the opposite habits: managers "who make the need for action clear at the outset, set ob-
jectives, carry out an unrestricted search for solutions, and get key people to participate”. The tactics most

prone to fail, the abstract adds, "were used in two of every three decisions that were studied.”

Nutt's definition of failure, and how each decision was classified, is in the full work, which was not re-
opened for this book; the figure is his, and it should be read as one researcher's careful judgement across a
large set of cases, not as a law. But its direction agrees with a 10ngitudina1 study published three years carli-
er. James Dean and Mark Sharfman followed fifty-two strategic decisions in twenty-four companies to see
whether the way a decision was made affected how well it turned out, and their answer, as the literature
has long summarised it, was that it did: decisions made with more careful gathering and analysis of inform-

ation were more effective, and decisions shaped by political manoeuvring less so3t

Put those two studies beside the decision log and they say what the log must also count. A firm that meas-
ured only how 10ng its decisions took would reward the habits Nutt found in failing decisions, the imposed
solution and the narrowed search, because those are fast. Chapter 3 described the speed trap a team can fall
into when every decision is treated as urgent, and a measure of speed alone would build the trap into the
firm's own figures. The insurer's own log bears this out on a small scale. Of the decisions made fastest in the
quarter, within a day of being raised, several were reopened within a month, because they had been made
by one person on the spot without asking the people who would carry them out. Of the decisions that took
longest, almost none were reopened, but that was because most of them had waited for nothing more use-
ful than a signature. Neither end of the distribution is the target. The target is a decision made as soon as

the people who know enough have been heard, by someone entitled to make it, and then left alone.

So the convenor's sheet has a column for reopening. A decision that is made quickly and unmade a month
later has not been made quickly. Santa Anna's book on governance asks the same of every decision once it
has been carried out: "Did the decision produce the intended results? Were there unintended con-

sequences? What can be learned?"

What the log can price, and what it cannot

The finance director's question deserves a careful answer, because the honest answer is smaller than the

temptation and much more USGfUl.

Some of what a late decision costs is in records the insurer already keeps. The water-damage change, once
made, lets claims handlers settle small claims on the first call instead of sending cach one for a second ap-
proval. The claims system records when every claim was opened and when it was settled; it has done so for
years. It is therefore possible to see, from the firm's own data, how long small water-damage claims took
before the change and how long they take after it, and to read, from the time each handler records against

a claim, how much work the second approval used to take. The days between the sixteenth of January and
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the twenty-first of March are days on which that saving was available and not taken. Their cost is in the re-

cords, and it can be counted.

Other costs are real and cannot be counted from any record. The handlers who knew for two months that a
simpler process had been agreed and was not being used. The customers whose claims took a week longer
than they needed to, some of whom will not renew, for reasons the insurer will never be told. The team
leader who raised the change and has quietly concluded that raising changes is not worth the trouble. The
canon 1is right that these are the larger costs over time, and its book on performance is right about what
follows from that: the answer is not to give up on counting, "Not by abandoning measurement — that
would simply replace one form of blindness with another”. The answer is to count what the records show,
say plainly what they do not, and never put an estimate of the second kind into a figure that someone will

be asked to sign.

Practitioners and consultancies have published figures for what slow decisions cost firms in general, and
some of them are large. This chapter does not repeat any of them, because they are rarely traced to a study
that measured them, and because a general figure is no use to the finance director. She does not need to
know what decisions cost the average insurer. She needs to know what the water-damage change cost this

one, and the claims system can tell her.

There is a discipline in that smaller answer that the chief operating officer comes to value. A figure builc
from the claims system can be checked by anyone with access to the system, including an auditor, a regu-
lator or a sceptical colleague in another department. A figure built from estimates of goodwill lost can be
checked by nobody, and so it will be believed only by the people who already agreed with it. The first kind
of figure persuades. The second kind starts arguments, and the argument is usually about the person who

produced it rather than about the decisions it was meant to describe.

A baseline in a spreadsheet

All of this could be read as a reason for caution, as though no gain from deciding better could ever be

measured well enough to share. The opposite is true, and the shape of an honest measure is not new.

The house's first book on organisations, Where the Flow Stops, sets out [how a gain is measured in a way both
sides would sign]({{BOOK:orgdev-flow}}): a baseline locked at the start from records already kept, adjust-
ments named in advance, a second measure that would expose gaming, a calculation checked by someone
with no stake in the answer, and the result shown to the people whose work produced it. That shape ap-

plies to decisions as well as to scrap, and the decision log makes it practical.

The log's first quarter is the baseline. It shows, for each kind of decision, how long it took from being
raised to being made, how often it was reopened, and who made it. Beside it sit the operational records the

decisions touch, the claims times, the repair times, the approval times in the purchasing system, each of
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which the firm already keeps and has kept for years. The adjustments are named before the second quarter
begins: a holiday period, a change of system, a surge of claims after a scorm. The second measure, beside the
time a decision takes, is the rate at which decisions are reopened, so that a firm cannot appear to decide
faster by deciding worse. Each adjustment deserves a sentence written in advance, because each will be ar-
gued about if it is written afterwards. The storm that doubles the number of claims in a fortnight will slow
every decision connected to claims, and the agreement says, before any storm, that weeks of that kind are
cither excluded or read separately. The new claims system due in the autumn will change how dates are re-
corded, and the agreement says that the old and new records will be run side by side for a month before
any comparison is made across the change. None of this is sophisticated. All of it is the difference between

a figure that survives its first sceptic and one that does not.

The figures are calculated by someone in finance who reports outside operations, and shown to the opera-
tions team in the same form finance sees them. Which records, which adjustments and which period are
questions for each firm and the people it covers, and they are the substance of an engagement rather than a

book. How a measured gain is then divided is not described here at all.

It is worth saying who this protects. A measure agreed in advance protects the people who changed how
decisions are made, the team leader who raised the water-damage change, the handlers who now settle on
the first call, from the scepticism of whoever reads the figure later. Without it, the gain depends on the
story the chief operating officer tells. With it, the gain depends on what the claims system recorded, by

rules everyone saw before they started.

The house's interest in this is stated once, plainly. Luminous Prosperity works with organisations to find
the gains they already hold, where work, knowledge and decisions have stopped moving, and to share in
what is found. Sharing is only honest when the measurement is, which is why this chapter has spent so

much of itself on the part most discussions of decision-making leave out.
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Reading the log

HAUTE LUMIERE - WHO DECIDES - CHAPTER FIVE

Reading the log

What the chief operating officer and the finance director do next is the practice this chapter is about, and

it takes an afternoon.

They sort the hundred and forty rows by the time each decision took, and look first at the slowest tenth,
not the average, because the average hides the decisions that waited longest. For each of those fourteen
they ask the same three questions. Who decided it, in the end? Who could have decided it, on the day it

was raised, with what they knew? And what did the wait hold up, in a record that would show it? Nine of
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the fourteen were decided by the chief operating officer and could have been decided by the person who
raised them. Three waited because nobody was sure who owned them. Two waited for good reason, on a

regulacor.

Then they look at the eleven decisions that were reopened. Seven were reopened because something the
person deciding needed to know had not been asked for at the start; four because the person who decided
was overruled later by someone who had not been in the room. The canon's book on governance poses the
question beneath both lists: "Are there decisions being made at the wrong level of the system?" The 10g an-

swers it, row by row, without anyone having to argue.

They agree three changes, and they write them on one page. Small claims decisions of the water-damage
kind move to the claims team leaders, who tell the chief operating officer the same day. Every decision
raised to the operations leadership carries an owner and a date on the day it is raised. And the two largest
programmes on the books each get a page saying what would make them pause. Before they sign anything
they do one more thing, which costs nothing and changes what the log means to the people who fill it. The
chief operating officer writes to the claims team leader who raised the water-damage change in January. He
tells her the date it was agreed, the date it was decided and the reason for the gap, which was his own sign-
off; and he tells her that the decision is now hers to make for changes of that kind. Santa Anna's book on
decision-making names the failure this note is meant to prevent: "Without clear accountability structures
and feedback loops, the collective intelligence of the deliberation phase can be quietly overridden by the
operational preferences of a few." The team leader's change was overridden by nothing more than a queue.

The note says so, and says what has changed.

Then the finance director writes a fourth line, which is the one that will matter most next quarter: what
will be counted, from which records, against which baseline, with which adjustments, calculated by whom.

They both sign it.

There are predictable ways this goes wrong, and Chapter 7 carries the log, the review and the measurement
conversation as run sheets. The log is kept for a month and then lapses. The slowest decisions are explained
rather than examined. The ﬁgure is calculated after the fact by the person whose standing it serves. And
the first quarter's figures are compared with the worst quarter rather than an ordinary one, which flatcers

the start and punishes everything after.

Keeping the 1og in your own building

The chapter read one quarter of one log. The book can go further, into the finer points of keeping one,

which is less simple than a spreadsheet makes it look.

Begin with what counts as a decision. The log is for decisions of consequence that cross a leadership team

or travel upward: approvals, policy changes, commitments, exceptions, choices among options. It is not for
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the routine work of the operation, which has its own records. A useful test is whether, if the decision were
made wrongly, someone senior would expect to hear about it. In a team of a few hundred people the log

usually runs to a hundred or so rows a quarter, which is enough to read and few enough to keep.

The second finer point is the date a decision was raised, which is the hardest field to fill honestly. The rule
is the first written record: the email, the paper, the ticket in which the choice was first put to someone who
could make it. Not the date it reached the agenda, which flatters the queue, and not the date someone first
thought of it, which nobody can check. The convenor fills it from the record, and when the record is un-

clear says so in the notes column rather than guessing.

The third is the other columns, and they are few. What was decided, as a sentence. Who decided it. The
date it was decided. Who was heard. Whether it was reopened within three months, and why. What it held
up while it waited, if a record shows it. A 10g with twenty columns is not kept for 1ong. A log with seven is

kept for years.

The fourth is who keeps it. The convenor, a person trusted to write down what happened rather than what
the leadership would like to have happened, and given an hour or two a week to do it. The log is read by
the leadership weekly, in a few minutes, and reviewed properly each quarter. It is visible to the people

whose decisions are in it.

The fifth is how it is read. Look at the slowest tenth before the middle, because the middle hides the waits
that matter. Look at the reopened decisions beside the fast ones, because a decision made fast and re-
opened was not made fast. Look at who decided, and ask, for the slowest and the reopened, who could
have. And look for repeated phrases in the notes, waiting for sign-off, parked, next meeting, because each is a

place where the firm holds decisions it has already made.

The sixth is the link to the measure. The first quarter of the log, and the operational records beside it, is the
baseline, and the measurement conversation of this chapter is held before the second quarter begins, with
the adjustments named in advance and the calculation done by someone outside operations. If any change
has already begun before the log was kepe, agree the measurement for it from now and do not count the

carlier improvement; that is a real cost and a small one beside a figure nobody believes.

And the decision that most changes the result is what happens to the people in the log. If the slowest de-
cisions are used to blame the people who held them, the log will be kept less honestly every quarter until it
describes nothing. If they are used, as the chief operating officer used them, to see where the firm's design
makes decisions wait, the log becomes the most useful page the leadership reads. Chapter 6 places the log
at the start of a ninety-day plan, and Chapter 7 gives the log, the quarterly review and the measurement

conversation as a page each.
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WHAT A LATE YES COSTS

Half past five, the next quarter

It is half past five on the last Friday of June, and the chief operating officer has the decision log open in the
small meeting room by the claims floor. There are a hundred and twelve rows this quarter. The slowest

tenth is shorter than it was. Four decisions have been reopened.

On the table is the page the finance director signed in March. Beside it is the management accountant's
sheet, which says what the claims system says: small water-damage claims are settled faster than they were,
against the baseline, after the adjustment for the storm in May, and the rate of complaints has not risen.

The figure is smaller than the one he was tempted to give in March. Nobody in the room will dispute it.

He closes the laptop, and the sun on the blinds goes on falling across the empty claims floor, where the last

handler has just settled the last small claim of the day on the first call.

A NOTE FROM THE HOUSE

The cost of a late decision can be counted, but only from records a firm already keeps and by rules
agreed in advance. Counted that Way, a SOOner yes is a gain two parties can share. Luminous Prosper-

ity Inc. does this work inside organisations, and is paid as a share of the gain it helps find.

REQUEST A CONVERSATION
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THE FIRST NINETY DAYS

CHAPTER SIX

The First Ninety Days

Five practices set in order, from counting the decisions a frm already makes to measuring what deciding

better is worth.
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The First Ninety Days

HAUTE LUMIERE - WHO DECIDES - CHAPTER SIX

Seven on a Monday, the car park

It is seven o'clock on a Monday, and the head of a division of an engineering firm, some five hundred
people across three sites, is sitting in her car in the car park with the engine off. The rain has just stopped
and the windscreen is still beaded. On the passenger seat is a notebook in which, over the weekend, she
wrote one line: Nobody here knows who decides anything. She has read the first five chapters of a book like
this one, or lived them, and she means to do something about it. The temptation, which she can feel in her

shoulders, is to walk in at half past seven and announce a new decision framework by Friday.
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She is a composite, drawn from the way these first weeks are described in the research the earlier chapeers
read and in the house's own practice, and no firm is meant. This chapter is written to her, and to anyone in
her position: the person who runs something and wants to begin. It describes the first ninety days in order,
with who is in the room, what each step needs, roughly how long it takes, the decisions that change the res-
ult, the mistakes made at each step and how to see them early, how to read what comes back, and what to

do on the first Monday. The run sheets and working pages it refers to are gathered in Chapter 7.

Two things should be said before the plan. The first is that nothing here needs a programme, a framework
with a name or a launch. Ammanuel Santa Anna's canon puts the reason in a sentence about governance
that every first ninety days should begin under:3 "governance is not a structure. It is a pracrice.” A leader
who introduces decision roles as an initiative, with a slide and a title, will find that people respond to the
initiative and not to the decisions. The second is that the order matters more than any single step. The
chapters were written in the order a reader meets the problem. The ninety days run in the order the prac-

tices depend on each other.

Why this order

The five practices of this book are the decision line (Chapter 1), the sort and the steps of authority
(Chapter 2), the speeds and the consent round (Chapter 3), the commitment page and the two-column re-
view (Chapter 4), and the decision 10g with its measurement conversation (Chapter 5). In the first ninety
days they run in a different sequence: count, then name, then close, then move down, then review what is

running, then measure.

The reasoning is simple. Every later practice changes who decides what, and people accept such changes
when they can see why they are being made. So the first step changes nothing and counts everything: the
log is started on day one, because it is the only record of how decisions moved before anything was
changed, and it becomes the baseline Chapter 5 requires. Naming owners comes next, because it costs least
and is most visible, and because nothing can be moved down until it is clear who held it. The speeds and
the round follow, in the leader's own meetings, where she controls the conditions and everyone can watch.
Moving decisions down comes only once the room has seen that an owned decision is respected, because
the people receiving authority are watching for exactly that. The pages for running commitments come in
the second month, once the leadership has the habit of reading a page before speaking. And the measure-
ment conversation is held last, because it measures what the other steps have found, but its history is fixed
in the first ten days, for the reason Chapter 5 gives: a baseline drawn after the changes have begun has

nothing 1’101’1€St tO measure against.

The canon's book on decision-making gives the principle behind the whole plan in one question: "the ques-

tion is not "What is the best decision-making method?" but rather "What does this particular decision, in
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this particular context, with these particular people, actually require?"" The first ten days are spent finding

out what the firm's decisions require, by looking at them.

Who is in the room
Three roles carry the first ninety days, and they are named before anything else is done.

The sponsor is the most senior person whose decisions the practices will touch. In a small firm it is the
chief executive; in a large one, the head of a division or a site, like the woman in the car. Her job is not to
manage the work. It is to go first in her own meetings, to name herself as owner where she is the owner
and someone else where she is not, and to protect the people who make decisions that used to be hers. Ex-

pect it to take three to five hours a week, most of it inside meetings she already holds.

The working group is small: four to six people. It includes someone who runs operations, someone from
finance who will later hold the measurement conversation, two people from below the leadership whose
decisions travel upward most often, and, on purpose, one person who joined recently, because newcomers
still notice how long things take. It meets for an hour a week. Its job is to read the log, run the sort and

bring back what it finds.

The convenor keeps the log of Chapter 5: every decision of consequence, raised and decided, with its owner
and whether it was reopened. Often this is the operations member of the group. The convenor needs about
two hours a week, and the one quality that macters most is that people trust the convenor to record what

happened rather than what the sponsor would like to have happened.

One decision changes the result more than any other at this stage. The sponsor must decide, before day
one, which decisions she herself will give away in the ninety days, and be Willing to name them. A sponsor
who intends to change how everyone else decides while keeping her own desk as it was will find, as the

founder in Chapter 2 did, that the decisions keep flowing back to it.
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e -

Days one to ten: counting before changing
HAUTE LUMlERE - WHO DECIDES - CHAPTER SIX
Days one to ten: counting before changing

The ﬁI'St ten days change nothing ViSible. They gather fOLII' inputs, and the convenor d0€S most Of the gatl’l’

ering.

The first is the log itself; started on day one and filled backwards for the previous quarter from the records
that exist: the minutes, the approval system, the purchasing system's dates, the email trail of the larger de-

cisions. It will be incomplete. That is expected, and the notes column says where.
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The second is a list of the standing meetings in which decisions are taken, with who attends. The sponsor
sits in on two or three she does not usually attend and, in each, counts: how many items were marked for
decision, how many were decided, how many were moved to the next meeting, and how many had an own-
er anyone could name. Chapter 7 gives the signs that decisions are waiting as a single page, and she ticks

them as she sees them.

The third is the decision inventory of Chapter 7: the fifteen or twenty most significant decisions of the last
quarter, and for each, who decided in the end, who held the knowledge it needed, and whether they were
the same person. The canon's book on governance describes the purpose of the exercise in a sentence: "The

gaps between the two maps arc your governance opportunities.”

The fourth is the history the measurement conversation will read. Finance and the convenor list the opera-
tional records the firm's decisions touch, the lead times, the approval dates, the hire and overtime costs, the
complaint and claim times, and copy out the last one to two years of each, dated and filed unaltered. Noth-

ing is decided about it yet. It is fixed before anything could move it.

At the end of the ten days the working group meets for the first time and writes, on a single page, its first
guess at where decisions wait: two or three kinds of decision that seem to have no owner, one or two that
travel further up than they need to, one or two meetings that cannot close, and any commitment that
seems to be continuing because nobody has asked whether it should. It is a guess, and labelled one. The

page is kept and read again on day ninety.

What goes wrong at this stage. The commonest mistake is to announce. A sponsor who tells the division
that she is starting a programme on decision rights will find chat every manager starts copying her on
everything, to be safe, and the log fills with decisions that were never hers. The early sign is a sudden rise in
what reaches her desk. The second mistake is to begin with a framework, roles handed out across the whole
organisation before anyone has looked at the decisions. The roles will be drawn around the organisation
chart, which is exactly the map the canon warns is not the authority structure. The third is to judge. The
log of the last quarter will show waits that reflect badly on particular people, sometimes on the sponsor

herself Ifthe ﬁTSt use ofthe log is to blame someone, the 10g WIH be kept 1€SS honestly {:1'01’1’1 that day

Days eleven to thirty: naming and closing

In the third week the sponsor changes two of her own standing meetings, chosen because decisions are

made there and because the first ten days showed them failing to close.

Before cach meeting, she marks every item with its speed, as Chapter 3 describes. Swift items go back, with
a note, to the person whose decision they are. Deep items carry a decision line at the top of the paper, as
Chapter 1 describes: the choice in a sentence, the owner, the date, who is heard first and the few who must

agree. Patient items carry the date they will return. In the meeting, each deep decision is closed by the

business.hautelumiere.life/library/who-decides - business.hautelumiere.life 69


https://business.hautelumiere.life/library/who-decides
https://business.hautelumiere.life/

THE FIRST NINETY DAYS

owner at the time set, and the consent round of Chapter 3 is run before it is announced, beginning with

the newest person and ending with the most senior. Chapter 7 gives the run sheet for both.

Alongside the meetings, the sponsor does one quiet piece of work each week: she takes two of the unowned
decisions from the first-guess page and asks, upward or across, whose they are. When the answer comes,

she writes it down where the peop]e affected can see it.

The round adds about ten minutes to a meeting of eight people. The speeds usually save more than that,
because the swift items leave the agenda. In the first weeks the round produces mostly no objection, quickly.
The canon's guard against reading that as success is the right one, and the sponsor should expect three or

four meetings before the first real objection arrives.

The decision that changes the result is what she does with the first real objection, and above all with the
first one that turns out to be mistaken. She answers the harm, not the courage. She changes the decision,
tests the objection or gives her reason, aloud. And she treats a mistaken objection exactly as warmly as a
correct one. If she does those three things, the room learns quickly that objections are part of deciding. If

she misses one, it learns that too.

What goes wrong. The sponsor decides before the round and runs it as a formality. The decision line names
a committee. An owned decision is reopened by someone senior because they disliked it. The swift items
come back to the meeting because their owners do not believe they are really theirs. The early signs are vis-
ible in the 1og: if decisions marked deep are still being carried to a second meeting in week four, the closing
rule is not being kept; if decisions sent back as swift reappear, the people receiving them need to hear, in

person, that they are trusted with them.

How to read what comes back. By day thirty the convenor's log should show a handful of decisions closed
on the day set, each with a named owner, and fewer items carried between meetings. Read the objections
raised in the round as the working group's best evidence of where the firm's knowledge sits: the people who

raised harms nobody else saw are often the people who should own the next decision of that kind.

Days thirty—one to ﬁfty: moving decisions down

In the fifth week the working group runs the sort of Chapter 2 on one site or function, the one the first-
guess page named as sending most upward. It gathers the last twenty or thirty decisions that travelled, puts
the two questions to each, and sorts them into three piles: those that belong where they were raised, those

that belong above, and those that went up because someone was stuck.

The sort takes an afternoon. Then the sponsor and the manager whose site or function it is agree, for each
class of decision in the first pile, which step of authority it moves to and when that step will be reviewed:

recommend and act unless someone objects, decide and tell, or full authority. They write the edges of each
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class, set by the people who carry its risk. For the third pile they agree an escalation path, which is a named

person to ask for help with a hard case, and a time within which help will come.

The decisions that Change the result are about order and evidence. Move the commonest decisions first, be-
cause they are where the waiting accumulates and where the people below already know most. Use the re-
cords that already show those people's judgement, the 1ogs, the readings, the histories, as the evidence for
the move, and say so, so that the authority is seen to rest on something. And move fewer classes than seems

possible, SO that each can bC WZlECth.

What goes wrong. The person above keeps a shadow approval, asking to see each decision before it is acted
on. The edges are drawn so tightly that nothing real moves. A middle manager, newly trusted, becomes the
new bottleneck. The first decision made below that goes wrong is taken back up for good. Each has an carly
sign in the log: decisions in the moved classes that still show two names, the decider and someone above; a

moved class with no entries in a month; a new name appearing on most of the slow rows.

How to read what comes back. By day fifty the log should show the moved classes being decided where
they were raised, with the time from raised to decided falling for those rows, and the person above told the
same day. Read the reopened column beside it. If decisions in the moved classes are reopened more often
than before, look first at what the people deciding were not told, before concluding that they were not

ready.

Days forty—one to SCVGIlty: the pages fOl’ What 18 running

Overlapping with the sort, the leadership lists every commitment of consequence now running: pro-
grammes, projects, pi]ots, contracts with years still to run. For each it asks whether there is a page, written
at the start, saying what the commitment was expected to show and what would make it pause. Most will

have none.

For each commitment without one, the working group finds a reader who did not start it and does not re-
port to its sponsor, and asks that person to write the page now, with the sponsor's help but not under her
direction: what the commitment should have shown by now, by the measures the organisation already
keeps; what would make it pause; when it will next be reviewed. At the next review of each, the two

columns of Chapter 4 are read in silence before anyone speaks, and the reader recommends first.

The decision that changes the result is how the first recommendation to pause is received. The sponsor of
the division should be present, should thank the reader in a sentence, and should ask the commitment's
own sponsor what she knows now that she did not know at the scart. If the first pause is treated as an or-

dinary outcome, the next page will be written honestly.

What goes wrong. The reader is chosen by the sponsor. The signals are written so loosely that nothing

could reach them. A signal is reached and quietly moved. The person who recommended a pause is moved
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aside. The early sign of each is the same: the right-hand column of the two-column paper begins to be writ-

ten in adjectives rather than figures.

How to read what comes back. By day seventy each running commitment of consequence should have a
page and a date for its next review, and at least one should have been read against its page. A leadership
that finds every commitment on track against pages written in the same month has probably written the

pages to fit. Read the first pages again at day ninety, beside the log.

{ e )
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Days sixty-one to ninety: measuring what was found
HAUTE LUMIERE - WHO DECIDES - CHAPTER SIX
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Days sixty—one to ninety: measuring what was found

In the last month the working group chooses one or two of the changes made, the ones whose effect is
most likely to show in records the firm already keeps, and holds the measurement conversation of Chapter
5. Finance leads it. The operations member, the people whose decisions were moved and whoever will do

the calculation are in the room. The sponsor attends and says little.

The conversation follows the order in Chapter 7: what has changed in how the decision is made, in plain
words; what would show in existing records if it worked; what those records show over the history fixed in
the first ten days; what moves the figure for reasons nobody controls, and how each will be allowed for;
what second measure would show if decisions were merely being made faster and worse, and the reopening
rate in the log is the natural one; who calculates, and how it can be checked; how the result will be shown
to the people whose decisions produced it. The output is one page, signed by the people in the room. The

first conversation usually takes two meetings of ninety minutes. Later ones take one.

By day ninety the first rnonthiy figure should be on the page beside the log, read against the ordinary range

of its history, in the same form finance sees it.

The decision that Changes the result is timing, and most of it was taken on day ten, when the history was
fixed. If a team began to change how it decided before day ten, agree the measurement for that change
from now. The earlier improvement is not counted. That is a real cost and a small one beside a number

nobody believes.

What goes wrong. The baseline is taken from the worst recent quarter, because it makes the gain look large.
An adjustment is added after the results are in. Time is measured alone, without the reopening rate beside
it. The calculation is done privately and announced. The early sign of each is the same: someone in the
room, often one of the people whose decisions were moved, goes quiet. The sponsor's job at this step is to

notice who has stopped speaking,

What this step does not settle is how a measured gain is then shared with the peopie who produced it: the
proportions, the timing, the thresholds and the terms. Those depend on the organisation, its people and its
history. They are decided with the people who will be covered, and for an organisation working with Lu-
minous Prosperity they are the substance of the engagement, not of a book. What the first ninety days can

do is make that later decision honest, by produeing a gain that both sides aiready believe.

Day ninety: reading what you have

The working group meets on day ninety with five things on the table: the first-guess page from day ten, the
log of the quarter beside the log of the quarter before, the sorted stack with its steps of authority, the pages

for running commitments with their first reviews, and the signed measurement page with its first ﬁgure.
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It asks a short list of questions, in order. Where was the first guess right, and where wrong? Which de-
cisions now have an owner that had none? How has the time from raised to decided changed, in the slow-
est tenth as well as the middle, and has the reopening rate moved with it? Which classes of decision were
moved down, and what happened to them? Which commitments were read against a page, and what was
decided? Is there a gain both sides believe, and what does it show? And then the question that matters

most for the next ninety days: who is now deciding who was not, and who has scopped?

What not to conclude is as important. Ninety days are too short to say that the culture of decision-making
has changed; they are long enough to say whether the practices are being kept. One quarter's faster de-
cisions are not yet a gain, for the reasons Chapter 5 gave. And a log with few changes in it is itself a find-
ing: it usually means one of the carlier steps is not yet real, and the first place to look is whether owners are

rea]ly being named.

The canon's book on governance, describing the first pilot of a redesigned decision, gives the right expecta-
tion for the whole quarter: "Remember: distribuced authority is an iterative practice. The first design will
not be perfect. The goal is to begin the learning cycle.” The second ninety days begin from the log the first

ninety days produced.

What to do on Monday

If the whole of this chapter is too much to begin with, three things can be done on the first Monday, and

none of them needs anyone's permission.

Take the agenda of the next meeting you chair, and beside each item write whether it is swift, deep or not

yet ripe. Send the swift ones back to the people whose decisions they are.

Choose one decision that has been on more than one agenda. Write it as a sentence with a choice in it, and

ask the person above you, or beside you, whose it is. Write down the answer.

And start the log. A spreadsheet with seven columns, filled from this week's decisions: what was decided,
raised when, decided when, by whom, who was heard, whether it was reopened, and what it held up while

it waited.

The canon's book on governance closes one of its exercises with an instruction that fits the first Monday
better than any plan: "Simply notice. The noticing itself begins to shift the pattern” A firm that writes
down, for one quarter, when its decisions were raised and when they were made has already begun to de-

cide differently.
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Monday, day ninety-one

It is seven o'clock on a Monday, and the head of the division is in the car park with the engine off. The
windscreen is dry this time. On the passenger seat is the same notebook, and under the line she wrote

ninety-one days ago she has written a second: Some of them do now.

On her laptop the log shows a hundred and thirty rows for the quarter. The two meetings she chairs closed
every deep item on the day it was set. At one of the three sites, the maintenance team orders its own parts
and tells her the same afternoon. In finance's drawer there is a signed page with a history, two adjustments

and a first figure on it.

None of these has a name. Nobody has announced anything. She marks the first item on today's agenda

swift, sends it back to the person whose decision it is, and goes in.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

The Field Manual

Fourteen working pages, the decision line, the sort, the round, the review and the log, ready to carry into

a room.
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The Field Manual

HAUTE LUMIERE - WHO DECIDES - CHAPTER SEVEN

How to use these pages

The chapters of this book describe five practices as people doing them.® This chapter holds the working
pages: the run sheets, the question sets, the logs and the one-page agreements that the ecarlier chaprters
point to and do not print. Each page is meant to be photocopied, filled in by hand or kept as a plain

spreadsheet, and held in a folder that the convenor of Chapter 6 looks after. Nothing here needs software.

The pages follow the order of the first ninety days, not the order of the chapters. Each opens with a line

saying where it comes from and when it is used. Where a page gives a scripe, the words are a starting poing;
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say them in your own voice. Where it gives a time, the time is a planning guide from practice, not a find-
ing. Santa Anna's book on management gives the reason the small entries on these pages matter, in a sen-
tence worth keeping at the front of the folder: "Every delegation decision is a growth opportunity or a

growth suppression.”

Two rules govern the whole manual. Write down what was decided, by whom and when, not what every-
one remembers. And close what you open: a decision named and not made, an objection raised and not

answered, a page written and not read, teaches the opposite of what the practice is for.

What these pages do not contain is any figure for a limit, a signal or a share, nor the design of any arrange-
ment for sharing a measured gain: proportions, thresholds, timing or terms. Those belong to each organisa-

tion and the people it covers, and they are decided separately.

1 - The signs that decisions are waiting

From Chapters 1 to 3. Used in days one to ten, and again at day ninety.

Sit in on a meeting where decisions are taken, and read the last quarter's minutes. Tick what you see.
SIGN SEEN?  WHERE, AND WHEN
The same item has appeared on three or more agendas
Papers are marked for discussion when a choice is being asked for
Minutes say agreed and nobody can say who will act
People ask who is signing this off? outside the meeting
A decision is described by its topic rather than its choice
A common, low-risk decision needs two or more signatures above the person who raised it
Items are carried to the next meeting for one more piece of analysis
A decision is reopened by someone who was not in the room
A running commitment has reported continue at every review

NObOdy can say What WOUld make a running commitment StOp

Reading it. One or two ticks are ordinary. Three or more in the same meeting mean decisions there are
waiting for something other than thought. Start the decision line (page 3) and the speeds (page 6) in that

meeting,.
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2 - The decision inventory
From Chapter 6, after the canon's authority assessment. Used once in days one to ten.
List the fifteen to twenty most significant decisions taken in the last quarter. For each, fill one row.

DECISION (AS A WHO DECIDED IN WHO HELD THE KNOWLEDGE SAME RAISED DECIDED REOPENED?
CHOICE) THE END IT NEEDED PERSON? (DATE) (DATE)

Underneath, answer three questions.

1. Which kinds of decision were decided far from the knowledge they needed?
2. Which waited longest between raised and decided, and what did they wait for?

3. Which could nobody say who decided?

Reading it. The rows where the third and fourth columns differ are where to look first. Bring them to the

first meeting of the working group with the first-guess page.

3 - The decision line
From Chapter 1, after Rogers and Blenko (2006). Used from day eleven, at the top of every paper that asks for a deep
decision.

Decision (a sentence with a choice in it: whether to, which of)

Decided by (one person)

By b

Heard first (who, and on what)

Must agree (only by law, written policy, or a harm they are responsible for preventing)

Carries it out

Told afterwards

Reopened only if (new information not available on the day)

Before writing it. Ask the person above, or beside, whose decision it is. Write down the answer and where

it was given.

After the decision. The owner tells those heard what was decided and whether their input changed it, in a

sentence each. She tells those who carry it out the decision in plain words, with the date it takes effect.
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Mistakes to watch for. Naming a committee as owner. Giving five people the right to agree. Writing a topic
instead of a choice. The owner, once named, going back to consulting. A senior person reopening an owned

decision because it reached her as a complaint.

Signs it is working. Within a month, papers arrive with the line already filled in. Items stop being carried

between meetings.

4 - The sort: where a decision belongs

From Chapter 2, after Garicano (2000). Used once in days thirty-one to fifty, for one site or function; repeat each

quarter.

Gather the last twenty to thirty decisions that travelled upward from one site, team or function. Choose

ordinary ones. For each, ask two questions and mark one pile.

DECISION WHO KNEW MOST ABOUT IT ON WHAT DID THE APPROVAL ABOVE ADD? (INFORMATION - WIDER VIEW - RISK PILE
THE DAY IT WAS RAISED? CARRIED - A REGULATOR'S INTEREST - ONLY A DATE)
The three piles.

« A - Belongs where it was raised. The person who raised it knew most; the approval added only a date.

Move it down (page 5).

« B - Belongs above. The approval added something real: a view across sites, a risk the wider organisation

carries, a regulator's interest. Keep it, and say why on the page.

+ C - Went up because someone was stuck. Unsure of the rule, caught between departments, short of a

fact. Give it an escalation path: a named person to ask, and a time within which help will come.

Reading it. Most first sorts put most decisions in pile A. Look also for decisions the person above signed

without being able to recall them; they show what the chain was protecting.

business.hautelumiere.life/library/who-decides - business.hautelumiere.life 80


https://business.hautelumiere.life/library/who-decides
https://business.hautelumiere.life/

THE FIELD MANUAL

5 - Moving authority in steps

HAUTE LUMIERE - WHO DECIDES - CHAPTER SEVEN

5 - Moving authority in steps
From Chapter 2, after the canon's graduated authoricy. Used in days thirty-one to fifty, once the sort is done.

For cach class of decision in pile A, agree the step and the date it will be reviewed.

CLASS OF STEP (1 RECOMMEND AND ACT UNLESS SOMEONE EDGES (BEYOND WHICH IT GOES WHO IS REVIEW
DECISION OBJECTS - 2 DECIDE AND TELL THE SAME DAY - 3 UP AGAIN, SET BY THOSE WHO TOLD, AND DATE
FULL AUTHORITY) CARRY THE RISK) HOW
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CLASS OF STEP (1 RECOMMEND AND ACT UNLESS SOMEONE EDGES (BEYOND WHICH IT GOES WHO IS REVIEW
DECISION OBJECTS - 2 DECIDE AND TELL THE SAME DAY - 3 UP AGAIN, SET BY THOSE WHO TOLD, AND DATE
FULL AUTHORITY) CARRY THE RISK) HOW

The person above. Reads the log weekly. When she would have decided differently, she says so to the per-

son who decided, in a sentence, and the decision stands unless it breaks a law or a policy.

The person receiving the step. Records each decision and its reason in the log on the day. The first time, she
will check twice and tell more people than she needs to. Whoever she tells says, in a sentence, that it was

not required and is welcome.

Mistakes to watch for. A shadow approval, every decision seen before it is acted on. Edges drawn so tightly
nothing moves. A newly trusted manager becoming the new bottleneck. The first decision that goes wrong

taken back up fOI' gOOd, instead ofreviewed and the edge ererWI'I.

6 - The speed of a decision
From Chapter 3, after the canon's three temporal modes. Used before every leadership meeting from day eleven.
Mark every agenda item before the meeting.

ITEM SWIFT (CLEAR, REVERSIBLE, DEEP (CONSEQUENTIAL, HARD NOT YET WHAT HAPPENS TO IT
SOMEONE'S TO DECIDE) TO REVERSE) RIPE

Swift: back to its owner with a note; the

meeting hears the decision

Deep: decision line (page 3), closing

time, consent round (page 7)

Not yet ripe: return date, and what is

bcing gathcrcd meanwhile

For a deep item, the options page. Put the options in columns and the same questions in rows, so they are

Compared Wlth each other rather th’dl’l one at a time.

OPTION A OPTION B OPTION C OPTION D

What it would cost
What it would risk
What it would need

What it would make impossible

Reading it. An item with no speed marked is not ready for the meeting.
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7 The consent round: run Sheet
From Chapter 3, after Eisenhardt (1989) and sociocratic consent. Used for deep decisions from day eleven.

Before the meeting (twenty minutes, by telephone). The owner speaks privately with one experienced per-

son who has no stake in the outcome, and hears how the decision looks to her.

At the start of the item (one minute). The owner says: This is a deep decision, and a decision for today. We will
look for agreement until (time). If we have it, good; if not, I will decide, and each of you will be asked whether you

can live with it, and if not, what harm you see.
At the closing time. The owner states the decision she is minded to take.

The round. In turn, newest member first, most senior last, each is asked: Can you live with this, and if no,

what harm do you see? Three permitted answers:

ANSWER WHAT HAPPENS

No objection Note it; go on

An objection, naming a harm to the The owner chooses one, aloud: change the decision to meet it - test it (who, by
organisation's purpose when) - answer it with a reason, and record the reason

A question Answer it, then go on

After the round. Ask one person who said nothing, privately, whether there is anything she would want
the owner to know before the decision is announced. Then announce it, with the date it takes effect and

who carries it out.

Mistakes to watch for. Deciding before the hearing and running the round as a formality. Answering an
objection with an argument instead of one of the three responses. The owner speaking first in the discus-

sion. Bringing swift items to the round. Reading quick silence as agreement.

Signs it is working. By the fourth meeting at least one objection has changed a decision. Deep items close

on the day set.

& - The commitment page

From Chapter 4, after Kahneman and Lovallo (1993) and the stage-gate. Written by the sponsor before any commit-
ment of consequence is approved, and approved with it. For a commitment already running without one, written now

by a reader who did not start it.

The commitment

\X/hat it is expected to Sl’lOVJ7 by Whﬁ'rl7 in measures already kept
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How commitments like this have usuaHy gone (the outside view)

What would make it pause and be reviewed from the beginning (signals anyone could see in a record)
Who reads each review and recommends (not the sponsor, not reporting to the sponsor)

Review dates

What a stop would release (people, money not yet spent, knowledge, parts worth keeping)

Agreed: A recommendation to pause or stop is an ordinary outcome ofa review.

Signed and dated

Mistakes to watch for. Signals written as judgements rather than records. A reader chosen by the sponsor.

A signal moved quietly when it is reached.

9 - The two-column review
From Chapter 4. Used at every review of a commitment against its page.

WHAT THE PAGE SAID WE WOULD SEE BY NOW WHAT WE SEE

The order of the meeting.

g Read bOth Colurnns in silence before anyone speaks.
2 The reader recommends: continue - change course - pause fOl' review - StOp.

% The person whose name is on the original proposal speaks next. The question put to her: Whar do you

know now that you did not know at the start?
4. The steering group decides, and records the decision with the date.

5. If the decision is to stop, list what it releases and where each will go within a month.

Afterwards. Thank the person who recommended a pause or a stop, in public. Watch her next assignment.
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10 - The decision log

HAUTE LUMIERE - WHO DECIDES - CHAPTER SEVEN

10 - The decision log

From Chapter 5. Started on day one, kept by the convenor, read weekly, reviewed quarterly.

WHAT WAS RAISED (FIRST DECIDED DECIDED HEARD REOPENED WITHIN WHAT IT HELD UP WHILE
DECIDED (A WRITTEN BY THREE MONTHS? IT WAITED (IF A RECORD
SENTENCE) RECORD) WHY? SHOWS IT)
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What counts. Decisions of consequence that cross a leadership team or travel upward: approvals, policy
changes, commitments, exceptions, choices among options. Test: if it were made wrongly, would someone

senior expect to hear about it?

The date raised. The first written record in which the choice was put to someone who could make it. Not

the date it reached an agenda. If the record is unclear, say so in the notes.

The weekly read (five minutes). Which decisions have waited longest? Which phrases recur in the notes,

waiting for sign-off, parked, next meeting?

IT - Th€ quarterly review and tl’l(? measurement conversation

From Chapter 5, after Nutt (1999) and the measurement standard of Where the Flow Stops. The review is held each

quarter; the measurement conversation in days sixty-one to ninety, reading the history fixed by day ten.
The review (an afternoon). Sort the log by time from raised to decided.
1. Read the slowest tenth before the middle. For each: who decided it in the end? Who could have decided
it on the day it was raised? What did the wait hold up, in a record that would show it?

2. Read the reopened decisions beside the fast ones. For each: what was missing at the start, or who

overruled it later?
3. Agree one class of decision to move down, one owner to name, one commitment to give a page.
4. Write to the person who raised the slowest avoidable decision: the dates, the reason for the gap, and

what has changed.

The measurement conversation. Who is in the room: the person responsible for the money, the person re-
sponsible for the operation, someone who speaks for the people whose decisions changed, and the person
who will calculate.

1. What, in plain words, has changed in how the decision is made?

2. If it works, what would change in records the organisation already keeps?

3. What do those records show over the history fixed by day ten? What does an ordinary period look like?

4. What could move the figure for reasons nobody here controls? For each: will it be allowed for, from
which record, and how?

5. What second measure would show decisions being made faster and worse? (The reopening rate from
the log.)

6. Who will calculate, and how can it be checked by someone with no stake in the answer?

7. How, and how often, will the result be shown to the people whose decisions produced it?

8. What happens if a record or system changes during the period?
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The one-page agreement. Signed before the period it measures begins, or from today if a change has already

begun.

What has changed
Main measure, and the record it comes from

History used, and the ordinary range it shows

What moves thC ﬁgure tl’l’dt IlObOd_y COI]tI‘OlS7 H.l’ld hOW C’dCl’l is ﬂ.HOWCd for

Balancing measure (rcopcning rate), and its record
Who calculates; who checks

How and how often the result is shown, and to whom
What happens if a record or system changes

Date agreed

Signcd

Mistakes to watch for. A baseline from the worst recent quarter. An adjustment proposed after results are

known. Time measured alone. A calculation done privately and announced. Someone in the room going

quiet.

12 - The ninety days on one page

From Chapter 6.

DAYS PRACTICE WHO
—10  Count: start the log, sit in, Sponsor, convenor
the inventory (page 2), fix a
dated copy of the history
- Name and close: speeds Sponsor
30 (page 6)7 decision line
(page 3), consent round
(page 7) in two meetings
31— Move down: the sort (page  Working group;
50 4), steps of authority (page  sponsor and the
5) manager concerned
41— Pages for what is running Leadership; a reader

for each commitment

70 (pages & and 9)
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DAYS PRACTICE WHO TIME IT TAKES WHAT IT PRODUCES EARLY SIGN IT IS
GOING WRONG
An hour per page;  page and a review Right—hand
areview per date columns written
commitment in adjectives
61— The measurement Finance leads; Two meetings of Asigned page and a  Someone in the
90 conversation (page 11) operations; those 90 minutes first monthly figure  room goes quiet

whose decisions

moved; Calculator

13 - The day-ninety review
From Chapter 6. A meeting of the working group and the sponsor, about two hours.

Bring the first-guess page, the log of this quarter and the quarter before, the sorted stack with its steps, the

commitment pages with their reviews, and the signed measurement page.
Ask, in order:

1. Where was the first guess right, and where was it wrong?
2. Which decisions now have an owner that had none?

3. How has the time from raised to decided changed, in the slowest tenth and the middle, and has the

reopening rate moved with it?

4. Which classes of decision were moved down, and what happened to them?

e Which commitments were read against a page, and what was decided?

6. Is there a gain both sides believe, and what does it show so far?

T Who is now deciding who was not, and who has stopped?

8. Which of the practices is not yet real, and what would make it real?
What not to conclude. That the culture of decision-making has changed (ninety days show whether prac-
tices are kept, not whether a culture has moved). That one faster quarter is a gain. That a log with few

changes means there were few problems; it usually means one of the earlier steps is not yet real, and the

first place to look is whether owners are really being named.

14 - The first Monday

From Chapter 6. For anyone who wants to begin with less.

« Mark each item on the next agenda you chair as swift, deep or not yet ripe. Send the swift ones back to

their owners.
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« Write one decision that has been on more than one agenda as a sentence with a choice in it, and ask

whose it is. Write down the answer.

« Start the log: seven columns, this week's decisions.

The decisions Waiting n your building

A decision is often waiting not for an answer but for someone to know whose answer it is. Naming the

Owner costs one sentence.

Luminous Prosperity Inc. takes this work into organisations as a gainshare. The flow is opened from the in-
side, with the peopie who aiready hold what the firm knows. The gain is counted from records the firm
already keeps, against a measure both sides sign before anyone knows the answer, and the house is paid as a

share of what is found: between thirty and ten per cent of it.

The book sorts the decisions of one team. Which of yours wait longest, and what deciding sooner would be

worth, is read from your own records and your own people. That begins with a conversation.

REQUEST A CONVERSATION
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Making Protocols, chapter 1. The Luminous Developmental Canon. The time estimates in this chapter are planning guides from

practice, not findings of a study; adjust them to the organisation.

33. Sources for this chapter: the sources behind these pages are given in full in the notes to Chapters 1 to 5: Cohen, March and Olsen
(1972), Aghion and Tirole (1997), Rogers and Blenko (2006) and Bain & Company's RAPID page for pages 1 to 3; Mintzberg,
Raisinghani and Théorét (1976), Garicano (2000), Leana (1986) and Bloom, Sadun and Van Reenen (2012) for pages 4 and s;
Eisenhardt (1989), Baum and Wally (2003), Perlow, Okhuysen and Repenning (2002) and Janis (1972) for pages 6 and 7; Staw
(1976, 1981), Arkes and Blumer (1985), Ross and Staw (1986), Sleesman and colleagues (2012), Kahneman and Lovallo (1993) and
Mitchell, Russo and Pennington (1989) for pages 8 and 9; Simon (1955, 1956), Nutt (1999) and Dean and Sharfman (1996) for
pages 10 and 115 Santa Anna, A. Conscious Governance Models, "The Authority Distribution Assessment”, "Principle 1", "Principle 4",
”Principlc 5", "For Those Who Receive Distributed Authority” and "Responsive to time"; Empowerment-Driven Management,
introduction; Inclusive Decision-Making Protocols, "Practical Exercise: The Decision Architecture Audit"; The Luminous 100, "Stage-
Gate Process (Robert Cooper)" and "Sociocracy (Governance by Consent)". The Luminous Developmental Canon; Luminous

Prosperity Inc. The times given are planning guidcs from practice, not ﬁndings ofa Study.
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