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ROOT PROBLEM No. 09

The Decision-Making
Bottleneck
Why decisions stall, ownership blurs, and momentum quietly disappears.

 

THE PREMISE
When every decision routes back to one person, the organization slows to that person’s capacity.
Bottlenecks aren’t a leadership problem — they’re a clarity problem. People wait because the rules of
the decision were never made explicit.

01  —  DEFINING THE PROBLEM
 

A decision-making bottleneck is the silent compression of authority into a small number of people — usually
unintentionally. It looks like cautious teams, escalating questions, deferred calls, and a leader whose calendar is
the org’s rate-limiter. The work doesn’t stop; it queues.

Most leaders mistake the symptom (slow execution) for the cause (unclear decision rights). When people don’t
know what they own, they default to the safest option: ask. Asking is cheap for them and expensive for you —
and the cost compounds across every team, every week.

“Bottlenecks aren’t made of too many decisions — they’re made of decisions with no clear
owner.”
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02  —  THE COST OF NOT FIXING IT
 

When decision rights are unclear, the organization pays in five compounding ways — most of them invisible on a
dashboard.

01
Slowed Execution
Work pauses at the leader’s inbox. Cycle times
stretch, and momentum erodes long before
anyone notices a missed deadline.

02
Diluted Ownership
When everything is escalated, nothing is owned.
People stop investing emotionally in outcomes
they can’t actually decide.

03
Leader Overload
The bottleneck becomes the leader’s identity.
Strategic thinking is crowded out by a queue of
small calls only they’re “allowed” to make.

04
Lost Talent Signal
High-judgment people leave first. They want
decision space; if you can’t give it, a competitor
will.

05
Cultural Passivity
Teams learn to wait. Initiative is replaced by polite deferral, and the culture quietly shifts from ownership to
compliance.
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03  —  ONE ACTIONABLE METHOD
 

The Decision Ladder
A framework that names — for every recurring decision — who owns it and where the leader adds
value.

01 Inform
SHARE, DON’T ASK

The team makes the call and tells you afterward. Use for reversible decisions inside a team’s
explicit domain. Resist weighing in unless asked.

02 Consult
GATHER INPUT, DECIDE LOCALLY

The owner seeks named perspectives before deciding — but the decision still belongs to
them. Define who must be consulted so the loop is bounded.

03 Collaborate
DECIDE TOGETHER

Used sparingly for decisions that span boundaries. Time-box the conversation and name a
tiebreaker upfront so collaboration doesn’t become consensus theater.

04 Approve
LEADER SIGNS OFF

Reserved for high-stakes, hard-to-reverse calls. Make criteria explicit so approval is a check,
not a creation step.

05 Own
LEADER’S CALL

A small, named set of decisions the leader holds outright — strategy, key hires, capital.
Everything outside belongs down the ladder.
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04  —  WHY IT WORKS
 

Decisions move
Clarity replaces queuing. Most calls happen at the
level closest to the work.

Ownership returns
When people know what’s theirs, they show up
differently — and they stay.

Leader leverage grows
Your time concentrates where judgment
compounds, not where it gets consumed.

Culture matures
Teams build the muscle of deciding well, not just
deciding safely.

CLOSING REFLECTION

The fastest way to scale your judgment
is to stop being the only one allowed to
use it.
Name the ladder. Hand decisions down it. Watch how quickly the bottleneck — and the leader —
are both freed.
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