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How to read this book
This is a book about a single idea seen from six sides.

The idea is that the most valuable thing a company produces is not its records, its reports, or even its

results. It is its decisions. And that almost no organisation, however well run, keeps them.

The six sides are the six parts. Part I is about why the ground under every business is moving: the new

scarcity of trust, the arrival of machine judgement, and the quiet collapse of the old model of leadership.

Part II is a diagnosis of why the software we bought to run our companies cannot help us with the thing

that matters most. Part III names the discipline that can, and defines it carefully enough that you could

explain it to your board. Part IV offers a coherent philosophy for practising it, developed in the field.

Part V brings all of it home to the businesses that feel the problem most sharply, the ones whose product

is their people. Part VI is about what to do on Monday.

You can read the parts in order, and they are built to reward that. But if you run a people business and

want the shortest path to the practical, read the introduction, then Chapter 4, then Chapter 11, then Part

VI, and come back for the rest.

A note on evidence. This book does not use statistics as decoration. Where evidence materially supports

the argument, it is cited in the note on method and sources at the end. Where the argument concerns a

mechanism, the mechanism is described plainly enough to inspect. The people and firms in these pages

are composites, drawn from patterns common across people businesses and labelled as such. If you

finish a chapter and can see the machine turning, the chapter has done its job.

Let us begin where every people business already knows something is wrong: in the gap between the

deal and the done.
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Introduction: The Gap Between the Deal and the
Done

There is a moment, in every business that sells the work of its people, that nobody owns.

It happens just after the celebration. The deal has closed. Someone has rung the bell, or posted the win

in the channel, or simply exhaled for the first time in a month. The proposal that took six weeks to shape

is now a signed contract. And in that moment, quietly, a handover begins that no system is watching.

The person who won the work knew things. They knew why the price landed where it did, which parts

of the scope were firm and which were a polite fiction, which stakeholder would go quiet at the first

sign of trouble, and what promise, made in a room at four o'clock on a Thursday, had actually sealed it.

And now they are already gone, on to the next pursuit, because that is what the incentive structure

rewards and what the pipeline demands.

The people who must now deliver the work inherit a contract. They do not inherit the knowing. So they

begin, sensibly, by reconstructing. They hold meetings to work out what the client "really wants." They

make assumptions about scope that the salesperson could have corrected in a sentence. They staff the

engagement with whoever is free, rather than whoever was imagined. And somewhere in that

reconstruction, a small distance opens between what was sold and what will be delivered. It is a few

degrees off course. But a few degrees, held over the length of an engagement, is how a profitable piece

of work becomes a marginal one, and how a marginal one becomes the account that everybody dreads.

Every leader of a people business has stood in this gap. Most have stood in it so many times that they no

longer see it as a gap at all. They see it as the weather. Delivery always seems to cost more than the sale

assumed. The best account manager always seems to be the one holding three failing engagements

together with personal heroics that will not survive her going on holiday. This is simply what it is like to

run a firm made of people. Is it not?

It is not. It is what it is like to run a firm made of people using tools built for firms made of products.

That distinction is the subject of this book.

The question underneath every other question

Strip away the dashboards and the quarterly rituals and the language of strategy, and every commercial

leader is really asking one question, over and over, in different costumes.

Are we going to be alright?

Are we going to hit the number. Are these clients going to renew. Is this engagement going to make

money or quietly lose it. Are we going to be alright.

It is a simple question and it deserves a real answer. Not a feeling. Not a forecast built on the optimism

of the people whose bonuses depend on it. Not a dashboard that shows you nine things and settles none

of them. A real answer, grounded in what is actually true about the business, that a leader could stake a

decision on and defend to a board.
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Here is the uncomfortable fact at the centre of this book. Almost no company can produce that answer.

Not because their people are not clever, and not because they lack data. They cannot produce the answer

because the answer does not live in the data. It lives in the decisions, and the decisions were never kept.

Think about what your company records with obsessive care. It records every transaction, down to the

penny. It records every customer, every contact, every stage of every deal. It records every employee,

every candidate, every timesheet, every ticket, every task, every message. If you want to know what

happened, the machinery of the modern enterprise will tell you in exhausting detail.

Now ask it a different question. Ask it why you decided to take that client on despite the reservations in

the review meeting. Ask it who decided to move your strongest delivery lead off the account that later

imploded, and what they knew when they decided it. Ask it what you learned, as an organisation, from

the engagement that lost forty points of margin, so that you would not do it again.

The machinery goes silent. Because the decision, the actual act of judgement that shaped the outcome,

was never a thing the software was built to hold. It happened in a meeting, or a corridor, or one person's

head, and then it evaporated. What remains is the residue: the contract that resulted, the invoice that

followed, the timesheet that logged the hours. The record of what happened. Never the record of why it

was chosen.

This is the strange poverty at the heart of the data-rich company. It remembers everything and

understands nothing. An organisation that cannot see its own decisions cannot learn from them, improve

them, or govern them, and cannot, when it matters most, prove them to anyone else.

Two words this book will make you care about

Two pieces of language, because the rest of the book depends on them.

The first is people business. I use it to mean any company whose primary product is the judgement,

effort, time, and relationships of its people, rather than a manufactured good or a piece of self-serve

software. Agencies of every kind. Consultancies. Professional services firms: legal, accounting,

engineering, advisory. Staffing and recruitment companies. Business process outsourcers. Contact

centres. Managed service providers. Any firm where, if you asked what the company actually sells, the

honest answer is "our people, and the quality of what they decide and do."

People businesses are enormous in aggregate and strangely invisible in the story we tell about the

economy, which is dominated by product companies and software companies. They have been handed

software built for those other kinds of business and told to make do. This book is written first for them,

though the argument reaches wider, because in a people business the problem I am describing is not

subtle. When your product is judgement, the failure to keep your judgement is not an inconvenience. It

is a hole in the bottom of the boat.

The second phrase is Decision Intelligence. I use it to mean the discipline of treating decisions as things

worth keeping: capturing them, connecting them to the evidence they rested on, governing them, and

learning from how they turned out. Not a product. Not a piece of software you can buy, though software

can support it. A discipline, in the way that accounting is a discipline or version control is a discipline.

Decision Intelligence is not artificial intelligence, though the two are often confused. AI is a capability,

a powerful new way to generate and predict. Decision Intelligence is a discipline, a way of organising

how a company chooses and learns. You can have world-class AI and no Decision Intelligence at all,



8

which is the situation most companies are quietly walking into, and it is more dangerous than it sounds.

And you can practise real Decision Intelligence with nothing more exotic than rigour and a shared place

to keep your reasoning.

Hold those two terms lightly for now. But you already have enough to see the shape of the argument:

people businesses run on decisions, their decisions are the one thing they fail to keep, and there is a

discipline whose entire purpose is to fix exactly that.

Why now, and not ten years ago

A fair objection arrives early. If keeping your decisions is so valuable, and the failure to keep them so

costly, why has no one solved this before?

Two things have changed, and they have changed together, which is what makes this a moment rather

than a musing.

The first is that the cost of capturing and connecting a decision has collapsed. For most of the history of

business software, keeping the reasoning behind a choice, in a structured and reusable form, was simply

too expensive and too laborious to be worth it. You could hold a meeting and minute it, and the minutes

went into a folder nobody opened. That has changed. Cheap storage, mature data infrastructure, and

machine models that can structure messy human reasoning have together made it practical to keep

decisions continuously, across the organisation, rather than only in board papers, meeting notes, and

individual memory.

The second thing that has changed is that the stakes have risen. The arrival of capable artificial

intelligence has not made the decision problem smaller. It has made it enormous. Because the value of

AI to a business turns entirely on what you feed it. An AI grounded in your real decisions and their

outcomes is a genuine adviser, one that can reason from what your firm has actually learned. An AI with

no access to your decisions is an eloquent stranger, generating confident, plausible answers from

everything except your own hard-won experience. The companies rushing to bolt AI onto their

operations without first learning to keep their decisions are building a very fast car with no memory of

the road.

So the moment is this. The tools to keep decisions have finally become affordable, at exactly the point

where keeping them has become essential.

The road ahead

Here is the journey, briefly.

Part I asks why the ground is moving. Three forces are reshaping what it means to run a company: trust

has become the scarcest asset in commerce, machine intelligence has arrived as a co-pilot that is

brilliant and unreliable in the same breath, and the old model of leadership by hierarchy and reporting is

quietly failing.

Part II is the diagnosis, the part where you may find yourself nodding and wincing at once. It explains

why your software estate cannot help with your most important problem, however well integrated it is,

and names the reason: the modern enterprise runs on a decisionless stack, nine kinds of system that

each record something while none records the decision.
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Part III names the cure. It places Decision Intelligence in the honest history of enterprise software,

defines it, separates it from Business Intelligence and from AI, and introduces the decision object, the

small unit at the centre of the discipline.

Part IV offers a way to practise it, a philosophy developed at Optimal Nexus and built from three ideas:

the people-business loop, which reframes your firm as a single cycle of selling, delivering, and

learning; Business Confidence, which breaks that anxious question, are we going to be alright, into

three answerable parts; and the Decision Room, which gives decisions infrastructure the way money

has a ledger. It is a book of ideas, not a brochure.

Part V brings it home to the people business as a species: what these firms share, why generic software

fits them so badly, and where their money quietly leaks. Part VI is the part you can act on, a way to

audit your own firm and a realistic path to building a decision layer one seam at a time. It ends where

the book began, with a person standing in the gap between the deal and the done, except this time they

can see it, and they know what to do.

A promise and a warning

The promise is this. If you take the argument of this book seriously, you will never again look at your

company's software estate, your forecast, or your Monday operating review in quite the same way. You

will start to see the missing layer everywhere, the place where the decision should have been kept and

was not. And once you can see it, you can begin to build it, and the building is more achievable than you

fear.

The warning is this. The advantage on offer here is real but it is not free. There is no platform you can

purchase that will hand you good decisions, because the discipline comes first and the tools only support

it. Any vendor, including any that shares this book's philosophy, who tells you otherwise is selling you

another system for the decisionless stack. What is on offer is harder and better than a purchase. It is a

way of operating that compounds, so that a firm which keeps its decisions gets quietly, relentlessly

better at making them, while its competitors keep forgetting and relearning the same expensive lessons

forever.

That compounding is the unfair advantage. It is available to any firm willing to treat its decisions as its

most valuable asset, which, in a business made of people, is exactly what they are.

Let us go and find the layer that everyone lost.
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Part I. Why Work Is Changing

Every argument about how to run a company rests on assumptions about the world the company lives

in. When the world moves, the assumptions quietly expire, and practices that were wise become merely

familiar. That is where a great many firms are now: running well-honed habits against a reality that has

shifted underneath them.

Three shifts matter most, and this part is about them.

The first is that trust has become scarce, and therefore precious. In a market where anyone can look

competent, the ability to prove you are competent is worth more than the appearance ever was. The

firms that can manufacture trust deliberately, rather than hope it accrues, will find it is the cheapest

advantage they own.

The second is that a new kind of intelligence has arrived in the building. It is fast, fluent, and

confidently wrong often enough to be dangerous. Used well it sharpens human judgement. Used

carelessly it launders guesses into prose that people act on. The difference between the two uses is not

the quality of the tool. It is whether the tool is grounded in anything true about your business.

The third is that leadership itself is changing shape. The old model, control through hierarchy and

visibility through reporting, was built for work you could watch. Knowledge work distributed across

people and machines cannot be watched that way, and the leaders who keep trying to are managing

shadows.

These three forces do not act separately. Scarce trust raises the value of good judgement; unreliable

machine intelligence raises the stakes of every human decision; and the new leadership is, at its heart,

the practice of producing good decisions and making them legible. Underneath all three sits the same

quiet fact, which the rest of the book will pursue relentlessly: what a company decides, and whether it

can see what it decides, is becoming the thing that separates the firms that will thrive from the firms that

will merely survive.

We begin with trust, because it is the asset every people business already knows it lives on, and the one

it can least afford to lose.
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Chapter 1. The Trust Economy

A professional services firm I have in mind, a good one, had held an account for three years. The work

was strong. The client paid on time, expanded the scope twice, and sent the occasional grateful email

that got screenshotted into the company channel. Then the person who bought the work moved on, as

buyers do, and a new procurement lead arrived with a mandate to review every supplier over a certain

spend. She sent the account team a friendly note and a spreadsheet. Re-justify the relationship, she said.

Show me why we chose you, what you have delivered, and why you are still the right firm.

The account team stared at the spreadsheet. They knew the answers. They had lived the answers. But the

answers lived in nobody's system. The reasoning behind the original pricing was in the head of a

salesperson who had since left. The record of every escalation the firm had absorbed without complaint

was scattered across a ticketing tool, a project board, and a delivery director's memory. The two

occasions they had quietly talked the client out of a bad idea, the times that had earned the trust in the

first place, were in no file at all. They had been trusted for three years. Now they were asked to prove it,

and they could not.

They kept the account, in the end, but only after a competitive process they should never have been in,

at a margin lower than before. The trust had been real. It had simply never been written down anywhere,

so when the one person who held it walked out of the building, it walked out with her.

This is the quiet crisis underneath a great deal of what feels wrong in business today. We talk about it in

the language of pipeline, retention, brand, and reputation. Underneath all of those words sits a single

asset that has become both the scarcest thing a firm owns and the hardest thing it can prove: trust.

The turn

It has become fashionable to say that we live in a low-trust age, and to reach for the usual evidence:

falling faith in institutions, in media, in experts, in one another. The point is narrower and more useful to

a person who runs a firm.

Trust is not only a social mood. It is an economic input. Every commercial transaction rests on some

quantity of it, and the quantity you can supply, cheaply and credibly, determines what you can sell, how

fast you can sell it, how much oversight the buyer demands, and how long they stay. In a people

business this is not one factor among many. It is the whole proposition. When a client hires an agency, a

consultancy, a staffing firm, or a contact centre, they are not buying a finished object they can inspect

before they pay. They are buying a promise about future behaviour. The product is, quite literally, "trust

us with your work."

So the real question this chapter answers is not whether the world has grown more suspicious. It is this:

if trust is the asset your business runs on, can you manufacture it on purpose, reliably, and can you

prove you have it? By manufacture I do not mean fabricate. I mean produce through repeatable conduct

rather than leave to chance. Most firms cannot, and they cannot for a reason that runs deeper than brand

or charm. They have never kept the one record that trust is actually made of.

The tax on everything

Start with what low trust costs.
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Economists have a plain way of putting this. Every transaction carries friction beyond the price of the

thing itself: the cost of finding a counterparty, of verifying they are who they say, of writing an

agreement that anticipates their bad behaviour, of monitoring them while they perform, and of enforcing

the deal if they fail. Trust is the thing that shrinks all of those costs at once. Where it is scarce,

everything gets slower and more expensive, and the difference does not show up as a line item called

"distrust." It hides inside a dozen other line items, which is precisely why leaders underrate it.

Watch where it hides. A sales cycle that should take six weeks takes six months, because the buyer has

been burned before and now runs a longer evaluation, insists on a paid pilot, and loops in three more

stakeholders to spread the risk of choosing you. That elongation is a trust tax. A contract that could be

two pages becomes forty, thick with service level agreements, audit rights, liability caps, and

termination clauses, because neither side believes a handshake will hold. The legal fees, and the weeks

lost to redlines, are a trust tax. Once the work begins, the client installs a governance layer that exists

purely to check on you: weekly status calls nobody needs, reports that take a day to assemble and ten

minutes to read, a client-side project manager whose main job is to not trust you efficiently. Every hour

your team spends being supervised rather than delivering is a trust tax, and in a people business, where

the input is your people's time, that tax comes straight out of the margin.

Distrust does not appear on the invoice. It appears in the length of the sales cycle,
the thickness of the contract, and the headcount whose only job is to check on you.

Then there is churn, the most expensive tax of all. A client who does not fully trust you is a client who is

always, quietly, shopping. They renew late, they renew small, and at the first stumble they treat it as

confirmation of a suspicion rather than a normal bump in a long relationship. Winning a new client costs

a multiple of keeping an existing one, and the whole of that multiple is paid, again and again, by firms

whose trust never deepened enough to make leaving feel unnecessary. High-trust relationships

compound. Low-trust ones reset, over and over, to zero.

The insidious part is that a low-trust environment is self-justifying. The oversight the buyer imposes

makes your team defensive and slow, which produces exactly the small failures the oversight was

watching for, which justifies more oversight. Firms end up trapped in a relationship that is expensive for

both sides and satisfying for neither, and they blame the client's culture, or the sector, or procurement,

when the underlying problem is that they never gave the buyer a reason to spend less on watching them.

Three counterparties, one asset

The client is the counterparty leaders think of first, but a people business is trusted, or not, by two others

whose trust is just as expensive to lose, and the same mechanism governs all three.

Consider your staff. A people business runs on discretionary effort, the difference between what

someone is contractually obliged to do and what they actually give, and discretionary effort is bought

with trust, not salary. A person who believes their firm makes fair, consistent, sensible decisions, about

who gets staffed on what, about who is promoted and why, about how a difficult client is handled, gives

more, stays longer, and covers for the firm's stumbles rather than broadcasting them. A person who

suspects the decisions are arbitrary, political, or hidden withdraws that effort quietly, long before they

resign. And when the decisions are opaque even to the people affected by them, suspicion is the rational

default, because people fill an information vacuum with their fears. Staff attrition, one of the most

punishing costs in a firm whose assets walk out every evening, is very often a trust problem wearing the
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mask of a pay problem or a culture problem.

Then consider capital. Whether a firm is raising money, selling itself, or simply borrowing against next

year, it is asking someone to trust a story about the future, and the price of that money is set by how

much the story is believed. A buyer running due diligence, an investor sizing a round, a bank pricing a

facility, all are doing the same thing the sceptical procurement lead did: trying to predict future conduct

from a record, and discounting hard for everything they cannot verify. A firm that can show why its

margins hold, how its renewals are actually decided, where its judgement has been sound and where it

corrected course, is a firm that can be underwritten with confidence, and confidence is cheap capital. A

firm whose entire operation lives in the founders' heads is an act of faith, and faith is priced with a

discount that shows up as a lower multiple, a heavier earn-out, or a higher rate. The "key person risk"

that every acquirer frets over is, precisely, the risk that the firm's trust has no existence independent of a

few people, and could not survive their departure. It is the opening story of this chapter, priced into a

deal.

The firm that can manufacture trust reliably wins on all three fronts at once, because all three are

downstream of the same thing: a record of decisions that can be seen and believed.

When the content is free, the signal is dear

For most of commercial history, trust had natural props to lean on. A polished proposal implied a firm

with the resources and care to produce it. A plausible answer, delivered fluently, implied competence,

because producing plausible, fluent, well-structured content was itself hard, and the difficulty was the

signal.

That link has broken. Plausible content is now close to free. Anyone can generate a fluent proposal, a

confident analysis, a polished report, a persuasive email, in seconds, at a quality that would have taken a

skilled professional hours or days a short while ago. It has a consequence that every people business

needs to sit with: the surface signals we used to read as evidence of competence and care no longer carry

the information they once did.

Consider what this does to a buyer. They receive three proposals, all articulate, all confident, all

well-formatted, and they have no way to tell from the artefacts which firm can actually do the work. So

the buyer does what people always do when signals become unreliable: they discount all of them and

look for something harder to fake. They ask for references they can call. They demand to meet the

actual team, not the pitch team. They run pilots. They trust proof, and distrust presentation, because

presentation has become cheap and proof has not.

This is the deeper meaning of the phrase "erosion of trust in information." It is that the cost of producing

something believable has collapsed, and when the cost of a signal collapses, the signal stops meaning

anything. An email from your bank and a flawless forgery of an email from your bank are now

indistinguishable on their surface, so you stop trusting the surface and start trusting other things: a

channel you have verified, a person you know, a history you can check. The same logic is coming for

every claim a firm makes about itself. What is worth something is a record of behaviour that cannot be

generated after the fact, because it actually happened.

The firms that grasp this early will stop competing on the polish of their claims, which is now a

commodity, and start competing on the demonstrability of their conduct, which is not.
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Trust is manufactured, not radiated

Here is where most thinking about trust goes soft, and where a practitioner has to be harder-headed than

the self-help shelf.

The common view treats trust as a quality a firm radiates: a matter of values, culture, tone, the warmth

of the founder, the feeling in the room. All of that is real and none of it is nothing. But treated as the

whole story it leads leaders to work on trust the way they work on a mood, through mission statements

and offsites and a rewritten "about us" page, and to be baffled when the mood does not translate into

shorter sales cycles or lower churn. Trust that you merely radiate is trust you cannot control, cannot

scale beyond the few people who happen to have charisma, and cannot rebuild when it breaks.

The more useful view, and the one this book is built on, is that trust is manufactured. It is an output,

produced by a process, and like any output it can be made reliably or unreliably, cheaply or expensively,

by design or by accident. A firm that understands this stops asking "how do we seem more

trustworthy?" and starts asking "what is the machine that produces trust in our business, and is it

running well?"

What is that machine actually making? Strip the sentiment away and trust reduces to a prediction. When

a client trusts you, they are predicting that you will behave well in situations they cannot yet see and

cannot fully specify in a contract. They are betting that when something goes wrong on the engagement,

and something always goes wrong, you will make a good call: that you will tell them early rather than

hide it, absorb a cost that is arguably theirs to protect the relationship, choose the outcome that is right

over the one that bills better this month. Trust is a forecast of your future decisions in circumstances that

have not arisen yet.

You cannot forecast someone's future decisions from their values statement. You forecast them from

their track record of decisions in the past. We trust the surgeon who has done the operation a thousand

times not because she is warm but because her history predicts her hands. We trust the colleague who

has told us three uncomfortable truths, at cost to himself, because those three decisions predict a fourth.

Trust is a pattern extrapolated forward from evidence, and the evidence is decisions.

Trust is a prediction of your future decisions, made from the record of your past
ones. Everything else is decoration on top of that record, or a substitute for a
record you never kept.

Which is why trust can be manufactured, and manufactured deliberately. A firm that consistently makes

good decisions, and does so visibly, is running a machine that produces trust as a by-product. Every

time it tells a client an uncomfortable truth early, declines work it cannot deliver well, prices fairly when

it could gouge, or handles an escalation with obvious competence, it is not performing trustworthiness.

It is generating a data point that the client extrapolates forward. Do that reliably, across enough

moments, and you have built something no competitor can copy from your website, because it is not on

your website. It is in your conduct.

A demonstrable consistency of good decisions

The trust-producing machine runs on decisions. But the decisions are exactly the thing your firm does

not capture.
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Walk through the anatomy of a single client relationship and notice how much of what earns trust is a

judgement call that leaves no proper trace. The moment in the sale where you talked the client down

from an oversized scope that would have failed, protecting them from themselves and costing yourself

revenue. The staffing decision to put your best person on a struggling account rather than a lucrative

new one. The escalation you caught on a Friday and resolved by Monday before the client ever saw it.

The renewal you priced honestly when you could have exploited their switching costs. Every one of

these is a decision, and every one of them is precisely the kind of behaviour that, accumulated over time,

is what "we trust them" actually means. And almost none of them is recorded anywhere as a decision.

Where do they go? The scope conversation lives in a salesperson's memory and maybe a line in a call

summary. The staffing call was made in a corridor and survives only as a name in a resourcing sheet, no

reasoning attached. The Friday escalation is a closed ticket, the fact that it was closed brilliantly

nowhere in the data. The pricing judgement is a spreadsheet whose logic left with the person who built

it. In each case the system kept the residue and threw away the decision. The firm in the opening pages

of this chapter was not unusual. It was typical. It had behaved in a trustworthy way ten thousand times

and had kept a record of exactly none of those times as decisions.

This is why the trustworthy firm and the merely lucky firm can look identical from the outside, and

often cannot tell themselves apart from the inside. Both have happy clients and a good year. Only one of

them can show, on demand, the pattern of judgement that produced the happiness, and can therefore

reproduce it deliberately, defend it when a sceptical procurement lead arrives, teach it to a new hire, and

carry it across the gap when the person who held it in their head leaves.

The phrase to hold onto is this: trust is built by a demonstrable consistency of good decisions over time.

Take the three words seriously in turn. Consistency, because a single good decision is an anecdote and

trust is a pattern; the client is extrapolating a slope, and one point defines no slope. Good, because

consistency in bad decisions builds a reputation too, just not the one you want. And demonstrable,

which is the word almost every firm fails on, because a consistency of good decisions that you cannot

show, cannot point to, cannot reconstruct when challenged, produces trust that is fragile, personal, and

unprovable. It works right up until the moment someone asks you to prove it, and then it collapses into a

competitive tender you did nothing to deserve to be in.

Every chapter that follows is, in one way or another, about how to build the record that makes that

possible. Plant the seed now: a firm that cannot see its own decisions cannot prove its own

trustworthiness, and in a market that has stopped believing assertions, unprovable trustworthiness is

barely worth more than none at all.

Isn't this just brand and relationships?

A fair objection, and the sharpest one available, goes like this. Firms have thrived on trust for centuries

without any of this talk about captured decisions. They did it through brand and through relationships. A

strong brand is a promise the market already believes; a strong relationship is a bond between people

that no database improves. Are we not just dressing up two very old ideas, reputation and rapport, in the

costume of a new one?

Take it seriously, because there is real truth in it. Brand and relationships are indeed how trust travels in

the world, and no amount of decision capture will save a firm that treats its clients coldly or does shoddy

work. The objection is not wrong that these things matter. It is wrong about what they are.
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Brand and relationships are not the underlying substance of trust. They are the ways accumulated trust is

compressed, carried, and recognised. A brand is the market's compressed memory of your conduct. You

cannot build a trusted brand by working on the brand, which is why the firms that try, through

campaigns and rebrands and tone-of-voice guidelines, so often produce something that rings hollow.

Brand is a decision record the market has kept about you. The uncomfortable question is whether you

have kept the same record about yourself, or whether your reputation lives entirely in other people's

heads, beyond your sight and your control.

Relationships are the same story at human scale. When we say a relationship carries trust, we mean two

people have accumulated a private history of decisions with each other, each one observed and

extrapolated, until the prediction grew strong enough to run on. And here the objection reveals the

problem rather than solving it, because a relationship is a decision record kept in one person's memory,

the most fragile store imaginable. It cannot be searched, audited, transferred, or scaled, and it leaves the

building when the person does. The firm in this chapter's opening had superb relationships. That was

exactly why it was defenceless: all of its trust was held in people, and when the relationship on the client

side changed hands, the trust it depended on had no independent existence.

So the honest answer to the objection is yes and no. Yes, trust is felt and transmitted through brand and

relationships. But those are the surface, and the substance beneath them is a record of decisions, and the

whole argument of this book is that the surface is all most firms have. They can feel their trust rising and

falling but cannot see what drives it, prove it to a stranger, or rebuild it deliberately when it breaks,

because the thing it is made of was never captured as anything they could hold. The firms that win the

next decade will be the ones that stop managing the reflection and start managing the thing casting it.

The bridge

If trust is a prediction built from a record of decisions, then anything that makes decisions harder to see,

or easier to fake, raises the value of a firm that can still show its own. This is the ground on which the

next decade will be contested, and something has just arrived that will contest it hard in both directions

at once.

Artificial intelligence is now landing in every one of these businesses, and it does two opposing things

to trust simultaneously. It makes trust harder to hold, because it floods the world with fluent, confident,

plausible content that severs the last remaining link between how something looks and whether it is true,

and because it can produce answers so smoothly that we forget to ask what they are grounded in. And it

makes trust more valuable to have, because in a market drowning in cheap plausibility, a firm that can

demonstrate a real record of real decisions becomes rarer and worth more than ever. The tool that

dissolves everyone else's proof is also the tool that could sharpen yours, if you have anything true for it

to stand on.

But most firms are about to hand this powerful, fluent, confidently mistaken new capability the keys to a

business whose own instruments they cannot read. They are flying into weather they have never faced,

in a cockpit whose dials went dark years ago, and they have not noticed because the autopilot sounds so

reassuring. That is the subject of the next chapter.
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Chapter 2. The Blind Cockpit

It is a quarter to eleven and the managing partner of a mid-sized agency is still at her kitchen table,

laptop open, deciding what to do about a client that has gone quiet. The renewal is six weeks out. The

account has felt wrong for a while: fewer replies, a rescheduled quarterly review, a tone in the last email

she cannot quite read. She is tired, and she does the thing that a year ago she would not have thought to

do. She opens an AI assistant and asks it, in plain language, whether she should push for renewal, offer a

discount, or let the account go.

The answer arrives in seconds, and it is good. It is structured. It lays out three options with pros and

cons for each. It offers a framework, "value at risk versus cost to serve," that she has to admit is rather

elegant. It recommends a path: a proactive renewal conversation, framed around a modest scope

reduction, to protect the relationship while defending margin. It even drafts the opening line of the

email. It reads like counsel from a sharp, unflappable adviser who has seen a hundred accounts like this

one.

And then, somewhere around the second read, she notices what it has actually done. It does not know

that this account has slipped its delivery dates twice in the last quarter, because nobody wrote that down

anywhere it could reach. It does not know that the sponsor who championed the agency internally left in

March, or that the true margin on the work went underwater in month two, or that her best strategist has

quietly asked to be moved off it. It knows none of the things that matter, because none of the things that

matter were ever put in front of it. It has written a beautiful essay about a client it has never met, in the

voice of someone who has. And it sounded right.

The real question is not power

The temptation, reading a scene like that, is to conclude that the tool is not good enough yet, and that a

better one would have known. That is the wrong lesson.

The machine was not underpowered. On its own terms it performed beautifully. If you had asked a

management consultant to produce the same memo cold, with no access to the account, they could not

have done it faster or, in some respects, better. The problem was never the horsepower. The problem

was what the horsepower was standing on, which was nothing at all. It was reasoning fluently about a

situation it could not see.

Artificial intelligence has handed every leader a co-pilot that is fast, articulate, tireless, and

occasionally, confidently, wrong. It will produce a plan for a market it has never studied, a diagnosis of

a client it has never served, a forecast for a pipeline it has never seen, all in the same even, competent

register. And that co-pilot is being bolted, at speed, onto businesses that cannot see their own

instruments: firms that could not tell you on a Tuesday which of their live engagements are slipping

toward a loss, because the information exists only in scattered systems and three people's heads.

Put a brilliant autopilot in a cockpit whose instruments are blind, and you have
not made the aircraft safer. You have made it faster at going the wrong way.

That is the image to hold for the rest of this chapter. A powerful autopilot, flying a plane that cannot

read its own altitude.
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What the machine is actually doing

Strip away the branding and the demos, and at its core a large language model generates text by

predicting likely next tokens from the context it has been given. It has been trained on an enormous

quantity of human text, and from that text it has learned, with real sophistication, what tends to follow

what in what contexts. When you give it a prompt, it does not look up an answer. It generates one, one

token at a time, by repeatedly asking a single question: given everything so far, what is the most

plausible thing to say next?

The generative mechanism rewards text that is plausible, which is to say text that reads like the kind of

thing a knowledgeable person would write. Training and safeguards can push it toward what is true, and

modern systems are explicitly tuned to be more factual, to follow instructions, and to draw on tools and

retrieved sources. But the mechanism underneath does not independently guarantee truth. Most of the

time, for most questions, plausible and true point in the same direction, which is why the tools are

genuinely useful and why they feel like magic. When they come apart, the machine has no independent

way of knowing. It has only its sense of what sounds right.

A language model is probabilistic. Ask it the same question twice and you may get two different

answers, both delivered with equal composure. And when its uncertainty is not surfaced or constrained,

it may fill a gap in its knowledge with a plausible completion rather than make the absence of evidence

obvious. It can be confidently wrong, producing a citation that does not exist, a statistic that was never

gathered, a fact that is simply invented, in exactly the same tone it uses for things that are correct. The

industry has a gentle word for this, hallucination, but the mechanism is not a glitch. It is the system

doing precisely what it was built to do, which is to continue plausibly, whether or not the plausible

continuation happens to be real.

And, most important for our purposes: a language model has no access to your private context unless

you give it that access. It did not train on your margins, your delivery history, your pricing decisions,

your client's temperament, or the reason you walked away from a similar deal two years ago. Unless you

place them in front of the model, deliberately and in a form it can use, they do not exist for it. It will not

tell you it is missing them. It will write around the hole, smoothly, as though the hole were not there.

None of this is a criticism of the technology. It is a description of it. The models are a genuine advance,

and the fluency is real.

Fluency is not knowledge

Human beings use fluency as a proxy for competence, and we do it almost without noticing. When

someone speaks in clear, confident, well-organised prose, we grant them authority. We assume that

behind the smooth sentences sits a body of knowledge, because in our experience that is usually a safe

assumption. The command of language is evidence of the command of the subject.

Machine-generated text breaks that link, quietly and completely. The model produces the fluency

without the underlying knowledge, and it does so by default, on every subject, whether it knows

anything real about your situation or not. You are reading the confident prose of an expert and receiving

the actual knowledge of a stranger who has never seen your books.

This is why the memo at the kitchen table was so persuasive and so empty at once. Every signal a

human uses to gauge whether to trust a source was pointing green. The structure was expert. The tone

was measured. The reasoning hung together. The only thing missing was any connection to the actual
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client, and that absence produces no visible signal at all. A guess and a grounded judgement look

identical on the page when both are written by a machine that is fluent in the language of judgement.

In the last chapter we said that trust is built by a consistent record of good decisions over time. These

systems manufacture the appearance of a trustworthy source, the fluency and the confidence, without

the substance that is supposed to earn it: the signal of good judgement, detached from the reality of it. A

firm that learns to trust the signal, because the signal is so good, is being trained to misplace exactly the

asset it can least afford to spend carelessly.

The answer machine and the reasoning partner

There are two fundamentally different ways to bring one of these systems into a business, and almost all

of the confusion in the market comes from mistaking one for the other.

The first is AI as an answer machine. You ask a question, you receive a plausible answer, and the

answer is built from the general patterns of human text plus whatever you happened to type into the box.

This is the mode most people are using today, because it is the mode that requires nothing of the

organisation. It is genuinely helpful for a wide class of tasks: drafting, summarising, explaining a

concept, generating options, rephrasing a difficult email. For anything where plausible really is good

enough, and there are many such things, the answer machine earns its keep.

But the answer machine has a hard ceiling, and the ceiling is the one we have already named. It cannot

reason about your actual situation, because it cannot see it. Ask it a question about your specific client,

your specific margin, your specific decision, and it will still give you a competent general answer,

dressed convincingly as a specific one. It produces the same fluent plausibility whether you are asking it

to suggest a subject line or asking it whether to fire a client, and it gives you no way to tell, from the

output, how much it actually knew.

The second way is AI as a reasoning partner, and the difference is entirely a matter of what the

machine is standing on. A reasoning partner is grounded in the firm's real decisions and outcomes: the

actual state of the engagement, the history of what was promised and what was delivered, the record of

similar situations and how they turned out, the evidence that a human adviser would insist on seeing

before opening their mouth. When you ask a grounded system about the quiet client, it does not reach

for the average of the internet. It reaches for this client. It can say that delivery slipped twice, that the

margin went underwater in month two, that the last three accounts you handled this way were saved by a

scope conversation and the two you discounted instead churned anyway. It reasons over your evidence,

and, crucially, it can show you the evidence it reasoned over, so you can check its work.

That last property is the whole game. The reasoning partner can be audited. You can ask it not only

what it concluded but what it stood on, and you can inspect whether the ground was solid. The answer

machine may offer you a conclusion, and even an explanation of sorts, but not a verifiable chain from

your evidence to its conclusion, because your evidence was never beneath it to begin with. One of these

is a tool for producing content. The other is a tool for producing judgement. They look almost identical

in a demo. They are not remotely the same thing, and the difference is the presence or absence of

evidence.

Why AI without evidence can be worse than no AI
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It is tempting to think that an ungrounded answer machine is at least better than nothing. A guess

dressed as counsel is surely no worse than a guess, and the prose is nicer. This is the most dangerous

piece of intuition in the whole subject, and it is wrong.

Consider what happens without the machine. Faced with the quiet client and no tool, the managing

partner knows she is partly guessing. She feels the gaps in what she knows, and the feeling does useful

work: it makes her cautious, it makes her pick up the phone to the strategist who is actually on the

account, it makes her go and find the margin number before she commits. The discomfort of not

knowing is not a bug in human decision-making. It is a safety mechanism. It is the friction that sends us

looking for evidence before we act.

Now add the ungrounded machine. The guess comes back not as a guess but as a memo: structured,

confident, framework-backed, ready to act on. The friction is gone. The very discomfort that would

have driven her toward the evidence has been smoothed away by prose that feels like it already contains

the evidence. She does not go and find the margin number, because the memo did not seem to need it.

The machine has not filled the gap in her knowledge. It has concealed it, and concealed it more

effectively than she could have concealed it from herself.

AI without evidence does not remove the guess. It launders it, converting a hunch
into confident prose that a reasonable person will act on.

That is the precise harm. An ungrounded system takes an input everyone would treat with suspicion, a

guess, an assumption, an average, and returns it wearing the clothes of analysis, stripped of every

marker of its origin.

And it moves at a scale that matters. A single laundered guess at a kitchen table is one bad decision. But

these tools are cheap and fast, and organisations are pouring them into every seam of the business:

proposals, pricing, forecasts, client updates, board papers, staffing plans. Each becomes a place where

an ungrounded system produces a confident artefact that someone downstream treats as grounded,

because it is fluent and came from a tool everyone is told to trust. The plausible guesses compound,

decisions get made on prose that was never connected to reality, and because nobody recorded what the

decision rested on, nobody can later trace where it went wrong. No AI leaves you knowing you are in

the dark. Ungrounded AI turns on a light that illuminates nothing and convinces you that you can see.

A powerful autopilot, blind instruments

A modern autopilot is an extraordinary piece of engineering. It can hold a heading, maintain an altitude,

manage a descent, and fly a smoother, more precise path than most human pilots most of the time. But it

does not perceive the world directly. It flies on the readings its instruments hand it: the altimeter for

height, the airspeed indicator for speed, the attitude indicator for whether the aircraft is level or banking,

climbing or diving. The autopilot is only ever as good as those instruments. It has no independent sense

of altitude. It has the number the altimeter reports, and it acts on that number with total, mechanical

confidence.

Which is why one of the most dangerous situations in aviation is not an engine failure or a storm, but an

instrument that has quietly stopped telling the truth. A blocked sensor, a frozen probe, a source of

pressure that has iced over, and the altimeter now reads a height the aircraft is not at, or the airspeed

indicator reports a speed that is not real. The instruments do not announce their failure. They display a
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wrong number in exactly the same crisp, confident way they display a right one. And the autopilot,

faithful and powerful, flies the wrong number with the same precision it would fly the right one, straight

and level and calm, into the side of a mountain. The competence of the autopilot is not a defence. It is

what makes the error lethal, because a competent system executes a wrong instruction thoroughly.

Now look at a business the same way. Its instruments are the readings a leader flies by: whether the

work is profitable, whether the pipeline is real, whether delivery is level or nose-diving, whether a client

is climbing or quietly losing altitude. In most firms those instruments are blind, or nearly so. The

information that would tell you the true margin on the quiet account is scattered across a CRM, a time

tracker, a finance system, and a delivery lead's memory, and no instrument in the cockpit assembles it

into a reading you can trust. A later part of this book gives that condition its proper name and its full

diagnosis. For now the point is only this: the instruments do not work, and everyone has learned to fly

on feel.

Into that cockpit we are now installing a superb new autopilot, which is what bolting an ungrounded AI

onto a business amounts to. It is more capable than the pilots, faster and tireless and unshakeably

composed, and it is flying on the same blind instruments, filling the missing readings with plausible

guesses. The upgrade did not fix the blindness. It removed the last of the hesitation that blindness used

to produce.

What executives actually need from AI

Ask a leader what they want from these tools and the honest answer is not more content. Content is

already the cheapest thing in the building. The proposals, the summaries, the first drafts, the restated

emails: all of that is now nearly free, and its abundance is closer to a problem than a solution, because it

buries the few things that matter under a rising tide of plausible material that all reads as though it were

considered.

What an executive actually needs is scarce, and it is not text. It is grounded judgement, governed

evidence, and auditable reasoning. Take the three apart, because each is doing real work, and because

the first of them, the one everybody reaches for, is the one most easily misunderstood.

Grounded means the machine's reasoning stands on the firm's real decisions and outcomes, not on the

average of the public internet and not on whatever happened to be typed into the box. When it tells you

something about the quiet client, it is reasoning about this client, from this firm's actual record, or it tells

you plainly that it cannot, rather than papering the gap with fluent prose. Grounding is the difference

between an adviser who has read the file and one who is improvising in the voice of someone who has.

But grounding is necessary, not sufficient. A system grounded in stale, partial, or contradictory records

is standing on ground that will not hold.

Governed means the evidence itself is kept honest: current rather than out of date, attributable to a

source you can name, relevant to the decision in front of you, and open about its own uncertainty.

Internal data is not automatically good data. A firm's own records can be stale, incomplete, biased by

how they were captured, or flatly contradictory, and a model reasoning confidently over bad evidence is

only a more local version of the same failure. The answer is not to abandon grounding but to govern it, a

discipline this book returns to at length, because grounding is worth having only once the evidence

beneath it can be trusted.
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Auditable means you can see the working. You can ask what the conclusion rested on, inspect the

evidence, and check whether the ground was solid, the way you would interrogate any adviser whose

recommendation carried weight. This is the property that ungrounded content can never have, because

there is nothing underneath it to inspect, and it is the property that turns a machine from a producer of

confident guesses into a partner whose judgement you can examine before you rely on it.

Trust is what these three produce together. The firms that understand this will stop asking AI to write

more and start asking it to help them decide well, which is a different request that most of them are not

yet equipped to make, because the evidence a reasoning partner would stand on is not yet captured

anywhere it could reach.

But won't the models just solve this themselves?

Here is the objection that dissolves most conversations about AI before they reach anything useful. The

objection runs: all of this is a temporary state of affairs. The models are improving at a remarkable pace.

Whatever they get wrong today, a better version will get right tomorrow. The grounding problem, the

hallucinations, the confident errors, all of it is just an artefact of an early technology, and waiting for the

next generation is the rational strategy. Why build anything, when the tool will soon build it for you?

The answer is that this objection misdiagnoses what is missing, and the misdiagnosis matters because it

points every investment in the wrong direction. What a better model improves is capability: fluency,

reasoning, breadth, the sophistication of what it can produce from what it is given. What no model can

improve, from the outside, is grounding: access to your decisions, your outcomes, your private context,

the specific evidence of your specific firm. It was never in the training data and it never will be, because

it lives inside your business, most of it unrecorded, and a model trained on the whole of human text still

has precisely zero knowledge of the margin on your quiet client.

So consider what actually happens as the models get better while the grounding stays absent. The prose

gets more fluent. The reasoning gets more sophisticated. The frameworks get more elegant. And the

errors, when the machine is guessing about your firm, get more persuasive, because a more capable

model produces a more convincing account of things it still does not know. The kitchen-table memo of

the next generation will be better written, better structured, and exactly as blind to the actual client.

A better model with no access to your decisions and outcomes is a better guesser,
not a wiser adviser. Capability without grounding scales confidence, not
correctness.

The thing improving is not the thing that is broken. Waiting for a more powerful model to fix a

grounding problem is waiting for a faster autopilot to fix a blind altimeter. The models will keep getting

better. That is exactly why the grounding cannot wait, because every increase in capability, absent

grounding, is an increase in the persuasiveness of the mistakes.

The pilot, not the autopilot

If the instruments are blind, the machine cannot save us, however capable it becomes, because its

capability is not the thing in short supply. What is in short supply is a firm that can see itself: that

captures its decisions and their outcomes, so that judgement, human or machine, has something true to

stand on. Building that is the work of the rest of this book, and we will come back to the co-pilot in a
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later chapter, once it has instruments worth reading, and show what grounded machine judgement can

actually do.

But first there is a prior question, and the aircraft has been pointing at it all along. We have spent this

chapter on the autopilot: what it is, what it can and cannot see, why its confidence is not the same as

competence. We have said almost nothing about the pilot. And if the instruments are blind and the

autopilot flies on guesses, then the hardest and most human question is not how to improve the machine.

It is what it means to fly the plane at all: to lead, to decide, to hold responsibility for a firm you cannot

fully see, in an age when a very fluent voice in the cockpit is always ready to tell you, with total

composure, exactly where it thinks you are. That is a question about leadership, and it is where we turn

next.
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Chapter 3. The New Shape of Leadership

Consider a founder who built an agency from a spare room to two hundred people. When it was six of

them around a kitchen table, she could lead the way the best small-firm leaders always have: by being in

the room. Every price, every hire, every awkward client conversation passed across her desk or within

her earshot. She did not manage the work so much as inhabit it. If a decision was going wrong, she felt it

before it had a name.

Now there are two hundred. She sees perhaps a tenth of what matters. The rest happens in client

meetings she is not in, in message threads she will never read, in the split-second judgement of an

account manager deciding whether to absorb a scope change or push back on it. She is a clever woman

and she noticed the drift years ago. Her response was the natural one: reporting. Weekly status. A

pipeline review. A utilisation dashboard. A project tracker with a column for risk, rated red, amber, or

green.

Here is the strange thing she cannot quite explain to her board. The more she reports, the less she feels

she knows. The decks are immaculate. The dashboards are green, mostly. And yet the surprises keep

coming from inside the building: the account that churned with no warning, the project that was green

until the week it went red, the margin that evaporated somewhere between the quote and the invoice.

She has more information than any leader in the firm's history and less confidence than she had at the

kitchen table.

She has not failed at leadership. She has run into the limits of a model of leadership that was built for a

different kind of work.

The question underneath the dashboards

The instinct, when control slips, is to reach for more of what used to give you control. More reporting,

more oversight, more status, more sign-off. It is just aimed at the wrong target, because it treats a

leadership problem as a visibility problem and then tries to solve visibility by watching activity.

The real question this chapter answers is harder and more useful than "how do I get more visibility?"

What does leadership actually become when you can no longer make, or even witness, most of the

decisions that determine whether your firm wins? And what does it become when some of those

decisions are increasingly made, shaped, or accelerated by machines that work faster than any human

can supervise?

The answer is that the shape of leadership is changing. The old shape, control through hierarchy and

visibility through reporting, was built for work you could see. The new shape is built for work you

mostly cannot, and it rests on three things the old model never needed: judgement, transparency, and the

ability to make a good decision legible to someone who was not in the room.

The gantry is gone

The industrial model of management was a genuine achievement. On a factory floor the work is visible,

sequential, and largely standardised. A manager standing on a gantry could see the whole line: where it

was moving, where it had stopped, who was behind. Control was a matter of specifying the task

precisely, watching it performed, and correcting deviation. The person who designed the process knew
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the best way to do the job, and the person on the line executed it. Supervision worked because a weld

either happened or it did not, and you could see which.

The industrial model was engineered deliberately, early in the last century, to wring waste and variation

out of manual work, and it succeeded so completely that we forgot it had ever been a choice. Its logic

seeped into everything: the org chart, the reporting line, the monthly review, the assumption that a

manager plans the work and then checks that the work matches the plan. All of it was built on the belief

that the work can be seen. When that belief held, the furniture was excellent. We kept it long after the

work stopped being visible.

Almost none of that holds for knowledge work, and a people business is knowledge work all the way

down. The value your firm sells is not a weld. It is a judgement: how to frame the client's problem,

which two people to put on it, whether to challenge the brief or accept it, when to escalate and when to

hold. That judgement is invisible. It happens inside a person's head in the seconds before they reply to

an email. It is non-standard, because the whole point of hiring judgement is that each situation is a little

different. And very often the person doing the work knows more about the specific call than the leader

above them does.

Command-and-control assumes the boss knows the best move and the worker executes it. In knowledge

work that assumption is frequently false, and building a management system on a false assumption

produces exactly the paradox our founder is living: more oversight, less control. She is gathering more

evidence of activity and mistaking it for a view of the work.

Now add machines to the floor. Increasingly, the decisions that move a people business are not purely

human. A model drafts the proposal, ranks the candidates, suggests the price, flags the at-risk account.

Sometimes a person reviews the suggestion with care. Often, under deadline, they wave it through. The

result is that judgement is now distributed not only across many people but across people and software

together, and it moves faster than any gantry-style supervision could ever track. You cannot watch a

thousand small decisions a week. You certainly cannot watch them when a fair number of them are

being made at machine speed. The supervisory model does not merely strain at this scale. It becomes a

fiction that everyone maintains and nobody believes.

And the machines change the stakes. When a junior made a questionable call, the damage was bounded

by how much work one person could do in a day. When a model makes the same call, it makes it a

thousand times before lunch, in the same confident register, and it never gets tired, or suspicious, or

struck by the feeling that something is off. Speed without judgement is not a gift to a leader who already

cannot see the decisions. It is an accelerant. The firms that will handle machine judgement well are not

the ones with the best models but the ones that had already learned to see and shape the decisions their

people were making, because a machine dropped into a firm that cannot see its own decisions simply

makes more of them, faster, in the dark.

From managing activity to managing decisions

If you cannot supervise the work directly, what do you manage instead? The honest answer, in most

firms, is that you manage activity. You count the things that are easy to count: hours logged, utilisation,

tasks closed, tickets resolved, milestones hit, the colour of the status field. Activity is attractive because

it is visible and countable, which makes it feel like control. But activity is a proxy, and it is a proxy that

has come loose from the thing it was meant to stand for.
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Here is the mechanism. A team can be fully utilised, admirably busy, every timesheet full and every

status green, and still be quietly making the decisions that will lose the engagement money. The status

deck tells you delivery is amber. It does not tell you why, and the why is the only part a leader can

actually act on. Activity metrics describe motion. Leadership is about direction, and you cannot steer by

watching the speedometer.

Activity metrics describe motion. Leadership is about direction, and you cannot
steer by watching the speedometer.

Picture the case that belongs framed on every operating wall. A delivery team runs a flagship account at

ninety-eight per cent utilisation for a year. Every agent is busy, every timesheet full, every weekly status

a calm green, and the team is quietly held up as the one the others should copy. What no dashboard

shows is the string of small, sensible-looking decisions made under all that utilisation pressure: the

senior lead moved off to a newer account to keep her billable, the scope creep absorbed rather than

repriced, two escalations smoothed over rather than surfaced, the renewal conversation deferred because

everyone was too busy delivering to have it. Then the client did not renew, and the lifetime value of a

relationship the firm had spent three years building was gone in a single quarter. The firm lost the

account at full utilisation, and not one instrument on the wall so much as flickered.

Managing decisions means asking a different question about the same work. Not "is it green or amber?"

but "what did we choose, and why, and on what evidence?" Compare two accounts of the same troubled

project. The first is a status update: "Delivery is amber, we are behind on milestone three, mitigation in

progress." The second is a decision: "To protect margin on a job we priced too tight, we staffed two

juniors where we had quoted a senior, betting the client would not feel the difference. The client felt the

difference. That bet is why we are amber." The first is weather. It reports the conditions and gives you

nothing to hold. The second is leadable. It names a choice, an owner, a piece of reasoning, and a bet that

can be revisited. There is nothing to do with the first except wait and hope the mitigation works.

Multiply that difference across a firm and it decides everything. A firm that runs on weather reports

meets every problem as a surprise and loses sight of its cause. A firm that captures its decisions spends

the same hours reading the bets it is making while they can still be changed, which is the only moment

at which leadership is actually possible.

Most firms run almost entirely on the first kind of sentence, having built elaborate machinery to collect

weather reports and almost none to capture decisions, because activity is easy to record and decisions

are not. We manage what our systems will hold. Hold that thought. It is the hinge the whole book turns

on.

Setting the conditions instead of making the calls

Once you accept that you cannot make or watch most of the decisions, the leader's job moves upstream.

You stop trying to be the person who makes the hundredth pricing call and become the person who

makes sure the hundred pricing calls get made well by other people. That is not a retreat from

responsibility. Done properly, it is a more demanding form of it.

What are the conditions for a good decision? Strip it back and there are only a few, but they are

exacting. People need clarity about what good looks like, which means knowing what the firm is

actually optimising for in this situation, because "protect the margin" and "protect the relationship"
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often point in opposite directions and someone has to have said which one wins here. They need access

to the relevant evidence, the true state of the account and the engagement, not a rumour and a gut feel.

They need clear ownership, so that a decision has a name attached and does not fall into the gap

between two roles. They need a route to escalate without shame when a call is above their pay grade.

And they need it to be safe to record a decision honestly, including its risks and the bet inside it, without

that honesty being turned against them the moment the bet goes wrong.

Notice that every one of those conditions is something a leader builds, not something a leader decides.

You cannot personally make the right pricing call on an account you have never heard of. Set those

conditions and a thousand good decisions happen without you. Fail to set them and you can review

every deck in the firm and still be surprised every month, because the surprises are being manufactured

upstream of anything a report will ever show you.

There is a compounding quality to this that rewards the patient leader. A decision made in the right

conditions does not merely come out better, it comes out legible: the person who made it can say

afterwards what they were optimising for and what they stood on, and a legible decision is one the firm

can learn from. Set the conditions habitually and you build a firm that gets better at deciding, because

each good decision leaves a trail the next one can follow.

This is harder than making the calls yourself, not easier. When you make the decision, you can at least

tell yourself you were in control. When you set the conditions, you are accountable for outcomes you

did not directly choose, produced by people you will never fully supervise, and you have to resist the

constant pull back towards doing it all yourself. That pull feels like leadership. It is actually just the

highest-paid person in the building volunteering to become the bottleneck.

The leader as an editor of judgement

There is a useful picture for what this leader does day to day, and it comes from a craft that solved the

problem long ago. A good editor does not write the book. The editor is very often not as gifted a writer

as the best author on the list. What the editor does is different and irreplaceable. They hold a standard

for what good looks like. They ask the question that exposes the weak paragraph. They see across many

manuscripts what a single author cannot see from inside one. They spread what is working and cut what

is not. The words remain the writer's. The judgement about the whole is the editor's.

That is the shape of the new leadership. You are not the source of the answers. You are the editor of

your firm's judgement. You review the decisions that matter, and reviewing does not mean re-deciding.

It means asking the questions that make weak reasoning visible: what were we optimising for, what did

we give up, what would have changed our minds? You keep alive a standard of what a good decision

looks like in this firm, so that "how we make calls here" is a real and shared thing rather than two

hundred private methods. And you notice the pattern, the pricing mistake being made in three different

teams for the same reason, that no individual decision-maker could ever see because each of them sees

only their own work.

The craft of it is mostly in the questions. An editor of judgement resists the urge to supply the answer,

because supplying the answer trains people to bring you problems instead of proposals and quietly

recentres every decision on you. Instead you ask the questions a good decision should already have

answered, and you ask them consistently enough that people begin to ask them of themselves before

they reach your door. What were we optimising for. What did we trade away. What would have to be

true for this to be the wrong call. The standard has moved out of your head and into the firm's habits,
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where it can work without you present.

This is the only way judgement scales. The alternative, the leader as sole source of answers, does not

scale past the leader's own calendar. An editor does not need to be a better writer than everyone on the

list to make the whole list better. A leader does not need to be the best decision-maker in the building to

make the building decide well. They need to see the whole and hold the standard, and both of those

depend on one thing the old model never provided: being able to see the decisions in the first place.

Transparency of decisions, not surveillance of activity

When control slips there are two directions a leader can go, and they lead to opposite firms. The first is

surveillance. If I cannot see the work, I will watch the workers: monitor the hours, track the logins,

count the keystrokes, tighten the status reporting until I have a minute-by-minute picture of who is

doing what. The second is transparency. If I cannot see the work, I will make the decisions visible: build

a firm in which what we chose, and why, is open to the people who need to see it.

These feel similar because both are about visibility, but they could hardly be more different.

Surveillance watches activity, the wrong thing to watch, and worse, it corrodes the very thing a people

business runs on. It says, in every keystroke it logs, "I do not trust you, so I am watching you." They

perform busyness. They optimise for the metric. They stop telling you about the risky decision, because

visibility has become a threat rather than a shared act. You end up with a firm that is fully monitored

and less honest than it was before you started watching.

Transparency of decisions does the opposite. It assumes good faith and examines choices, where

surveillance assumes bad faith and measures movement, and it is the move that actually builds trust, for

the reason the first chapter set out: you cannot demonstrate good judgement if your judgement is

invisible. A firm whose decisions are legible can show a client, a nervous CFO, or an account manager

who has just inherited a relationship she has never seen, not merely what happened but why it was

chosen. That "why" is what earns trust. A firm whose decisions live only in people's heads is asking to

be trusted on faith, and faith does not survive contact with the first bad surprise.

There is a second reason transparency matters more now than it did a decade ago. Once machines are in

the decision loop, drafting, ranking, pricing, and flagging, you need to see not just the decision but the

evidence beneath it, because a model will hand you a confident answer whether or not it is grounded in

anything true. Surveillance tells you the account manager approved the model's suggested price at four

o'clock. Transparency of the decision tells you what the price was based on, what alternatives were

weighed, and whether the machine's confidence had any foundation at all. In a world of confident

machines, the leader who can see the reasoning holds an advantage over the one who can see only the

activity, and it is not a small one.

It is worth being concrete about what legible means here. A legible decision is not a longer status report.

It is a short, honest record of a choice: what we decided, who owns it, what we were trying to achieve,

what the main alternative was, and what we are betting on that could turn out wrong. That last part is the

one firms flinch at, because writing down the bet feels like writing down the blame in advance. It is the

opposite. A risk named in the open can be revisited while there is still time to change course; a risk

never spoken becomes visible only as a result, by which point it is no longer a decision but an outcome,

and outcomes cannot be led, only survived.

"Someone still has to decide"
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The honest objection to all of this is that it sounds soft. Setting conditions, editing judgement, choosing

transparency over surveillance: it can read like a leader who has talked themselves out of leading, who

has dispersed responsibility into culture and process so thoroughly that when something goes wrong

there is no one left holding it. Someone, the objection goes, still has to make the call. Someone still has

to be accountable. You cannot edit your way out of a decision that lands on your desk at ten at night

with the client on the phone.

All of that is correct, and none of it counters the argument. Someone does have to decide, own the call,

and carry the consequences. A firm in which "the conditions" decide and no human is accountable is not

an enlightened firm, it is a fog, and fog is where bad decisions go to escape their owners. The new shape

of leadership does not abolish the accountable individual. It depends on one.

What it changes is whether accountability is real or theatrical. In the old model, decisions live in heads,

in meetings nobody minuted, in threads that scroll away, so when something goes wrong, accountability

becomes retrospective and adversarial. Everyone reconstructs the history, and in the reconstruction it is

remarkable how the decision turns out to have been someone else's, or the inevitable result of

circumstances, or a thing that was never really decided at all. You cannot hold a person accountable for

a decision no one can find. The old model did not deliver accountability at scale. It delivered the

performance of accountability, punctuated by blameless post-mortems whose true cause is always "a

breakdown in communication."

You cannot hold a person accountable for a decision no one can find.

Making decisions visible and reviewable is what makes accountability possible across hundreds of

people rather than only inside the one room the leader happens to be sitting in. You can own a decision

you recorded, review a decision you can see, and learn from a bet whose reasoning was written down

before anyone knew how it turned out, because a decision judged solely by its outcome teaches you

nothing about the judgement that produced it. Far from being soft, the new model makes the hardest job

in the firm, being answerable for choices you did not personally make, actually doable. The old model

just hid how undoable that job had quietly become.

What the leader cannot see

Everything in this chapter rests on a single assumption. Setting the conditions, editing your firm's

judgement, choosing transparency, holding people accountable for decisions rather than activity: every

one of these moves assumes you can actually see the decisions your firm is making, that you can find

them, read them, and connect them to what happened next.

You cannot. Not in most firms, and not because the leaders are careless or the people are hiding things.

You cannot see the decisions because nothing you bought was built to hold them. Every system in the

firm records something, faithfully, and not one of them records the decision itself, the actual "we chose

to staff it this way, price it that way, escalate here, walk away there," with its reasoning and its owner

and its bet. That lives in a head, a thread, a meeting nobody minuted, and then it evaporates.

Leaders cannot lead what they cannot see. The software was supposed to help them see, and it does not,

and understanding exactly why it does not is the whole work of the next part of this book. So that is

where we turn: to the machinery itself, and to the strange fact that we have built the most heavily

instrumented businesses in history and still cannot answer the one question that matters. Not what
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happened. What we decided, and why.
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Part II. Why Enterprise Software Is
Broken

The promise of enterprise software was a single source of truth. Buy the systems, connect them, and the

business would become legible: one version of the customer, one version of the numbers, one version of

reality that everyone could see and trust.

Trillions of pounds later, almost no company has it. What they have instead is a sprawling estate of

systems, each excellent at its own job, none of them speaking the same language, and a persistent,

nagging sense that despite all the data, the business is somehow still opaque where it matters most.

Leaders can produce a report on almost anything and an answer to almost nothing.

This part explains why, and the explanation is not the one the industry tells. The usual story is that the

systems are not integrated well enough, the data is not clean enough, the dashboards are not good

enough, and one more platform will finally join it all up. That story has been told for thirty years and the

opacity has not lifted, which should make us suspicious of the story.

The real problem is deeper and stranger. It is that every system in the estate was built to record a thing,

and none was built to record a decision. The customer, the transaction, the employee, the ticket, the task:

all captured in loving detail. The judgement that connected them, the actual choosing that runs the

business, captured nowhere. This part gives that condition a name, the decisionless stack, and traces its

three consequences: a business that records everything and understands nothing, an enterprise that

cannot remember its own decisions and so relearns them forever, and an integration industry that

connects the records ever more beautifully while leaving the missing layer exactly as missing as before.

This is the diagnostic heart of the book. It is also the part most likely to make you recognise your own

firm on the page. That recognition is the point. You cannot build the missing layer until you can see the

shape of the hole, and by the end of this part the hole will be impossible to unsee.
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Chapter 4. The Decisionless Stack

A delivery director I can picture clearly, though she is a composite of a dozen real ones, spent a

Thursday afternoon trying to answer a single question: why had the firm agreed to run a client

programme at a price that, eighteen months on, was plainly losing money.

She was thorough. She started in the CRM, because that is where deals live. The record was all there:

the account, the contacts, the opportunity, the stages it had passed through, the close date, the signed

value. What the CRM did not tell her was why the number was the number. She moved to the finance

system and found the invoices, the revenue recognised, the costs booked against the programme, the

margin sliding quietly from healthy to thin to red. The finance system knew exactly how much money

had been lost. It had no opinion on why anyone had thought the price was a good idea.

She tried the project tool. Tasks, milestones, a burndown, a list of who had touched what and when. She

tried the resourcing system and saw who had been staffed, at what grade, for how many hours. She

opened her inbox and searched for the client's name, then searched the chat tool, and found four hundred

messages, a handful of which were clearly about the pricing, none of which was the decision.

By the end of the afternoon she had reconstructed almost everything about the programme except the

one thing she had come to find. She knew what had been sold, what had been staffed, what had been

delivered, what had been billed, and what had been lost. She did not know why the firm had decided to

sell it that way, who had made the call, what they had weighed, what they had rejected, or what they had

been afraid of. That knowledge had lived in the head of a sales lead who had since left, and in a meeting

eighteen months ago that nobody had minuted.

She had nine systems. Not one of them held the decision.

The question the software cannot answer

There is a particular kind of frustration that everyone who has run a people business knows, and almost

nobody has a name for. It is the frustration of a firm that can tell you everything about what it did and

nothing about why it decided to.

Ask your systems what happened and they will bury you in answer. Ask them why it was chosen, and

they go quiet.

We tend to blame this on discipline. If only people wrote things down. And discipline is part of it. But if

the problem were only discipline, thirty years of process improvement would have fixed it, and it has

not, not anywhere, not in the best-run firms in the world. The problem is deeper than habit. It is

architectural. The systems we bought to run our businesses were never designed to hold a decision in the

first place. They were designed to hold something else, and they hold it superbly, and the decision was

simply never in scope.

This chapter is about that absence and where it comes from. It is not an attack on enterprise software,

which has earned its place and does extraordinary work. It is an attempt to say, precisely and fairly,

what that software was built to do, what it was never built to do, and why the difference is the most

expensive blind spot in the modern firm. The name for the whole estate, seen through this lens, is the

one this book will use from here on: the decisionless stack.
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A tour of the estate

Walk the stack honestly, system by system, and a pattern appears that is hard to unsee. Each system was

built around a noun. And each does it well.

The CRM was built around the customer and the sales pipeline: who the account is, who the contacts

are, which deals are open, what stage they sit in, what they are worth, when they might close. What it

records is the state of a deal. What it does not record is the reasoning inside the deal: why this

opportunity was pursued and that one dropped, why the discount was given, why the firm believed it

could win. The stage moved from "proposal" to "closed won." The judgement that moved it is nowhere

on the record.

The ERP grew out of the need to record transactions and coordinate resources: orders, inventory,

purchasing, the operational backbone of a company that makes and moves things. It is a masterpiece of

recording, every transaction and movement captured and reconciled. But an ERP records that a resource

was allocated, not why that allocation was the right call over the three others available. It holds the

transaction, not the trade-off behind it.

The finance system records money: the ledger, the invoices, the costs, the revenue, the margin. It is the

most trusted record in the building, because money is the one thing a business is legally obliged to

account for precisely. And it is the purest example of the whole problem. It tells you, to the penny, what

a decision cost, and nothing about the decision. It is the scoreboard, not the game.

The HRIS records people: who is employed, in what role, at what grade, at what cost, since when. It

knows that someone was promoted, hired, or moved. It does not know why one candidate was chosen

over another, why a team was restructured, why a good performer was allowed to leave. The people are

recorded. The decisions about the people are not.

The ATS records candidates: applications, stages, interviews, offers, tracking a person through a

pipeline the way the CRM tracks a deal. It captures that a candidate was rejected at the second stage.

The judgement that rejected them, the specific read on fit or risk or timing, survives, if at all, in a

one-line note or a conversation nobody kept.

The service desk and ticketing systems record issues: raised, categorised, assigned, escalated, resolved,

closed. This is decision-adjacent territory, closer to the action than most, and still it holds the wrong

half. It records that a ticket was escalated at 14:12. It does not record why the person on the desk judged

that this one, out of the forty in the queue, was the one that would hurt the client if it slipped. The

escalation is a timestamp. The judgement behind it evaporates.

The project and task tools record work items: tasks, owners, statuses, dependencies, dates. They will

tell you that a task slipped, that a milestone moved, that scope was added. They will not tell you why the

team decided to absorb the extra scope rather than raise a change request, a small, local, unrecorded

decision that, multiplied across an engagement, is often the whole difference between a profitable

programme and a loss.

The communication tools, email and chat and the meeting itself, record conversation. This is where

people always point when you say the decisions are missing. "It is all in the thread," they say, and it is

true that the decision often passes through the thread. But a conversation is not a decision, any more

than a transcript of a trial is a verdict. The thread holds the debate, the tangents, the person who went

quiet, the "let's discuss offline" after which the actual choice was made in a corridor. Somewhere in four
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hundred messages is the moment it was decided. Good luck finding it in eighteen months, and good luck

proving that what you found was the decision and not just the loudest opinion near it.

And the BI system and the data warehouse record history. They pull the records from all the others

into one place and turn them into reports, dashboards, trends. This is the system most people believe

solves the problem. For now, note only what it is: an aggregation of records. A very good one. Still a

record.

That is nine systems. Between them they cost a mid-sized firm a serious fraction of its overhead, and

between them they can reconstruct, in forensic detail, almost everything the firm has done.

And the decision, the actual moment of judgement, "we chose to staff it this way, to price it that way, to

escalate here, to walk away there, to give this client one more chance," lives in none of them. It lives in

someone's head, in a chat thread, in a meeting nobody minuted.

Nine systems of record, and not one of them a system of record for the decision.

The whole estate, and the hole in the middle of it, fits on a single page.

THE DECISIONLESS STACK
Nine systems of record, each keeping a noun.

CRM
the customer, the deal

ERP
the transaction

Finance
the money

HRIS
the employee

ATS
the candidate

Service desk
the ticket

Project tools
the task

Email and chat
the conversation

Warehouse and BI
the history

NO SYSTEM OF RECORD FOR THE DECISION

THE DECISION
the one thing no system keeps

choice decider evidence

alternatives context outcome

who decided, why, on what evidence, against what alternatives, and how it turned out

Everything above the line is bought, installed, and maintained at great expense. Everything below it is

the business, and it is kept nowhere.
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Nouns, not verbs

Why should this be? It is not an accident, and it is not incompetence. It is a consequence of what

computers were originally good at and what we therefore asked them to do.

Enterprise software was born to record. The first business computers replaced the ledger and the filing

cabinet, and a ledger is a record of things: accounts, balances, transactions. The organising unit of all the

software that followed was the same, the record, or in the language of the systems themselves, the

entity: a row in a table, with a set of fields, standing for a thing in the world. A customer is an entity. An

invoice is an entity. An employee, a candidate, a ticket, a task, a resource, all entities, all rows, all

nouns.

This was the right thing to build, and it was built for a good reason. A record is cheap to store, easy to

standardise, and simple to reason about. A customer has a name, an address, a status. You can put those

in fields. The entire discipline of the relational database, which is the foundation under almost every

system named above, is a discipline for storing nouns and the fixed relationships between them. It is a

triumph of engineering, and it made the modern enterprise possible.

But a decision is not a noun. A decision is a verb. It is an act of judgement performed by a person at a

moment in time, weighing things that are often not in any system, choosing among alternatives that

mostly leave no trace, for reasons that live in the head of the person choosing. You cannot easily put a

verb in a field. Where would the alternatives go, the ones considered and rejected? In what column does

the reasoning sit? Which table holds the thing the decider was worried about but could not prove? The

relational model, so good at nouns, has no natural home for any of it. Enterprise software stores nouns.

Businesses compete on verbs.

Enterprise software stores nouns. Businesses compete on verbs.

So the industry did the sensible thing. It built around the nouns, which it could store cheaply and

precisely, and it left the decisions to the humans, which is to say it left them nowhere. The decision was

treated as the messy, unstructured, ephemeral residue of the process, the part that happened in the room

and did not need to be kept, because what mattered, surely, was the outcome, and the outcome was a

record. The record was the point. The judgement that produced it was assumed to be human overhead,

real but unstorable, like the sound of the meeting.

Underneath this there is a second, quieter assumption, and it is the one that has aged worst. Enterprise

software was built around transactions, not judgement. A transaction is a settled fact: it happened, it is

done, it can be recorded and reconciled. Judgement is unsettled: it is a bet on the future made under

uncertainty, and it is only ever provisionally right. Software that records transactions is recording the

past, which is safe and knowable. Software that would record judgement has to hold something harder: a

claim about what someone believed at the time, why they believed it, and what they chose to do about it.

That is a fundamentally different kind of object, and for most of the history of enterprise computing

there was neither the storage, nor the interfaces, nor, frankly, the imagination to build for it. So we did

not.

The result is a stack that is exhaustively good at the settled and structurally blind to the unsettled.

The record and the decision
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Here is the distinction the rest of this book turns on, stated as plainly as it can be. There is a difference

between the record and the decision, and the entire enterprise stack is built on one side of it.

A record is the trace a thing leaves in a system. The client exists, so there is a client record. The invoice

was raised, so there is an invoice record. A record answers the question what. What is the state of this

thing, now and over time.

A decision is something else entirely. A decision is a choice made by an owner, at a moment, on the

basis of evidence, among alternatives, in service of an intent, and with a consequence that arrives later.

A decision answers the question why. Why did we choose this and not that. And a decision has parts a

record does not: an owner (who decided), a rationale (on what grounds), a set of alternatives (what else

was on the table), and eventually an outcome (whether it turned out to be right). None of those parts has

a home in a system built to store the state of a thing.

Put the two side by side and the gap is obvious. The finance system holds the record that a programme

lost two hundred thousand pounds. The decision that led there, "we will hold the price to keep the logo,

and absorb the risk because we believe the renewal will more than repay it," is not a smaller version of

that record or a softer one. It is a different species of information. It was true, as a statement of intent, at

the moment it was made, in a way the eventual loss cannot retroactively erase. The loss is what

happened. The decision is what we chose. A system that captures only the first can reconstruct the

history of the firm and never once explain it.

A warehouse full of what happened is not a memory of what we decided.

The thing every leader actually needs, and cannot get, is a memory of what we decided, and why, and by

whom, and against what alternatives, so that the next time a similar choice arrives, the firm is not

starting from nothing.

The notes field is not the decision

At this point a fair objection arrives, because it is the fix every firm reaches for first. "Our systems do

have somewhere to put the reasoning," people say. "There is a notes field on the opportunity. There is a

comment box on the ticket. We can type the why right there, next to the what." And they are right that

the field exists. It is why the field so rarely works that matters.

Look at what that field actually is. It is a patch of free text bolted to the side of a record, optional,

unstructured, and unconnected to anything. Because it is optional, it is usually empty, or filled in after

the fact by whoever remembers to, which is nobody in the week a deal is closing. Because it is

unstructured, it holds a conclusion and almost never the reasoning: "agreed to hold price," not the three

alternatives weighed and the fear that drove the choice. Because it is unconnected, it sits beside the state

of the deal but has no link to the outcome that will arrive eighteen months later, so even a diligent note

can never be compared against what actually happened. And because it is an afterthought in a system

built around the noun, it is the first thing to rot: it ages, it contradicts the later record, and no one trusts it

enough to read it.

The notes field is the stack's confession. It is the industry half-admitting that the decision matters, and

handing you a blank box and no help. A place to type the reason is not a system for capturing decisions,

any more than a margin scribbled in a ledger is a system of accounts. The reasoning deserves the same

rigour the transaction gets, and in the decisionless stack it gets a text box and a shrug.
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What the absence costs

It is tempting to treat this as a philosophical nicety. It is not. The absence of the decision from the stack

has a precise and compounding cost, and once you see the mechanism you see it everywhere.

The cost is this: an organisation that records only its records can reconstruct what it did but cannot learn

from why it did it, and so every decision is made fresh, from a standing start, as if the firm had never

faced anything like it before.

Consider how learning is supposed to work. You make a call. Time passes. The outcome arrives. You

compare the outcome to what you expected, and if there is a gap, you look at the reasoning that

produced the call and you adjust it. Next time, you decide a little better. That loop, decision to outcome

to revised judgement, is how any system, human or organisational, gets smarter. It is the whole of

experience.

Now notice what the loop requires. It requires that the decision, and its reasoning, still exist when the

outcome arrives, so the two can be compared. And that is exactly the thing the stack does not keep. The

outcome is beautifully recorded, in finance, in the warehouse, in the churn report. The decision that

produced it is gone, evaporated into a departed colleague and an unminuted meeting. When the firm

goes to learn, it finds it has the answer to the exam but not the working, and you cannot mark working

you do not have. So the lesson is not learnt. The margin leaks the same way it leaked last year. The

pricing mistake is repeated by someone who never knew it was a mistake, because the record of the loss

never carried the record of the choice.

This is why firms with decades of experience so often behave as if they have none. It is not that their

people are not clever, or that they do not, individually, remember. It is that the memory lives in people,

and people move on, and the systems that were meant to be the institutional memory kept everything

except the part worth remembering. A firm can have twenty years of records and no accumulated

judgement at all. It knows what it has always done. It has no idea what it has learnt.

This bites hardest in a particular kind of company, and it is the kind this book is written for. In a firm

that makes a product, the decisions are important, but they are not the product; the product is the thing

on the shelf, and the record of the thing is a reasonable proxy for the value created. In a people business,

an agency, a consultancy, a professional services firm, a staffing company, a contact centre, the

decisions are the product. What the firm sells is judgement: who to put on the work, how to price the

risk, when to escalate, which client to fight for and which to let go. Which means that when the

decisions go uncaptured, it is not a supporting document that goes missing. It is the intellectual property

itself, the actual thing of value the firm produces, leaking out of the building unrecorded, every day. A

manufacturer that lost its inventory records would call it a crisis. A people business loses the record of

its judgement continuously and calls it Tuesday.

There is a second cost, subtler and just as real. When decisions are invisible, they cannot be reviewed,

and what cannot be reviewed cannot be governed or trusted. A leader who cannot see the decisions

being made below them is left managing by proxy: watching the records, the dashboards, the lagging

outcomes, and inferring backwards to a set of choices they never saw and cannot examine. This is why

so many capable executives run their firms with a permanent low-grade anxiety. They are accountable

for a machine whose most important moving parts, the judgements, are the one thing their instruments

do not show them. They have a dashboard and a bad feeling, and no way to close the distance between

the two.
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"That is what BI and the warehouse are for"

The strongest objection to all of this comes quickly, and it comes from the smartest people in the room.

"You are describing a solved problem. Fragmented systems, scattered records, no single view, that is

precisely what business intelligence, the data warehouse, and the modern data stack were built to fix.

We pipe every system into one place, we model it, we report on it, we put it in front of the leadership.

The single source of truth exists. We bought it."

This deserves a serious answer, because the objection is half right, and the half it gets right is important.

The modern data stack is a genuine achievement. Pulling the records out of nine systems and

reconciling them into one coherent, queryable place is hard, valuable work, and a firm that has done it is

meaningfully better off than one that has not. If the problem were fragmentation of records, the

warehouse would indeed be the cure.

But look closely at what the warehouse actually contains, and the answer becomes clear. It contains

records. It is, by construction, an aggregation of the same nouns the source systems were built around:

customers, transactions, tickets, tasks, people, money, rolled up, joined, and trended. A data warehouse

is the decisionless stack assembled in one building. It consolidates everything except the missing layer,

and consolidates it so impressively that the absence becomes harder to notice, not easier.

Ask the warehouse the questions that matter and watch it fall silent. It will tell you, brilliantly, that

margin on this client segment fell four points last quarter. It cannot tell you which decisions caused the

fall, who made them, what those people were weighing, or what alternatives they turned down. It

answers what happened with more power and precision than any technology before it, and it remains,

structurally, mute on why we chose.

That is the trap in the phrase "single source of truth." A warehouse is a single source of record, and a

firm that mistakes the two will spend heavily to build a perfect memory of its own actions and remain,

at the level of judgement, an amnesiac. The decision layer the firm actually needs was never one of the

nine systems, so gathering the nine systems together, however elegantly, cannot produce it.

None of which is a reason to tear out the warehouse. The record is worth having; this book is not against

records. It is a reason to stop expecting the record to do the decision's job, and to notice that the most

important layer of the business has, all this time, been missing from the estate we assumed was

complete.

The bridge

So the stack records everything except the decision. That is the first fault, and on its own it would

merely be a gap. What makes it dangerous is what the gap does over time.

A firm that never captures its decisions cannot keep them. And a firm that cannot keep its decisions

cannot remember them, which means it cannot learn from them, which means it is condemned to make

them again, from scratch, forever. The missing record does not just leave a hole in the present. It erases

the past. The salesperson who knew why the deal was priced that way leaves, and the reason leaves with

her. The delivery team inherits a contract and no context. The hard-won lesson of a bad year is

unavailable to the person who needs it the next year, because it was never anywhere but in a mind that

has moved on.
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That is not a filing problem. It is a memory problem, and it afflicts the whole organisation. It is the

subject of the next chapter.
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Chapter 5. The Amnesiac Enterprise

The contract runs to forty pages, and the delivery lead reads all of them twice before she finds the

sentence that will define her year. It sits halfway down page nineteen, buried in a schedule of service

levels, and it says that the client may request unlimited revisions to any deliverable within the sprint in

which it was produced, at no additional charge. She reads it a third time. Then she goes looking for the

person who agreed to it.

He is not there. He closed the deal eleven weeks ago and has since been promoted to a larger territory,

or moved to a competitor, or is simply on a beach he has earned, unreachable. What she wants from him

is not the clause. She has the clause. She wants the reason. Why unlimited revisions? Did the client

demand it, or was it offered? Was it traded for something (a longer term, a faster payment schedule, a

reference call), or was it given away in the last hour before quarter close to get ink on a page? Was it a

blunder, or was it the price of the whole deal?

None of this is written anywhere. The clause is in the contract. The reasoning is in one man's head, and

the man is gone. What she has inherited is a promise she must now honour without knowing what it cost

or what it bought. For the next twelve months, every time the client asks for another revision, she will

absorb the work, and she will never be certain whether she is being taken advantage of or simply

delivering exactly what her own firm sold.

This is not a story about a bad clause. It is a story about a firm that cannot remember why it decided

what it decided, told once, in miniature. Multiply it by every deal, every quarter, and every seam in the

business, and you have the condition this chapter is about.

The turn

In the last chapter we walked the modern software estate and found the same hole in every system. The

CRM records the pipeline, the ERP records the transactions, the HRIS records the people, and not one

of them records the decision. We called this the decisionless stack: the difference between the record

and the decision. The record is what happened. The decision is why it happened, and what else was

considered, and by whom, and at what cost. Software captures the first with great fidelity and loses the

second completely.

If the decision is never captured, the enterprise cannot remember it. And an organisation that cannot

remember its decisions is condemned to make them again. Not the same decisions sharpened by

experience, which is wisdom. The same decisions from a standing start, with the experience thrown in

the bin, which is amnesia. The firm relearns, at full price, what it already knew and forgot. It does this

constantly, in every corner of the business, and it does not even feel the loss, because you cannot grieve

a memory you never knew you had.

The question this chapter answers is short and expensive. What does it cost a business to forget?

The contract without the reasoning

Begin at the handover, because that is where forgetting does its clearest damage.
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When a salesperson wins a deal, they are holding far more than a signed document. They are holding a

rich, private model of the whole thing. They know that the procurement lead did not care about price but

cared enormously about the transition being invisible to her own boss. They know the price landed

where it did because a competitor had quoted lower and the client needed a reason, any reason, to justify

paying more. They know where the risk is buried, because they buried some of it themselves.

None of that model is in the contract. The contract is the residue of the decision, not the decision. What

crosses the seam from selling to delivering is the residue: the scope, the price, the dates, the clauses. The

model that produced them stays behind in the salesperson's head.

The contract is the residue of the decision, not the decision. What crosses the seam
is the residue. The reasoning stays behind in one person's head, and that head has
moved on.

So the delivery team does the only thing it can. It reconstructs. It reads the unlimited-revisions clause

and, lacking any record of why it was agreed, either assumes the worst and staffs defensively against a

risk it does not understand, or assumes the best and gets ambushed in month three. Either way it is

spending real money re-deriving a judgement that another employee of the same firm made in full, with

better information, eleven weeks ago. The firm is paying twice for one piece of thinking, and it has the

second payment on no ledger.

Even the firms that take the handover seriously feel this. They hold a proper meeting, both sides in the

room, and the salesperson walks the delivery team through the account. It helps, and it is not enough,

because a handover meeting transfers facts fluently and reasoning badly. The salesperson conveys what

is true about the client and forgets to convey what they decided and why, partly because their own

reasoning has worn smooth into a set of givens, invisible even to them. An hour later the delivery team

has better notes and the same core problem: they hold the conclusions and not the thinking, and the

thinking is what they will need the first time reality departs from the plan.

This is not anyone's fault, which is exactly why it persists. The salesperson is not withholding the

reasoning; they are simply not asked for it, not paid for it, and not equipped with anywhere to put it.

Their incentive ends at signature, and the handover, where it exists, is treated as a transfer of documents,

not decisions. The folder moves. The thinking that gives the folder meaning does not, because no

system was ever built to hold it.

After the deal is won

Look at where a firm spends its attention and almost all of it points at the moment before signature.

Everything up to the win is instrumented: the pipeline has stages, the forecast has a rhythm, there are

qualification frameworks and review meetings and a small ceremony when a deal closes, a message in a

channel.

And then, at the instant of the win, the instruments go dark. The gong sounds, and the deal drops off the

edge of the observed world into the place where the work actually happens. What comes after the deal is

won is the least watched, least recorded stretch of the entire business, and it is the stretch where the

money is genuinely made or lost, because the margin does not live in the sale. It lives in the distance

between what was sold and what it costs to deliver, and that distance is travelled in the dark.
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This is the great blind spot, and it is structural: the seam between the promise made to win the work and

the work that must honour it. On one side sits a set of decisions dressed as commitments, this price, this

scope, this timeline, this assumption about how many people it will take and how senior they must be.

On the other sits a delivery organisation that must make those commitments true but never sees them as

decisions. It sees them as constraints that arrived from nowhere, because the reasoning behind them was

never captured. The half that promises and the half that performs are run as separate worlds joined by a

document.

Unpack a single promise and you can count the decisions folded inside it. A price is a decision about

how many hours the work will take and how expensive those hours must be; a timeline, a decision about

how many people can be pulled onto it and how fast; a scope boundary, a hundred small judgements

about what falls inside the line. In a people business these are the entire economics of the engagement,

set during the sale by someone whose job was to win it. Delivery receives them as fixed quantities and

cannot tell a deliberate stretch from a careless one: whether the margin is thin because the client was

strategic and worth it, or thin because someone guessed the effort wrong. Both look identical from the

delivery side. A hard number, no reason, honour it.

You can watch the effect in the language people use. Sales talks about what it won. Delivery talks about

what it was handed. The passive voice is the tell. When a delivery director says the account was priced

badly, or the scope was never realistic, they are describing decisions made by their own colleagues as

though they were weather. They cannot argue with the reasoning because they cannot see the reasoning.

They can only live with the result and quietly resent the seam.

And the forgetting runs both ways, which is the proof that this is not a sales problem but a memory

problem. Delivery learns things every day that sales never receives. The team on the ground discovers

that this client will never buy the premium tier, whatever the account plan says; that the real expansion

is not the German office everyone is chasing but the Italian one nobody is. Each of these is hard-won

intelligence, worth more than most of what the CRM holds, and each of them dies inside the delivery

team, because there is no channel and no record to carry it back to the people who will price and pitch

the next deal. Sales forgets what it decided and delivery forgets what it learned, and the two are the

same failure: a firm with no memory for the judgement that moves between its halves.

Memory that walks out of the door

Ask a firm where its institutional memory lives, and if it answers honestly, it will point not at a system

but at a person. It lives in the account manager who has run the client for six years and simply knows

why things are the way they are. It lives in the founder, who carries an unwritten map of every important

decision the company has ever made and is the reason so many meetings end with someone saying, let

us just ask her.

This feels like strength. A firm full of experienced people who carry the history in their heads has a kind

of deep knowledge that no document could match. But knowledge that lives only in people is not an

asset the firm owns. It is an asset the firm rents, from individuals, on a lease that can be cancelled

without notice.

Every resignation is a data deletion with no backup. When the six-year account manager leaves, the

client relationship does not transfer to her successor. The record of the account transfers: the contract,

the invoices, the ticket history. The memory does not. Why the firm gave this client a break on rates two

years ago, which of their people are difficult and which are decisive, what was promised verbally in a
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meeting that no minutes captured, which past decision must never be reopened because it nearly ended

the relationship, all of it walks out of the building in her head and does not come back. Her successor

begins from a signed contract and a warm handshake, and relearns over the next eighteen months,

through her own expensive mistakes, what her predecessor already knew.

Reorganisations do the same damage more quietly. Nobody leaves, but the memory is shuffled into new

boxes where it can no longer be found. The person who knew why the pricing model worked that way is

now running a different region and is no longer consulted. The team that carried the lesson is broken up

and its members distributed, and the lesson, which lived in the space between them, in the shared

understanding rather than any single head, simply ceases to exist.

The cruelty of it is that nobody signs off on the loss. A firm that deletes a database has an incident.

Someone is accountable, there is a review, the backups are checked, questions are asked about how it

was allowed to happen. A firm that loses a decade of pricing judgement to a departure or a

reorganisation has a leaving party and a note about backfilling the role. The two events destroy

comparable value. Only one is treated as a failure of stewardship, because only one is visible, and it is

visible only because the database sat in a system and the judgement never did.

The compound interest of forgetting

The cost of amnesia would be tolerable if it were paid once. It is not. It compounds, and you can feel it

in three patterns that repeat in every firm that cannot remember its decisions.

The first is the argument you have already had. A genuine question gets raised, debated properly, and

settled: should we take fixed-price work in this category, given how badly the last one went? The room

reaches a good answer. Then the answer is never recorded as a decision, only as an outcome that

happens to hold for a while. Six months later a new hire, or a new head of sales, or simply a different set

of people in a different room, raises the same question in good faith, and the whole debate runs again

from the beginning. The same evidence is dug up. The same conclusion is reached, or worse, a different

one, because the reasoning that produced the first answer was never available to challenge. The

expensive part was never the conclusion. It was the thinking, and the firm pays for it again every time,

because it kept no receipt. The second is the concession that failed before. A client asks for something:

an extended payment term, a discount tied to volume that never materialises, a clause that quietly

transfers risk. The firm tried exactly this once, with another client, and learnt the hard way that it was a

loss. But that lesson was never captured as a decision with a reason attached. It dissolved into the

general fog of things that went badly. So the concession is granted again, by someone who was not there

the first time, and it fails again, in the same way, for the same reason. The firm does not recognise the

repetition, because to recognise it you would need a memory of the first time framed as a decision, and

there is none. It files the second failure under bad luck and prepares, unknowingly, to grant the

concession a third time.

The third is the mistake that scales. One account is underpriced, not by accident but because of a

specific wrong assumption: that a certain kind of work would take a certain amount of effort, when in

truth it takes far more. The reasoning behind the price was never written down, so nobody can point to

the flawed assumption and correct it. But the price itself lives on, in the CRM, in the templates, in the

sense of what this kind of deal goes for. When the next three accounts of the same shape come along,

the same assumption is applied, silently, three more times. The firm has taken its single most expensive

error and, precisely because it could not see the reasoning inside it, replicated it across the portfolio. It
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scaled its mistake faster than it scaled anything it did well.

A firm that cannot remember its decisions does not simply fail to learn. It
industrialises its errors, applying yesterday's flawed reasoning to tomorrow's
accounts at speed, because the reasoning was never visible enough to be caught.

Put the three together and you see why forgetting is not a fixed cost but an interest payment. The

re-derivation tax is invisible on any statement, because it hides inside things that look like normal work:

another strategy discussion, another discount, another account that came in under margin. But it grows

with the firm, because a bigger firm has more seams across which the same forgetting can happen at

once.

Why the software forgets

Here is the plainest fact in this chapter. Software should remember decisions, and almost none of it

does.

We know how to build memory. We built it for code. When an engineer changes a system, a version

control tool captures not just the change but a note explaining why the change was made, attached

permanently to the change itself, so that years later anyone can read the history of the reasoning. The

capture is a by-product of the work; you cannot really do the work without it. We built memory for

money, too. The ledger, and double-entry before it, is a system whose entire purpose is to remember

every movement of value in a form that survives the people who recorded it. These are systems of

record for a verb: for changing, for transacting. They hold the act, not just the artefact. Engineers would

never accept a system in which nobody could explain, six months later, why a change was made.

Executives accept exactly that for million-pound commercial decisions every day.

We never built the equivalent for deciding. Enterprise software was architected around nouns, around

the customer and the transaction and the employee and the ticket, and a decision is a verb. But the

deeper reason is that capturing a decision means capturing it at the moment it is made, and the moment a

decision is made is exactly the moment nobody wants to stop and write anything down. The choice

happens in a meeting, on a call, in a corridor, in the pressured minutes before a deadline. It is felt as an

interruption to ask for the reasoning right then. And a decision documented later is not the decision. It is

a reconstruction, cleaned up, missing the alternatives that were rejected and the discomfort that was

overruled, which is to say missing everything that made it a decision rather than a foregone conclusion.

Notice what those two working systems have in common. Neither of them relies on anyone finding the

time to write things up well after the fact. The capture is fused to the act, which makes it cheap, timely,

and complete, and it does not have to compete with the real work for attention because it is part of the

real work. That fusion is the whole trick, and it is the thing decisions lack. There is no natural moment

in the making of a decision at which recording the reasoning is the obvious next keystroke, so the

reasoning never gets recorded, and from the silence we conclude, wrongly, that decisions are simply too

fluid to capture.

The systems in the estate happily record the results of decisions: the price that was set, the person who

was staffed, the ticket that was escalated. Every one of those records is a decision with its reasoning

surgically removed. The stack is not neutral about memory. It actively strips the why out and keeps the

what, and it does this so smoothly that the firm mistakes the surviving records for the memory itself. A
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firm can have perfect records and total amnesia at the same time, and most do.

The counterpoint: but we have a wiki

The obvious objection is that this is a solved problem, and the solution is discipline. Good firms

document. They keep a wiki, a knowledge base, a shared drive of playbooks. They have handover

templates and account plans and a folder called, hopefully, Institutional Knowledge. If the enterprise

forgets, the answer is surely to write things down properly and to enforce the habit.

It does not save them for four reasons.

First, documentation records conclusions, not live reasoning. By the time anyone writes the wiki page,

they are writing the sanitised version: we decided to price it this way. The alternatives that were

weighed and rejected, the tradeoff that was accepted, the person who disagreed and why, the specific

fear that drove the concession, all of it is compressed out. But that compressed-out material is the

reasoning, and the reasoning is the only part with any power to inform the next decision.

Second, it is written after the fact, by whoever has time, which usually means never, or thinly, or by

someone who was not in the room. Documentation is a second job stacked on top of the first, and it

loses every contest for attention with the actual work. The decisions that most need capturing, the

fraught ones made under pressure, are precisely the ones nobody has the bandwidth to write up

afterwards. So the wiki fills with the easy, low-stakes knowledge and stays silent on the expensive stuff.

Third, and most fatally, it rots. A wiki page is true on the day it is written and begins decaying

immediately. The context shifts, the client changes, the pricing model moves, the assumption is quietly

superseded, and the page does not know. It sits there, confidently asserting something that stopped

being true months ago. Readers learn that the knowledge base cannot be trusted, that half of what it says

is stale, and once a source cannot be trusted it stops being read, and once it stops being read it stops

being updated, and the decay accelerates. A stale document is worse than an empty one, because an

empty one at least does not lie to you with confidence.

Fourth, the page is not connected to anything. It sits in the wiki while the decision it describes lives

somewhere else entirely: in a contract, a staffing plan, a forecast, an invoice. Nothing links the

reasoning to the thing it produced. Even when the page is written, current, and true, the person facing

the live decision does not know it exists, cannot find it in the moment they need it, and would have to

already know the answer in order to search for it.

Add the four together and you see why the wiki was never going to work. What a firm needs is not a

better library of pages written after the fact and hoped over. It needs a system of record for decisions, in

which capture is a by-product of deciding rather than a chore that follows it. The model is the commit

message, not the encyclopedia: the reasoning recorded in the flow of the work, at the moment of the

choice, attached to the thing decided, carried forward with it so that whoever inherits the decision

inherits the thinking too. Documentation is what you write when your systems cannot remember. The

goal is systems that can.

The bridge

If the diagnosis so far is fragmentation and forgetting, the industry does have an answer ready, and it is

delivered with great confidence. Connect the systems. Pipe the CRM into the ERP, the ERP into the

finance suite, all of it into a warehouse, and put a dashboard on top so that at last the whole business can
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be seen on one screen. Integration, the story goes, will join what the decisionless stack broke apart, and

the joined-up firm will finally remember itself.

It is a reasonable hope, and it is the subject of the next chapter, because it does not survive contact with

the problem we have just described. Moving records between systems faster does not create a memory

the systems never held. Integration connects what each system contains, and what each system contains

is records, not decisions, so the more of them you connect, the more completely you can see what

happened and the less able you are, still, to see why. The result is a business that looks joined up and

remains amnesiac, which is in some ways a more dangerous place to be, because it feels like sight. The

next chapter is about that illusion.
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Chapter 6. The Integration Illusion

The screen went up on a Monday morning, and for about four minutes it was the best day of the quarter.

An eighteen-month project had just landed. The firm, a marketing and technology agency of a few

hundred people, had spent it wiring its systems together. The CRM now spoke to the finance system.

The project tool fed the resourcing tool. The time tracker pushed into the same warehouse as the billing

platform, and all of it surfaced on a single screen the chief operating officer had taken to calling the

command centre. Tiles for pipeline, utilisation, revenue, margin by client, hours booked against hours

sold. Everything the leadership team had spent years chasing across nine browser tabs now sat in one

place, refreshing every fifteen minutes, colour-coded and calm.

The room was, briefly, delighted. This was the thing they had been promised. A joined-up business. One

view. The end of the Monday ritual where four people arrived with four different numbers for the same

question and spent the first half hour arguing about whose spreadsheet was right.

Then the managing director pointed at a tile that had gone amber, a large client account showing margin

slipping below plan, and asked the only question that mattered. "Alright. What do we do about it?"

And the beautiful screen had nothing to say.

It could tell them the margin was down. It could, with two clicks, tell them which projects inside the

account were dragging and by how many hours. It could not tell them why. It could not tell them what

the team had decided the last two times this exact account had drifted, whether they had absorbed the

overage to protect a renewal or held the line and had an awkward call. It could not tell them what to do.

It showed them, in high resolution and in real time, a problem they still had to walk into a separate

meeting to actually think about.

They had built a magnificent window. They still had no idea what to do with what they could see

through it.

The turn

Something is wrong with a story that ends this way, and it is worth being precise about what. The firm

did nothing foolish. Integrating your systems is not a mistake. Fragmentation is real, and Chapter 4 laid

out how expensive it is: nine systems, each recording its own slice of reality, none of them recording the

decision. If your data is scattered, gathering it is progress. The command centre was progress.

But it was progress along the wrong axis, and it was sold as progress along the right one. The industry's

answer to the decisionless stack has been, for two decades, integration and the dashboards that sit on top

of it. Connect the systems. Pipe the data. Put it all on one screen. The promise, stated or implied, is that

once everything is joined up, the business will be joined up, and the leader will finally be able to run it

as one thing.

This chapter is about why that promise is an illusion. Not a lie. An illusion, which is more dangerous,

because it looks so much like the real thing that firms stop looking for the real thing. Integration

produces a convincing picture of a coordinated business while leaving the actual problem, the missing

decision layer, exactly where it was. You can integrate every system you own and remain as

decisionless as the day you started.
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What actually flows through the pipe

Strip the marketing away and an integration is a plumbing job. A pipe is built between two systems so

that when a record changes in one, a corresponding record changes in the other. A deal marked

closed-won in the CRM creates a project in the delivery tool. A timesheet approved in one place posts a

cost in another. The engineering can be genuinely hard and the result genuinely useful. Fewer things get

rekeyed. Fewer numbers disagree. The left hand can see what the right hand booked.

But look closely at what travels down that pipe. It is always a record, or a field inside a record. A status.

A value. A date. An amount. Integration moves the nouns of the business from one place to another and

keeps them consistent. What it never moves, because none of the systems ever held it, is the decision.

Recall the distinction from Chapter 4, the one the whole diagnosis rests on: the record and the decision

are different things. The CRM holds the record that a deal was priced at a certain number. It does not

hold the decision to price it there: the reasoning, the alternative that was rejected, the judgement that this

client would walk at a higher figure but tolerate a tighter scope. That decision lived in a sales director's

head, and a chat thread, and a conversation in a car park after the pitch. When you integrate the CRM

with the finance system, you move the price. You do not move the reasoning behind the price, because

the reasoning was never in the CRM to move.

The most ambitious version of the pipe dream has a name the vendors like: the

three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view. Every record about a customer, gathered from every system,

assembled into one profile. But a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view of the records is still a view of

records. You can surround a client with every fact the firm has ever logged and still not know the one

thing that matters on Monday, which is what you should do about them, informed by what you chose

last time and how it went. A complete picture of the nouns is not judgement. It is a very good filing

cabinet with the drawers open.

This is the quiet defeat at the heart of the integration project. It can only carry what the systems contain,

and the systems, as we established, contain everything except the decision. The records agree with each

other now. The decisions are still nowhere, still ambient, still walking out of the building every time

someone resigns.

A perfectly integrated business is still not a coordinated one. It is a decisionless
stack that loads faster.

The illusion works because consistency feels like coherence. But agreeing on the number is not the

same as knowing what to do about it. The command centre made every tile consistent. It made not one

decision easier to reach, to capture, or to repeat.

The four questions a dashboard cannot answer

The dashboard is the visible face of the integration. A good dashboard is a genuine achievement of

design and engineering. It takes the exhaust of a dozen systems and renders it legible. It is also,

structurally, a rendering of records, and it inherits every limit of the thing it renders.

Think about the questions a leader actually brings to a screen, in the order they matter.

The first is what is happening. Here the dashboard is superb. Pipeline is up, utilisation is down, this

client is amber, that project is red. Reporting the state of the world is exactly what a dashboard is for,
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and modern ones do it beautifully, in real time, on a phone at the airport.

The second question is why. Why is utilisation down? And here the dashboard begins to fail, because a

why is not a value in a field. Sometimes it will let you drill: utilisation is down because three consultants

rolled off a project and have not been rebooked. But that is just a more granular what. The actual why,

the reason those three were not rebooked, whether it was a hiring lag, a sales gap, or a deliberate choice

to hold bench capacity for a deal about to close, is a matter of context and judgement that lives in no

field the dashboard can query.

The third question is what to do. Should we move those consultants to the at-risk account, or hold them

for the deal? Here the dashboard is silent, and honestly so. It was never built to answer this. It shows

you the instruments; it does not fly the plane.

And the fourth question, the one almost nobody thinks to ask of a screen because we have been trained

not to expect it, is: what did we decide last time? The last three times an account looked exactly like this

one, what did we choose, and how did it turn out? This is the question that separates a firm that learns

from a firm that merely reacts, and it is the question Chapter 5 was built around. The dashboard cannot

answer it, ever. Not because of a gap in the data but because of a gap in kind. It holds records of what

happened. It holds no record of what was decided, so it can hold no memory of what worked. Every

amber tile is met as if for the first time, by a firm with a perfect memory for facts and no memory at all

for judgement.

A dashboard shows you what is happening, hints at why, never says what to do,
and cannot remember what you decided the last time you stood exactly here.

None of this makes dashboards useless. It makes them misnamed. They are reporting instruments sold,

increasingly, as decision instruments, and the gap between those two things is precisely the gap this

book is about.

Disconnected systems are not a wiring problem

Walk into most firms and ask why the business feels fragmented, and you will hear a wiring diagnosis.

Our systems are disconnected. They do not talk to each other. If we could just get them integrated,

everything would come together. It is a comforting story, because it turns a deep problem into a

procurement problem. Buy the right middleware, run the right project, and the fragmentation resolves.

An entire industry exists to sell into this story, and much of it is good technology. Integration platforms,

the category the analysts call iPaaS, exist to connect systems without custom code. Middleware of every

vintage exists to make system A speak to system B. These things are real and often worth buying. A

firm with genuinely disconnected systems should probably connect them.

But notice the assumption underneath the wiring diagnosis: that the thing you are missing is a

connection between two systems you already own. That if only the CRM and the finance system talked,

the missing piece would appear in the conversation between them. This is the assumption that does not

hold.

The decision layer was never one of the systems. It is not the CRM, not the ERP, not the project tool,

not the warehouse. It is not sitting inside any of them waiting to be released by an integration. So no

amount of connecting them can produce it, for the same reason that introducing nine people who each
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know part of a story does not cause the whole story to exist in the room. You can put them all in touch.

You can have each one recite their piece. The narrative that ties the pieces into a decision, the

judgement about what it all means and what to do, is not the sum of the pieces and does not emerge

from wiring them together. Someone has to do the work of connecting them that is not data work at all.

This is what it means to call disconnected systems a structural condition rather than a fault. A fault is

something wrong with a system that can be repaired. A structural condition is a property of how the

whole thing is arranged, and you cannot repair your way out of it by improving any single component,

or any connection between components. The missing decision layer is structural. It is missing not

because the pipes are bad but because nobody ever built the thing the pipes were supposed to reach.

Middleware connects what exists. It cannot conjure what was never built.

Firms that do not see this spend years and budgets in a loop: integrate, feel briefly joined up, discover

they still cannot answer the decision, conclude the integration was incomplete, integrate more. The loop

never closes, because each turn treats a structural absence as a wiring gap. You can lay perfect track in

every direction and still have no train.

Integration connects records; orchestration coordinates decisions

There is a word for what the firms in these stories are actually reaching for, and it is not integration. It is

orchestration, and the difference between the two is the difference between a business that looks joined

up and one that is.

Integration connects records. It is a state, a property of your data: the systems agree, the numbers

reconcile, the same customer has the same address everywhere. Integration is about data at rest being

consistent. It is necessary, it is often hard, and it is, on its own, inert. A fully integrated business can still

sit and stare at an amber tile, because consistent data does nothing until someone decides something and

something happens as a result.

Orchestration coordinates decisions and the action that follows them, across people and systems, so

that the whole business moves as one. It is not a state but a motion. Where integration asks do our

systems agree, orchestration asks when we decide something, does the whole organisation turn together

in response? When the leadership decides to protect a slipping account, orchestration is what carries

that decision, with its reasoning, to the resourcing manager who must free up the right people, to the

finance partner who must model the margin hit, to the account lead who must have the conversation,

and then captures what was chosen and what happened, so that the next amber tile is met by a firm that

remembers.

Feel the difference in a single moment. A leadership team makes one decision: we are going to protect

this client, whatever it costs us this quarter, because the relationship is worth more than the margin on it.

In a firm that only integrates, that decision is a sentence in a meeting that evaporates on the walk back to

people's desks. In a firm that orchestrates, the decision moves, and the whole business turns with it.

Revenue stops discounting to chase a number the firm has just chosen to sacrifice. Finance recalculates

the quarter with the margin hit absorbed on purpose rather than discovered later as a nasty surprise.

Resourcing frees the senior people the account now needs and warns the deal they were being held for

that it will have to wait. Legal checks the penalty clauses the firm is now knowingly choosing to risk.

Even the models in the building, scoring churn and margin, update on the new reality instead of flagging

a decision that has already been made. One decision, and the organisation rearranges itself around it,

coherently, on purpose, and remembers afterwards that it did. That is orchestration, and no dashboard
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has ever produced a second of it.

Integration moves the record of a closed deal from sales to delivery. Orchestration carries the decisions

embedded in that deal, why it was priced this way, what was promised to win it, which risks were

knowingly accepted, so that the team inheriting the work inherits the judgement and not merely the

contract. This is the seam Chapter 5 warned about, the handover where context evaporates. Integration

cannot fix that seam, because the context that evaporates was never in the record being handed over.

Orchestration is, precisely, the discipline of not letting it evaporate.

Make it concrete. A renewal is coming up on that same slipping account. In the integrated firm, the

sequence looks like this: the CRM flags the renewal date, the dashboard shows the account is amber,

and a meeting is called at which four people reconstruct, from memory and half-remembered threads,

what was agreed last year, why the margin is thin, and whether the client was ever told the rate would

rise. The decision, when it finally comes, is made tired, late, and without the one thing that would have

made it easy: a clear account of what the firm chose the last time it stood here and how that choice

played out. Then the decision is made, and it is written down nowhere, so next year the same meeting

reconstructs it again. In the orchestrated firm, the renewal date arrives already carrying its history: the

original pricing decision and its reasoning, the two mid-year choices to absorb overage, the note that the

client was warned once and reacted badly, and the outcome of the near-identical renewal on a sister

account eight months ago. It is inherited, examined, decided, and the new decision is captured on its

way past, ready for next time. The difference is not better data. Both firms have the same data. The

difference is that one of them treats the decision as a thing worth carrying and the other lets it fall on the

floor at every seam.

The distinction is the same one this book draws between automation and orchestration elsewhere, seen

from another angle. Automation replaces a task. Integration connects a record. Neither one

coordinates a decision. Orchestration is the work of aligning people, systems, and machine judgement

around a decision, so that deciding actually causes the business to move, coherently, and so that the

movement is remembered. A firm can be fully automated and fully integrated and still not be

orchestrated, which is another way of saying it can have superb plumbing and no conductor.

Integration asks whether your systems agree. Orchestration asks whether, when
you decide something, the whole business turns together. Most firms have spent a
decade buying the first and calling it the second.

Say the two out loud, next to each other, and you can feel which one the command centre delivered. It

delivered agreement. It did not deliver motion. The tiles reconciled. The business, faced with a decision,

still had to leave the room and reassemble the judgement by hand, the way it always had.

Why the illusion costs more than the fragmentation

The reason to be hard on the integration illusion, rather than merely amused by it, is that it is more

dangerous than the fragmentation it claims to cure. A fragmented business at least knows it is

fragmented. The four numbers that disagree on Monday are annoying, but they are honest: they

announce, every week, that the firm cannot yet see itself, and an honest problem keeps the search for a

solution alive.
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The integrated business that mistakes its command centre for a joined-up firm has lost that honesty. It

has bought a picture convincing enough to end the search. The screen is calm, the tiles reconcile, the

demo went well, and the leadership concludes that the fragmentation problem has been solved. The

budget line closes. The project is marked delivered. And the actual problem, the missing decision layer,

is now not only unsolved but invisible, hidden behind the very artefact that was supposed to reveal it.

You cannot fix what you have been persuaded you already fixed.

This is why the illusion earns the word. A lie you can catch. An illusion recruits your own eyes against

you. The firm with the beautiful dashboard is often further from real decision infrastructure than the

firm still arguing over spreadsheets, because the second firm still feels the pain that motivates the cure,

and the first has anaesthetised it.

"But we have a single source of truth now"

Integration in the old sense, the point-to-point pipes between operational systems, is not really how a

modern firm joins its data up any more. The current answer is a platform: a cloud data warehouse, a

lakehouse, a customer data platform, some unified place into which everything flows and from which

everything is served. The pitch is the phrase every leader has heard: a single source of truth. One place

where all the data lives, cleaned, modelled, and reconciled, so the arguments about whose number is

right are finally over. Surely, the objection goes, this is different. Surely once we have a genuine single

source of truth, we have the joined-up business, and the decision layer along with it.

Here is the honest answer. A modern data platform is a real achievement, and it is a single source of

record. It is not, and does not become, a single source of decision. Those are different objects, and

unifying the first does not create the second.

Think about what a warehouse actually unifies. It unifies where the data lives. Every record from every

system, gathered into one governed place, modelled into consistent tables, queryable in one language.

That is genuinely valuable, and I would not talk any firm out of it. But a decision is not a record, and it

was not in any of the source systems, so it is not in the warehouse either. You have gathered all the

nouns of the business into one beautiful building. The verbs, the actual acts of judgement, the choosing

of this over that for these reasons, were never emitted by any system, so no pipe carried them in, and the

warehouse is as silent about them as the CRM was.

A single source of record answers what is true about the past with unprecedented authority. It still

cannot tell you what you decided, why you decided it, which alternatives you weighed, or how it turned

out against what you expected, because none of that was ever written down anywhere the platform

could reach. And so, one level up from where the old firms got stuck, the modern firm gets stuck in

exactly the same place: it has never been better informed about its own past, and it is no better at

deciding, capturing, and repeating.

A fair-minded reader will push once more. The good platforms now ship an insights layer, or a

decisioning module, or a bolted-on model that does not merely report but recommends. Does that not

close the gap? It helps, and it is worth having, but it does not close the gap, for a reason that is easy to

miss. A recommendation generated from records is still generated from records. It can suggest, on the

pattern of the data, that this account looks like one that tends to churn. It cannot know what you actually

decided the last three times, because you never told it, because there was nowhere to tell it. A

recommendation with no access to your firm's real decisions is a confident guess dressed as an answer,

which, as Chapter 2 argued, is in some ways worse than no answer at all. The module is a better guesser
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bolted to a better filing cabinet. It is not the missing layer, because the missing layer is the place where

the decision, its reasoning, and its outcome are captured in the first place, and no amount of analysis

downstream can recover what was never recorded upstream.

The single source of truth is a genuine milestone. It is just a milestone on the road to a different

destination than the one the leader thinks they are travelling to. It perfects the record. The decision is

still homeless.

The layer that was never a system

Step back and look at the shape of Part II. Three chapters, three faces of one problem. The stack records

everything except the decision. The enterprise, having never captured the decision, cannot remember it.

And integration, the industry's answer to both, moves records between systems while the decision stays

exactly as homeless as before, now behind a screen that makes the homelessness harder to notice.

Notice what every one of these failures has in common. There is a layer missing from the business, and

it is not any of the systems, which is why buying, connecting, and unifying systems has never produced

it and never will. It sits above the record and below the leader. It is where a decision, its reasoning, and

its outcome would live if anything in the estate were built to hold them. Every chapter so far has been

circling this absence and tracing its edges.

It is time to stop describing the hole and name the thing that fills it. The missing layer is not another

system to bolt onto the stack. It is a discipline, with a body of practice and a growing seriousness behind

it. It is called Decision Intelligence, and the rest of this book is about what it is and how to build it. That

is where we turn now.



54

Part III. The Rise of Decision
Intelligence

Every era of enterprise software has been an answer to the bottleneck the previous era created.

When recording what happened was slow and error-prone, we built systems to record it, and the ledger

became the database became the ERP. When we could record everything but see nothing, we built

systems to see it, and business intelligence turned records into reports. When we could see the past but

not anticipate the future, we built systems to predict it, and data science turned reports into forecasts.

Each layer solved a real problem. Each, in solving it, exposed the next one.

The bottleneck now is not recording, or seeing, or even predicting. It is deciding. Companies are richer

in data and poorer in judgement than they have ever been. They can tell you what happened in

exhaustive detail, show it to you in a hundred dashboards, and even forecast what might happen next,

and still they cannot tell you what they decided, why they decided it, or whether it worked. The

decision, the act that actually runs the business, sits outside every system, and so the loop between

deciding and learning never closes.

Decision Intelligence is the discipline that forms around this bottleneck. This part introduces it properly.

It places the discipline in the honest history of enterprise software, so you can see that it is a next layer

rather than a passing fashion. It defines the discipline precisely, and distinguishes it carefully from the

two things it is most often confused with: Business Intelligence, which reports the past, and artificial

intelligence, which is a capability rather than a discipline. And it introduces the small, powerful idea at

the centre of everything that follows, the decision object, the humble unit that turns a decision from a

vanishing act of judgement into a thing a company can keep, connect, govern, and learn from.

By the end of this part you will have the vocabulary and the concepts to see the missing layer clearly

and to name it for others. What you will not yet have is a way to practise it in the particular, demanding

world of a business made of people. That is what Part IV is for.
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Chapter 7. From Records to Decisions

A merchant in a trading city, some five hundred years ago, keeps a book. In it, every transaction appears

twice: once as what was given, once as what was received. Cloth out, coin in. Coin out, timber in. The

two columns must agree, and when they do not, the merchant knows, before the ship has sailed or the

debt has soured, that something is off in the accounts. This is double-entry bookkeeping, and it is one of

the most durable pieces of business software ever devised, though for most of its life it ran on paper,

ink, and the discipline of clerks. It did one thing with a rigour nothing before it had managed. It

recorded what happened, completely and in balance, so that the merchant could trust the book instead of

his memory.

Everything that followed in the long history of business software is a variation on that merchant's

ambition: to hold in a system something too important to leave to memory. We built machines to do it

faster, then networks to share it wider, then screens to show it better, then models to guess what came

next. But look closely at what the ledger did, and did not, contain. It recorded that a bolt of cloth was

sold at a certain price. It did not record why the merchant chose that price, what else he weighed, who in

the counting house argued for more, or whether, a year on, the choice had looked wise or foolish. The

decision left no trace. Only its result did.

Five centuries and a great deal of engineering later, we have replaced the book with a thousand systems,

and we have still not fixed that.

The turn

Part II made the case: the modern software estate records everything except the decision, forgets what it

learns, and dresses the fragments in dashboards that look joined-up and are not.

Is Decision Intelligence a real next thing, or is it the latest coat of paint on a category the industry

repaints every few years? Every era of enterprise software has arrived wrapped in the same promise,

that this time we will finally see the whole business clearly, and every era has left the promise part-kept.

Why should this be different?

Enterprise software did not appear all at once. It grew in layers, each one adding a capability the layer

beneath it lacked, each one solving the very problem its predecessor created. If Decision Intelligence is

real, it will be visible as the next such layer: not a product you bolt on, but a shift in what a business

considers worth managing in the first place.

The era of recording what happened

The first thing a business ever asked of a machine was to remember. Not to advise, not to predict,

simply to hold the facts of trade so that no single person's memory was the only copy. The merchant's

ledger did this on paper. When computers arrived, they did it faster and at a scale no clerk could match,

and the ledger became the database.

The line runs from the account book through the first payroll and inventory systems to the great

consolidating idea of the last century: enterprise resource planning. ERP did not spring from nowhere. It

grew out of materials planning on factory floors, the discipline of working out how much steel and how

many hours a production run would need, which widened into planning the resources of the whole
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enterprise, and then into a single connected system of record for the transactions of the business. A sale,

a purchase, a shipment, a wage, a stock movement: each became a row, and the rows tied together, so

that in principle you could stand in one place and see the operational truth of the company as a set of

recorded facts.

This was a genuine achievement, and it is worth respecting rather than sneering at from the vantage of a

later era. Before ERP, the left hand of a business quite literally did not know what the right hand had

booked. After it, a firm could close its books, trust its stock figures, and know what it owed and was

owed. The record became reliable, current, and shared. That is the foundational layer, and every layer

above it still stands on that reliability. Take the record away and nothing else in the stack means

anything, because a prediction from a broken ledger is a confident lie.

But the record layer had a native limitation, and it was the seed of the next era's problem. A system of

record is built around nouns. It holds a customer, an invoice, an employee, an order. It is exquisitely

good at telling you the state of a thing at a moment in time. It is silent about judgement. The ledger

records that the price was set; it does not hold the setting of it. The record captures the outcome of a

decision as if it were a fact of nature, stripped of the reasoning that produced it.

You can see this most plainly in a business that runs on judgement. When a consultancy books an

engagement into its systems, the record shows a client, a contract value, a start date, a team. What it

does not show is the decision that actually mattered: that the firm chose to win this work at a thin price

because the logo would open a new sector, and that it chose to staff it lean on the bet that the client

would not need as much hand-holding as the delivery lead feared. Those two judgements will decide

whether the engagement makes money. The engagement is a noun in the database; the decisions that

made it are nowhere, and when, a year later, the project has lost money, the record can tell you that it

did but never why it was allowed to.

And as businesses poured more and more of themselves into these systems, a new difficulty appeared,

one the ledger's inventors never had to face. There was now so much recorded that no human could read

it. The firm had achieved perfect memory and lost the ability to see. Recording had created a reporting

problem.

The era of seeing what happened

If the first era's question was "can we hold the facts," the second era's question was "can we see them."

A database with ten million rows is not knowledge. It is a haystack that happens to contain the answer,

and a busy leader cannot go row by row. So a new layer formed on top of the record, and its job was not

to store but to summarise.

This is the era of business intelligence, of the data warehouse and the reporting suite and, eventually, the

dashboard on every executive's screen. The mechanism was a real advance. You took the transactional

records, which were organised for holding data safely, and you copied them into a second kind of

system organised for reading data quickly: the warehouse. Then you built on top of it the reports, the

cubes, the charts, the red and green tiles. Now a leader could ask "how did the north region do last

quarter" and get an answer in seconds rather than a week, assembled from records that no person could

have read by hand.

Business intelligence solved the bottleneck the record era created. It turned an unreadable mass of

transactions into a picture a human could take in. For a while it felt like the destination, the single pane
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of glass, the source of truth at last. Firms built whole functions around it and taught a generation of

managers to start the day by looking at their numbers.

Notice, though, what business intelligence is and is not, because this is the crux of the whole book. It is

a mirror held up to the record. It shows you, with great skill, what has already happened. Revenue by

month, utilisation by team, churn by cohort, margin by client: all of it is the past, aggregated and made

legible. A dashboard is a beautifully rendered rear-view mirror. It tells you the shape of what was, and it

is genuinely valuable to see that clearly.

But a mirror cannot tell you what to do. Stand a commercial leader in front of the best dashboard ever

built and they will look at the falling utilisation line and ask the question the dashboard cannot answer:

so what do we do about it? The chart shows the where and the when and the how much. It is mute on the

why, and it is completely mute on the what next. It does not know that utilisation fell because a key

engagement slipped, that the engagement slipped because the wrong people were staffed, that they were

staffed that way because a promise made in the sale could not be honoured. The dashboard shows the

symptom as a coloured tile and leaves the diagnosis, the choice, and the consequence entirely to the

human standing in front of it.

Picture the Monday leadership meeting at a mid-sized consultancy. The dashboards are up on the screen

and they are good ones: pipeline by stage, utilisation by practice, margin by engagement, all current, all

accurate. The room reads them fluently. Utilisation in the data practice has slipped three weeks running,

and everyone can see it. Then comes the pause, and then the real meeting begins, the one the screen has

nothing to say about. Do we move two people onto the struggling account or hold them for the deal we

think closes on Thursday? Did we not try exactly this in the spring, and did it work? The chart brought

the room to the edge of the decision and then fell silent, because a dashboard has no opinion and, more

tellingly, no memory of the last time the room stood in this spot.

Seeing had created a deciding problem, though the industry did not yet name it that. It reached, instead,

for the next obvious thing. If the machine could summarise the past so well, perhaps it could be taught

to guess the future.

The era of forecasting what might happen

The third layer is the one that has soaked up most of the last decade's attention, money, and noise. If

business intelligence answered "what happened," data science and machine learning promised to answer

"what will happen." Feed a model enough history and it will learn the patterns in it, and having learned

them, it will extend them forwards. Which customers are likely to churn. Which deals are likely to

close. Which candidates are likely to succeed. Prediction, at scale, from data.

This too is a real capability, and it sits, like every layer, on the ones beneath it. A model is only as good

as the records it learned from and the reporting discipline that cleaned them. Give a firm reliable records

and a well-tended history, and a model can find signal in it that no dashboard would ever have surfaced,

because the pattern is buried in interactions across thousands of cases that no human eye would

assemble. Prediction extended the business's sight from the past into the probable future. That is not

nothing. For some problems it is a great deal.

But prediction, for all its power, did something quietly awkward to the fundamental problem, and it is

worth being precise about what. A prediction is not a decision. It is an input to one. The model says this

client has a seventy per cent chance of not renewing. Very well: what do you do? Call the client, or
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write them off? Discount to save the renewal, or hold the price and protect the margin? The number

sharpens the question. It does not answer it. Between the prediction and the action stands a human

being, weighing things the model never saw: the relationship, the strategic value of the logo, the state of

the delivery team, the fact that this same client was flagged last quarter and stayed.

And here the pattern of the whole history reaches its sharpest point. The prediction era, by producing

better and better inputs to decisions, threw a harder and harder light on the fact that the decision itself

was still nobody's system of record. The model produces a score. Someone acts, or declines to act. And

then, almost universally, three things happen that ought to trouble us. Nobody records what was

decided, as distinct from what the model suggested. Nobody records who owned the choice or what they

weighed against the score. And nobody, months later, goes back to ask whether the decision was any

good, whether the client renewed, whether holding the price was right, whether the model deserved to

be trusted or overruled.

A staffing firm learns this the expensive way. It builds a model that flags contractors likely to drop out

mid-placement, and the model is a decent one. It raises a warning on a placement that matters. A

manager sees the flag and thinks about the contractor, the client, the notice period, and the cost of

pulling someone now against the risk of a gap later, and decides to leave the placement in place and

watch it closely. Three weeks on, the contractor walks, the client is furious, and the manager's careful

reasoning has vanished without trace. Nobody wrote down that a human looked at the flag and chose to

override it, or why. So the firm cannot tell, across a hundred such moments, whether its managers are

right to overrule the model or whether the model should more often win.

The prediction era, in other words, created the deepest bottleneck yet, and named it by omission. It

surrounded the decision with better and better evidence and left the decision itself unheld, ungoverned,

and unlearned from. Forecasting had created a deciding-and-learning problem. That is the problem the

fourth layer exists to solve.

The era of deciding well, and remembering that we did

Follow the pattern to its conclusion. Each era added the capability its predecessor lacked and solved the

bottleneck its predecessor created.

The lack that prediction exposed is the decision. Not the data behind it, not the report that framed it, not

the model that informed it, but the choice itself: the moment a person or a group looked at the evidence

and committed the firm to a course. That moment is the most valuable event in any business, and it is

the one event the entire stack was never built to hold. This is where the next layer forms, and it has a

name. It is called Decision Intelligence, and it is the discipline of treating decisions as first-class objects:

things that can be captured as they are made, connected to the evidence that informed them, governed

like anything else the business considers important, and, above all, learned from once their

consequences are known.

Put the whole arc in a single line and the shape is unmistakable. The ledger recorded what happened.

The dashboard showed what happened. The model forecast what might happen. Decision Intelligence

captures what we chose to do about it, and then closes the loop by checking, later, whether we were

right. Record, report, predict, decide, learn. And the fifth word is the one that turns the line into a wheel:

what a firm learns from each decision becomes the evidence for the next, so that deciding and learning

feed one another, round after round. That loop, not any single layer, is the engine.
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THE EVOLUTION OF ENTERPRISE SOFTWARE
Each layer asks the question the one before it could not.

RECORD
ERP

what happened?

REPORT
business intelligence

what does it mean?

PREDICT
AI and machine learning

what might happen?

DECIDE
Decision Intelligence

what should we do?

LEARN
decision objects

was that decision right?

LEARN

The loop closes: what we learn from each decision sharpens the next.

What makes this layer categorically different from the three beneath it is not that it is newer or cleverer.

It is that it is oriented around a different kind of thing entirely. The systems beneath it are organised

around nouns: the customer, the invoice, the prediction. Decision Intelligence is organised around a

verb. It manages the act of deciding. And it is bound to a second thing the lower layers never held

together with the choice: the outcome. Not the outcome as an isolated fact in the ledger, but the outcome

connected back to the decision that caused it, so that the two can be looked at side by side.

That pairing, the decision joined to its outcome, is the whole game, because it closes a loop that

business intelligence leaves permanently open. Think about what a dashboard actually does with the

future. Nothing. It reports, and then it forgets, and next quarter it reports again, and it has no memory of

what anyone chose to do about last quarter's numbers or whether it worked.

Decision Intelligence closes that loop on purpose. It captures the decision at the moment it is made,

while the reasoning is still live and the alternatives are still remembered. It connects that decision to the

evidence that informed it and the outcome that followed it. And it makes the whole record reviewable,

so that a firm can do the one thing the amnesiac enterprise of Part II never could: look back at a

thousand decisions, see which kinds went well and which went badly, and get measurably better at the

next thousand. That is not a fancier dashboard. It is a different object of management. Records preserve

facts. Decision Intelligence preserves judgement.
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Make it concrete. A renewal comes up on a large account, and the account manager, against a nervous

instinct to discount, holds the price. In a firm practising this discipline she does not merely send the

email; she captures the choice as she makes it: hold price, her name on it, the evidence she weighed (the

client's usage is up, the last discount set a bad precedent, delivery has been strong all year), and the

alternative she rejected (a ten per cent cut to be safe), all recorded in the moment, in the flow of the

work, not as a chore bolted on afterwards. The client renews at full price, and that result attaches itself

to the decision. On its own, one such record is a tidy note and little more. But do this across two years

and a thousand renewals and the firm can finally see something no dashboard ever showed it: that

holding price on high-usage accounts with strong delivery works far more often than the nervous

instinct believes, and that the reflex to discount has been quietly costing it margin all along. The firm

has learned to decide, not merely recorded that it did. And the next account manager to face a nervous

renewal, two years on, does not start from instinct. She starts from what the firm already knows.

This is also why the discipline insists on the second half of its promise: not just deciding well, but

remembering that we did. Part II described the amnesiac enterprise, the firm whose memory lives in its

people and so walks out of the door with every resignation. It forgets because the decision, the one event

worth remembering, is the one event nothing was built to keep. When the account manager who held

that price moves on, her reasoning leaves with her, and the next person re-derives it from scratch, or,

more likely, does not, and discounts out of the very nervousness she had already learned past. A firm

that captures its decisions can remember them after the people who made them have gone. That is not a

filing improvement. It is the difference between an organisation that compounds its judgement and one

that resets it every time someone hands in their notice.

And crucially, it does this for the decisions that were never near a model at all. The prediction layer only

ever touched the small fraction of choices that happened to have a score attached. The vast majority of

decisions in any business, and the overwhelming majority in a people business, are made by human

beings weighing human things: whether to push a deadline, which partner to put in front of a nervous

client, whether to take the loss-making project because the relationship is worth it. Those decisions

never met an algorithm and never will, and they are the ones that actually run the firm. Decision

Intelligence is the first layer built to hold them.

But isn't this just prescriptive analytics with a new name?

Here is the objection a well-read reader will have been sharpening for several pages, and it is a fair one.

The analytics world already has a tidy ladder. Descriptive analytics tells you what happened. Diagnostic

analytics tells you why. Predictive analytics tells you what will happen. And prescriptive analytics, the

top rung, tells you what to do about it, recommending an action by running an optimisation over a

model. If prescriptive analytics already recommends the action, is Decision Intelligence not simply that

same idea with a more fashionable label wrapped around it?

No, and the difference is not cosmetic. It is a difference in what the thing is for and where it lives.

Prescriptive analytics is a way of producing a recommendation. It sits inside the model layer, at the top

of it, and its output is an instruction: given this data and these constraints, take this action. It is an

excellent capability when a decision is well-structured enough to be modelled, which is to say when the

options are enumerable, the objective is quantifiable, and the constraints are known. Route this delivery

van. Set this price. Allocate this inventory. For that class of problem, a prescriptive engine can beat a

human handily.
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But notice three things it does not do. First, it recommends; it does not record what was actually

decided. The whole point of a decision is that a human can accept, modify, or overrule the

recommendation, and prescriptive analytics has no place to hold the human's actual choice, the override,

or the reason for it. Second, it does not govern. It has no notion of who owned the decision, who signed

it off, what alternatives were genuinely on the table, or what evidence beyond its own inputs was

weighed. Third, and most tellingly, it does not learn from the decision as a decision. It may retrain on

outcomes as data, but it does not hold the choice and its result together as a reviewable object that a

person can inspect and judge.

Decision Intelligence is the wider discipline, and its unit is not the recommendation but the decision. It

captures, governs, and learns from the decision whether or not any model was involved at all. A

prescriptive recommendation, when there is one, becomes simply one piece of evidence inside the

captured decision, sitting alongside the human judgement, the context, and the alternatives. Prescriptive

analytics is a clever engine that lives inside the third layer of the stack. Decision Intelligence is the

fourth layer itself.

Put it at its plainest. Prescriptive analytics automates a decision that can be automated. Decision

Intelligence takes care of the decision whether or not it can be automated, which is why it is a discipline

and not a feature. The two are not rivals. A firm that practises Decision Intelligence will happily use a

prescriptive model wherever one earns its place, the way it uses a dashboard or a database, as a tool

inside a larger discipline. But the discipline is the point, and the discipline is new.

The bridge

So the history holds. Decision Intelligence falls exactly where the pattern says the next layer should fall:

on top of the record, the report, and the model, depending on all three, solving the bottleneck that the

model era created by making the decision the thing worth managing. It is not a repaint. It is the next

storey of a building that has been rising, one floor at a time, since a merchant first wrote a sale in two

columns.

But naming a layer and living in it are different things. It is one thing to say that decisions should be

captured, connected, governed, and learned from, and quite another to say precisely what a captured

decision is made of, how it is structured, and what has to be true for a firm to actually hold one.

That is the work of the next chapter. It defines the discipline exactly, separates it cleanly from its

neighbours in business intelligence and in artificial intelligence, and introduces the smallest and most

important idea in the book: the decision object, the atomic unit of Decision Intelligence, and everything

it must carry to be worth the name.
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Chapter 8. What Decision Intelligence Actually
Is

On a Tuesday afternoon in the third quarter, a delivery director makes a call that will decide whether a

client is still a client next year.

The engagement is a transformation programme for a large retail group. It is eleven weeks behind, the

burn rate has crept past plan, and that morning the client's programme sponsor sent an email with the

word "concerned" in the subject line, which everyone in the room understands to mean something closer

to "furious." The current team lead is competent but stretched thin across two accounts and has, fairly or

not, lost the client's confidence. The delivery director weighs the options for the better part of an hour.

She could bring in an external hire, but that takes six weeks she does not have. She could leave the

current lead in place and add support around him, but the client has stopped returning his calls. She

could go back to the client, admit the plan is broken, and renegotiate the scope, but the relationship is

too fragile to survive that conversation right now.

So she makes the call she thinks is right. She pulls her strongest senior delivery lead off a healthy

account and moves her onto the struggling one, betting that the healthy account can coast for a quarter

and the struggling one cannot wait. She decides. She sends two messages, updates a resourcing sheet,

and moves on to the next fire.

That decision was a genuine act of judgement. It rested on evidence, it considered and rejected real

alternatives, and it carried a real risk that a lesser manager might not have taken. It was, in the truest

sense, the work. And within a year, it will have vanished.

The resourcing sheet will show that the senior lead was on the retail account from the third quarter. The

finance system will show what the account made. The CRM will show that the client renewed, or did

not. But nowhere, in any of the nine systems this firm runs, will there be a record of the decision: that on

a specific Tuesday, a specific person, facing a specific set of bad options, chose this one, for these

reasons, at this cost. The record of what happened will survive. The reasoning that produced it will not.

The question this chapter answers

The ledger taught software to record. Business Intelligence taught it to report. Data science taught it to

predict. The next capability, the one the whole estate is missing, is the ability to hold the decision itself.

A discipline that cannot be defined precisely is just a mood, a way of gesturing at the future while

selling the present. So this chapter does the unglamorous, essential work of definition. By the end of it

you should be able to do three things: state what Decision Intelligence is in a sentence you actually

believe, tell the difference between Decision Intelligence and the two things it is most often confused

with (Business Intelligence and artificial intelligence), and explain to a colleague the single idea the

whole discipline is built on.

Decision Intelligence has an atomic unit, the way chemistry has the atom and accounting has the

transaction. Get the unit right and the rest of the discipline follows. Get it wrong and you have another

dashboard.
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The decision object: the atom of the discipline

Here is the definition, stated plainly and then unpacked.

Decision Intelligence is the practice of treating decisions as first-class objects that can be captured,
connected to evidence, governed, and learned from.

The load-bearing phrase is first-class object. Software people will recognise it. It means a thing the

system knows about directly, that it can name, store, retrieve, relate to other things, and reason over. In

your CRM, a customer is a first-class object. So is a deal. In your finance system, an invoice is a

first-class object, an entity with a defined shape, a place to live, and a set of things you can do to it and

with it. A decision, in almost every firm, is not a first-class object anywhere. It is a ghost. It happens, it

moves the business, and it leaves no body.

To make a decision a first-class object, you have to say precisely what one contains. This is the decision
object, and it is the single most important idea in this chapter. A properly captured decision holds six

things.

The first is the choice. Not the topic, the choice. Not "resourcing on the retail account," but "move the

senior delivery lead from the healthy account to the retail account, effective this week." A decision is a

fork in the road with a direction taken, and the object records the direction, specifically enough that

someone reading it later knows exactly what was done.

The second is the decider, the owner. A named person (or, sometimes, a named group) who is

accountable for the choice. Not a department, not a system, a person. A decision without an owner is a

decision no one can be asked about, and a decision no one can be asked about is one no one learns from.

The owner is the thread you pull when you want to understand.

The third is the evidence. What the choice rested on. The burn rate, the client's "concerned" email, the

current lead's other commitments, the senior lead's track record on a similar recovery the year before.

Evidence is what connects the decision to the rest of the firm's reality, and it is the difference between a

judgement and a whim. Crucially, the evidence is captured as it stood at the moment of the decision, not

as it looks in hindsight. The point is to preserve what the decider actually knew, and what she did not.

The fourth is the one almost everyone forgets: the alternatives considered and rejected. The external

hire that was too slow. The added support that the client would not accept. The scope renegotiation that

the relationship could not survive. The roads not taken are not clutter. They are the shape of the

judgement. A choice only means something against the options it beat, and a firm that records only the

option chosen has thrown away the reasoning and kept the conclusion. When the retail account is

reviewed next year, the question will not be "did moving the lead work?" It will be "was moving the

lead better than the things we could have done instead?" You cannot answer that if the alternatives were

never written down.

The fifth is the timestamp and context. When the decision was made, and the circumstances around it.

A Tuesday in the third quarter, mid-contract, with the client threatening not to renew and the senior lead

herself halfway through another delivery. Context is what stops a later reviewer from judging a good

decision harshly because they have forgotten how the world looked at the time. Decisions are made

forward, in fog, and reviewed backward, in daylight. The timestamp and context keep the daylight

honest.
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The sixth completes the object, and it arrives late: the outcome. What actually happened. Not what was

hoped, what occurred. The retail account stabilised and renewed. The healthy account, starved of its best

lead, slipped a little and came in under margin. Was it the right call? The honest answer is that it

depends on how you weigh a client saved against a client dented, and reasonable people could disagree.

But you can only have that argument, and only learn from it, if the outcome is connected back to the

decision that produced it. A decision object without an outcome is a question with no answer. A

decision object with one is a lesson.

Of the six, the outcome is the one that matters most, because it is the only one that teaches. The first five

capture the decision: they turn a vanished judgement into something the firm can hold. But capture on

its own improves nothing. It is the outcome, joined back to the choice that caused it, that lets the firm

ask whether the judgement was sound, and it is that question, asked across a thousand decisions, that

makes judgement compound instead of merely accumulate. Without it, a decision object is a diary; with

it, the diary becomes a teacher.

A record tells you what the organisation did. A decision tells you what it was
thinking. Almost every system you own keeps the first and throws the second away.

Put those six things together, choice, decider, evidence, alternatives, context, outcome, and you have a

decision object.

THE DECISION OBJECT
Six fields give a vanished judgement a body.

CHOICE what was decided, specifically

DECIDER who owns it, by name

EVIDENCE what it rested on at the time

ALTERNATIVES what was rejected, and why

CONTEXT when, and the circumstances

OUTCOME what actually happened the field that teaches

The first five capture the decision as it is made. The sixth, added later, turns a record into a lesson.

It is not exotic. You could capture one in a well-designed spreadsheet row, which is a point we will

return to, because it matters enormously. What makes it powerful is not the technology that holds it but

the decision, by the firm, that this is a thing worth holding at all.

Notice what the object does. It takes the most valuable and most perishable thing a people business

produces, the judgement of its best people under pressure, and it gives that judgement a body. And once
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judgement is an entity, you can do to it all the things you can do to any first-class object. You can

retrieve it. You can connect it to others. You can review it. You can govern it. You can learn from it.

You can, eventually, teach a machine to reason over it. None of that is possible while the decision

remains a thing that happens in a meeting and dies in an inbox.

This is why the decision object, not the dashboard and not the algorithm, is the atom of the discipline.

Everything else in Decision Intelligence is a way of creating these objects, connecting them, and putting

them to work.

Decision Intelligence is not Business Intelligence

The fastest way to be misunderstood in this field is to let people hear "Decision Intelligence" and think

"Business Intelligence, but newer." It is the difference between a mirror and a memory.

Let us be fair to Business Intelligence first, because it earned its place and the book has no quarrel with

it. Business Intelligence took data that was trapped in transactional systems, the ledger, the CRM, the

operational databases, and made it visible. It gave leaders reports, dashboards, and the ability to ask

"what happened?" and get an answer drawn from records rather than from the loudest person in the

room. That was a genuine advance. A great deal of good management rests on the humble competence

Business Intelligence provides: knowing your revenue, your utilisation, your margin by client, your

pipeline by stage. Do not let anyone tell you that is worthless. It is the floor.

But look closely at what Business Intelligence is, mechanically. It reads the records the other systems

produced, aggregates them, and presents the past in a form a human can absorb. It is, by its nature, a

rear-view mirror: a very good one, cleaned and angled and lit, but a mirror all the same. It tells you what

happened. It is silent on two things that matter enormously.

The first thing it is silent on is what to do next. A dashboard can show you that the retail account's

margin is sliding. It cannot tell you whether to move a lead, add support, or renegotiate the scope,

because that is a judgement about an uncertain future, and Business Intelligence only knows the certain

past. The deciding, the actual work, happens in the space the dashboard cannot reach, which is exactly

the space this book is about.

The second thing Business Intelligence is silent on is more subtle and more damaging. It does not

remember that you decided anything. Return to the retail account. A year later, Business Intelligence

can show you, in full colour, that the account renewed and the other account came in under margin.

What it cannot show you, because it never held it, is that these two facts share a cause: a decision, made

on a Tuesday, to move a lead from one to the other. The records know the effects. Nobody kept the

cause. Business Intelligence reports the wake the ship left. It knows nothing of the hand on the wheel.

This is the loop that Business Intelligence leaves open, and that Decision Intelligence exists to close. In

a Business Intelligence world, decisions flow one way: evidence goes in, a human decides, action is

taken, and the results eventually show up as new records for the dashboard to aggregate, with the

decision itself never captured at any point. The loop is broken precisely where the learning would

happen.

Decision Intelligence closes the loop by inserting the missing step. Before the action, it captures the

decision as an object: the choice, the reasoning, the alternatives, the evidence. After the outcome, it

connects the result back to the object that caused it. Now the firm has something it has never had before,

a body of its own decisions and how they turned out, which is the only raw material from which better
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decisions can actually be made. Business Intelligence answers "what happened?" Decision Intelligence

answers "what should we do, what did we choose, and was it right?" The first is a report. The second is

a practice.

So the clean distinction, the one to carry: Business Intelligence is rear-view. Decision Intelligence is

round-trip. They are not rivals. Decision Intelligence needs good Business Intelligence to feed it

evidence. But no quantity of Business Intelligence adds up to Decision Intelligence, any more than a

very complete set of photographs of a journey adds up to knowing why you chose the road.

Business Intelligence is a mirror. Decision Intelligence is a memory.

Decision Intelligence is not artificial intelligence

The second confusion is newer and, right now, louder. Since capable language models arrived, every

capability in enterprise software has been rebranded with the letters "AI," and it is tempting to assume

that Decision Intelligence is just the current fashionable name for "AI that helps you decide." It is not.

To see why, you have to notice that they sit on different axes entirely.

Artificial intelligence, stripped of the noise, is a capability. It is a family of techniques for doing certain

cognitive tasks with machines: generating text, predicting a number, classifying a case, ranking options,

spotting a pattern in more data than a person could hold in mind. It is a way of producing things,

answers, forecasts, drafts, scores. Like any capability, it can be present or absent, strong or weak, well

applied or badly applied.

Decision Intelligence is not a capability. It is a discipline. It is a way of organising something: a set of

practices for capturing decisions, connecting them to evidence, governing who decides what and how,

and learning from outcomes over time. Disciplines are not tools. Double-entry bookkeeping is a

discipline, and it does not stop being one whether you keep the books in a leather ledger or in cloud

accounting software. Decision Intelligence is a discipline in exactly that sense. It is the practice of

treating decisions as objects worth capturing and learning from, and it is defined by that practice, not by

any particular technology that supports it.

Because they sit on different axes, a capability and a discipline, you can have either one without the

other, and both real-world combinations are instructive.

Consider a firm with excellent Decision Intelligence and no artificial intelligence at all. Picture a

mid-sized consultancy that has simply decided, as a matter of how it runs, that significant decisions get

captured. When the delivery director moves the lead, she spends four minutes logging it: the choice, the

alternatives she rejected, the evidence, her reasoning, the risk she is taking. A quarter later, when the

outcomes are in, someone connects them back. There is no model anywhere in this. It is a spreadsheet, a

shared template, and a discipline that the leadership actually enforces. And this firm has something

precious: a growing library of its own real decisions and their consequences, which its partners read

before they make similar calls, and which makes the whole firm's judgement compound instead of

evaporate. That is Decision Intelligence, practised well, with no AI whatsoever. The rigour is doing the

work.

Now consider the opposite firm: every tool it owns has AI in it. The CRM drafts follow-up emails. The

support desk auto-summarises tickets. There is a chatbot that answers questions about the handbook and
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a model that scores leads. By the measure of "how much AI do you have," this firm is well ahead of the

consultancy. And yet it captures not a single decision. When its delivery director moves a lead, the

reasoning dies in the same inbox it always did. Its AI is fluent and its memory is empty. This is a firm

that has bought the tool and skipped the practice.

Hold those two firms side by side, because together they prove the point. If the firm with spreadsheets

and rigour has more Decision Intelligence than the firm stuffed with models, then Decision Intelligence

cannot be AI. One axis asks "how capable are your machines?" The other asks "how well do you

capture, govern, and learn from your decisions?" Confusing the axes is how organisations end up

spending a fortune on capability while the discipline that would make the capability worth anything

goes unbuilt.

Artificial intelligence is a way of generating answers. Decision Intelligence is the
discipline of remembering which answers you chose, and finding out whether they
were right.

This is not an argument against AI. It is an argument for knowing what kind of thing you are buying. AI

is a genuinely important capability, and the last section of this chapter is about how much more valuable

it becomes in the presence of the discipline. But you cannot compose two things well if you think they

are the same thing. A firm needs both, but it needs to know which is which.

How the two compose: grounding, revisited

The discipline and the capability are not just compatible. Each is worth far more in the presence of the

other, and the reason takes us straight back to an idea from Chapter 2.

Recall the blind cockpit. A large language model is, at its core, a spectacularly capable producer of

plausible text. It will answer almost any question fluently, in complete sentences, with the confident

cadence of expertise. What it cannot do, on its own, is know whether what it is saying is true of your

firm, because on its own it has no access to your firm's reality. Ask a bare model "should we move a

lead onto the struggling retail account or renegotiate the scope?" and it will give you a thoughtful,

well-structured, generic answer, an answer that would be equally at home in any consultancy on earth,

which is precisely the problem. It sounds like judgement and it is actually improvisation, and the danger

is that the fluency disguises the emptiness. That is the blind cockpit: an instrument that reads out

beautifully and is connected to nothing.

The cure, we said, is grounding: giving the machine something true to stand on. And here is the quiet

payoff of this whole chapter. Decision Intelligence is what grounding is made of. The decision objects a

firm captures, thousands of real choices, with their real evidence, their real alternatives, and their real

outcomes, are exactly the true ground a model needs. They are the firm's own reasoning, made into data.

Watch what changes. Ask the grounded system the same question, and it is no longer improvising. It

can reach into the firm's own history and find the twelve times this firm has faced a slipping

engagement, what it chose each time, what it rejected, and how each choice turned out. It can note that

in the two cases most like this one, moving the lead worked, but that each time the account the lead was

pulled from later slipped, which is a cost worth naming out loud. It is reasoning over the firm's real,

recorded judgement, and it can show its work, because every claim it makes points back to a specific

decision object a human can open and check. That is not a co-pilot flying blind. That is a co-pilot with
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the instruments finally wired to something real.

So the composition runs in one clear direction, and the direction matters. Decision Intelligence does not

need artificial intelligence to exist; the consultancy with the spreadsheets proved that. But artificial

intelligence, if you want it to be trustworthy rather than merely fluent inside a specific business, needs

Decision Intelligence. Without the record of decisions, even the most advanced model is a better

guesser, and a better guesser dressed in the language of certainty is more dangerous than an honest one,

because it launders a guess into what sounds like counsel. With the record of decisions, the same model

becomes a way of putting the firm's entire accumulated judgement at the fingertips of whoever is

deciding next.

The counterpoint: "decisions are too messy to systematise"

Every honest chapter should meet its strongest objection head on, and this idea has a strong one. It

usually arrives from the most experienced person in the room, and it goes like this:

Decisions in a real business are not clean. They are messy, human, and political. Half of what actually

drove that Tuesday call was things no one will ever write down: a hunch built from twenty years of

scars, a worry about a partner's ego, a read on the client's mood, a quiet knowledge of which people

work well together and which do not. You cannot reduce that to six fields in an object. The moment you

try, you will capture the sterile, defensible version and lose the real reasoning, or worse, people will

start deciding for the record instead of for the business. Judgement cannot be systematised. It should

not be. This is the sort of thing consultants love and operators know better than to trust.

It is right about almost everything except its conclusion. Take its claims one at a time, because each of

them, correctly understood, turns out to be an argument for the discipline rather than against it.

Start with the central worry: that systematising decisions means automating or sterilising judgement. It

does not, and this is the crux of the whole misunderstanding. Decision Intelligence is not an attempt to

take the human out of the decision. It is an attempt to keep the human's decision, which the firm

currently throws away. The delivery director still makes the call, still uses her twenty years of scars, still

reads the client's mood. All it asks is that the judgement she already exercised leave a trace, so the firm

can hold it, connect it, and learn from it, instead of losing it the moment she moves on to the next fire.

The goal is not to automate the decision. It is to make it visible, connected, and improvable.

Now take the claim that the real reasoning is tacit, a hunch built from scars, and cannot be fully written

down. This is true. And it is the most powerful argument for capture, not against it, once you see it

clearly. Ask yourself what happens to that tacit judgement today. Today, it lives entirely in the head of

one experienced person. When she is on leave, it is unavailable. When she leaves, it walks out of the

door with her, and the firm relearns, expensively, what she already knew, exactly the amnesia this book

diagnosed earlier. The messiness of judgement is not a reason to leave it uncaptured. It is a description

of what the firm is currently losing. You will never capture all of it, and no serious version of the

discipline pretends you can. But capturing the choice, the alternatives she weighed, the evidence she

leaned on, and how it turned out captures far more than the zero the firm captures now. The objection

assumes the alternative to imperfect capture is perfect tacit wisdom, safely retained. It is not. The

alternative to imperfect capture is total loss.

Then the sharpest version of the worry: that capture will corrupt the very thing it captures, that people

will decide for the record, defensively, or game it. This risk is real, and it is a design problem, not a
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reason to abandon the project. It is real in every system of record humans have ever built. People can

dress up their reasons in a decision log exactly as they can dress up their hours on a timesheet or their

pipeline in a forecast, and the answer is the same answer good organisations already use: capture lightly,

at the moment of deciding rather than in a later audit, govern with judgement rather than bureaucracy,

and make the record something that helps the decider next time rather than something used to punish her

this time. A decision log that is used to hang people will be gamed within a month and deserve to be. A

decision log that visibly makes the firm's next hard call easier, because it holds the last twelve, earns

honest entries because honesty is what makes it useful to the very people filling it in. Culture decides

which one you get, and culture is buildable.

The messiness of decisions is not a bug that the discipline has to work around. It is the entire reason the

discipline is needed. Clean, mechanical decisions, the ones with an obvious right answer, do not need

capturing, because anyone can reconstruct them and no one disagrees about them. It is precisely the

messy ones, the judgement calls made in fog under pressure with no clean answer, that are worth their

weight in gold and that vanish most completely. The mess is not the argument against Decision

Intelligence. The mess is the whole case for it.

A decision you cannot revisit is a lesson you cannot learn. And the messiest
decisions, the ones hardest to revisit, are the ones you most need to learn from.

So the objection is right that decisions are messy, human, and political, and right that you can never

fully reduce judgement to fields in an object. It is wrong only in what it concludes. The aim was never a

sterile firm that decides by formula. The aim is a firm whose messy, hard-won human judgement stops

evaporating, and starts to compound.

What you can now do

This chapter set out to leave you able to do three specific things.

You can define Decision Intelligence: the practice of treating decisions as first-class objects that can be

captured, connected to evidence, governed, and learned from.

You can distinguish it from its two neighbours. Business Intelligence reports the past from records and

points only backward; Decision Intelligence captures the decision and closes the loop by connecting it

to what happened. And artificial intelligence is a capability for producing answers, while Decision

Intelligence is the discipline that surrounds decisions, so a firm can have excellent Decision Intelligence

with nothing but spreadsheets and rigour, or the most advanced AI with no Decision Intelligence at all,

and the second firm has bought a capability with no ground to stand on.

And you can explain the decision object to a colleague, which is the test that matters most, because the

object is the atom the whole discipline is built from. A captured decision holds six things: the choice

that was made, the person who made it, the evidence it rested on, the alternatives that were considered

and rejected, the timestamp and context, and, arriving later and completing the object, the outcome,

what actually happened. Give judgement a body, and you can do with it all the things you can do with

anything real: connect it, govern it, learn from it, and one day ground a machine on it. Leave it a ghost,

and you lose it every time, forever.

The bridge
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All of which raises an obvious and fair question. This is a fine idea. Is anyone actually doing it?

It is one thing to define a discipline cleanly and quite another to show that it is real, alive, and taking

hold rather than a tidy abstraction that sounds good in a book and dissolves on contact with a Monday.

So the next chapter turns from definition to reality. It looks at the state of Decision Intelligence as it

actually stands: where the idea came from, why now and not ten years ago, and, most usefully, where

you can already see the discipline emerging in the firms that are practising it before they have the word

for it, in the decision logs and the operating reviews and the quietly renamed functions that are really

decision functions in disguise. It will be honest about how early and uneven the picture is, because the

honest picture is the persuasive one. The definition is settled. Now let us see who is living it.
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Chapter 9. The State of Decision Intelligence

Walk into three firms in the same quarter. A design agency in one city, a mid-market consultancy in

another, a business process outsourcer running client programmes across two continents. They do not

know each other. They do not compete. They have never shared a supplier, a conference, or a

consultant. And yet each of them, in the last year or two, has quietly grown the same strange new habit.

At the agency it is a document. Nobody was told to keep it, and it has no official owner, but somewhere

on a shared drive there is a running file where a few senior people note the calls that mattered: why they

walked away from a pitch, why they restructured a retainer, why they moved their best creative director

onto an account that was not, on paper, the most valuable one. At the consultancy it is a meeting. It

looks like an operating review, and it sits on the calendar as one, but if you attend you notice that the

numbers are only the opening act. The real content is a sequence of decisions: what to do about the

engagement that is slipping, whether to price the extension honestly or defensively, who to promise to

the client they are courting. At the BPO it is a job title that did not exist there five years ago, a small

team sitting between sales and delivery whose remit nobody can define in a single sentence but

everybody can point to, because it is the team that catches the decisions that used to fall down the gap.

None of the three has a name for what they are building. If you told them they were early practitioners

of an emerging discipline, they would look at you strangely and go back to work. But they are.

Convergent evolution, in business as in biology, is the surest sign that something real is being solved.

When unrelated organisms, or unrelated firms, arrive independently at the same structure, it is because

the same pressure is bearing on all of them, and the structure is the answer.

The turn

This chapter is written as a state-of-the-field report, of the kind an industry publishes about itself each

year. Those reports have a familiar shape. They open with an adoption curve, a maturity model, a

market size and a growth rate, a quadrant with vendors sorted into leaders and laggards.

This report has none of that, and the absence is deliberate, but it needs explaining, because Decision

Intelligence is not a new phrase and this book is not pretending to have coined it. The term has been

used for years across analytics, decision science, and artificial intelligence, and analysts have published

market numbers under the name. What those numbers tend to measure, though, is a mixture of analytics,

decision automation, and AI-assisted recommendation. They say something real about those adjacent

technologies, and very little about the thing this book means by Decision Intelligence: a widely adopted

organisational practice for capturing the decision itself, its owner, its evidence, its alternatives, and its

outcome, and learning from it over time. That practice is what remains unsettled, and it is what has no

honest chart yet.

Which means the real question is not the one a market analyst asks, how big is this and how fast is it

growing. It is the question a naturalist asks in the field: is this real, is it spreading, and how would you

know before there is a number to point to? The three firms above are the beginning of an answer.

Why the pieces finally fit
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Every idea has a moment when it becomes not merely good but possible, and the two are often decades

apart. The idea of a single shared record of a company's transactions is old, but enterprise resource

planning had to wait for the affordable database and the reliable server before a firm could actually keep

that record at scale. Decision Intelligence is at exactly this kind of threshold now. The idea, that a firm

should capture its decisions and learn from them, is not new. A thoughtful managing partner in 1985

would have nodded along and then explained, correctly, why it was impractical. What has changed is

not the wisdom of the idea. It is that three things which were missing have quietly arrived at once, and

together they remove the practical barrier that made the partner shrug.

The first is that almost every act of work now leaves a digital trace. A generation ago, the context

around a decision, the conversation, the meeting, the back-and-forth in a corridor, happened in rooms

and on paper and vanished as it occurred; to capture it you would have needed a clerk in the corner

writing everything down. That is no longer the shape of work. Meetings are transcribed, the arguments

that used to happen in a corridor now happen in a searchable channel, systems expose their state through

interfaces, and the raw material of a decision, what was known, what was said, what was chosen,

increasingly exists in a retrievable form as a by-product of working at all. Storage did get cheap, and

that helped, but a structured decision record was always tiny; a firm could have kept millions of them in

1995 without noticing the cost. The barrier was never the price of the disk. It was that the context

around the decision was not being captured in the first place. Now, more and more of it is, whether or

not anyone has decided to use it.

The second is that data infrastructure has matured. For thirty years firms accumulated systems faster

than they could connect them, and the result was the estate this book has spent two parts describing:

nine sources of record and no source of decision. But the plumbing has genuinely improved. The

modern practice of pulling scattered records into a common place, warehouses and pipelines and the

unglamorous discipline of making data usable, is now widespread and reasonably well understood. This

matters for Decision Intelligence because a decision is worth little in isolation. Its value comes from

being connected to the evidence it rested on and the outcome it produced. That connective substrate, the

assembled record a decision can be anchored to, is finally something most firms possess. They built it to

make dashboards. It happens to be the foundation the next layer needs.

The third change is the most recent, and to my mind the most important of the three. Capable language

models can now help structure and summarise reasoning. The hardest part of capturing a decision was

never the storing of it. It was the writing of it down. Asking a busy senior person to stop after every

judgement call and compose a paragraph explaining what they chose and why was a tax nobody was

ever going to pay, which is the real reason decision capture stayed a good idea that never happened.

Models change the economics of that tax. They can draft the record from a meeting transcript, extract

the actual decision buried in a long thread, summarise the arguments on each side, and turn a

five-minute conversation into a legible entry a human need only correct rather than compose. This is not

the model making the decision. It is the model lowering the cost of remembering that the decision was

made.

None of the three, on its own, is sufficient. Cheap storage with no way to connect records is a bigger

junk drawer. Mature pipelines with no decision to anchor is the dashboard trap by another name.

Capable models with nothing true to stand on is the blind cockpit of an earlier chapter, fluency without

grounding. It is the arrival of all three together that matters, because together they turn decision capture

from a virtuous impossibility into an ordinary thing a firm can actually do. The barrier that has fallen is

the technical one. The barrier that remains, the harder one, is organisational. The pieces now fit. Most
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firms have not yet picked them up.

The idea that a firm should learn from its decisions is old. What is new is that it
finally became practical, and the firms that noticed are already behaving
differently.

The signs are behaviours, not numbers

Because there is no honest chart, you read the state of this field the way a field naturalist reads a

landscape, by tracks and habits rather than by census. And the tracks are everywhere once you know

their shape.

Start with the document at the agency, because it is the plainest sign of all. Across a surprising range of

firms, people have quietly started keeping decision logs. They rarely call them that. It is a running note,

a channel, a standing item in a shared file, a habit one leader started and a few others copied. But its

function is unmistakable: it exists to record not what happened, which the other systems already capture,

but what was chosen and why. This is not an invention of the last few years. Software engineering has

kept architecture decision records for a long time, precisely because engineers learnt the hard way that a

codebase remembers what was built and forgets why, and that the why is what you desperately need

when you return to change it. What is new is that the same instinct is now surfacing outside engineering,

in the commercial and delivery cores of ordinary firms, arrived at independently by people who have

never heard the phrase.

Then the meeting. Look closely at the operating reviews that have proliferated across well-run firms, the

monthlies and the quarterly business reviews and the pipeline calls, and notice how many of them have

quietly stopped being reporting meetings and become something else. A reporting meeting exists to

transmit the past: here is what the numbers did. But the meetings that leaders actually value, the ones

they protect on the calendar, have quietly turned into something closer to decision rituals. The numbers

are the first ten minutes. The real work is the argument that follows: given this, what do we do about it,

who owns the move, what did we decide last time and did it work. The best of these reviews are,

functionally, the firm gathering to make and record its decisions in one room on a regular cadence, even

though nobody wrote that on the invitation. The genre label says review. The behaviour says decision.

A meeting where executives decide things is nothing new, and not yet the discipline. What is new, and

what actually marks the shift, is when the review starts to leave a trace: when the decisions it produces

get an owner, a reason, and a place to live, and when the next review opens by asking how the last round

of decisions turned out. The line between the two is the whole of the difference, and most operating

reviews have not yet crossed it. What is worth noticing is how many are drifting toward it.

And then the request, the one every finance leader and every chief executive eventually makes, usually

in a tone of mild exasperation. Give me one number I can trust. It sounds like a request for a dashboard,

and firms treat it as one, and it never quite works. The team builds the number. The number gets

contested. Someone finds a flaw in how it was assembled, the definition shifts, two departments

produce two versions, and the leader is back where they started, holding a figure they cannot fully

believe. What is happening, underneath, is that the leader has asked for a trustworthy output while the

inputs remain a pile of unrecorded judgement calls. The forecast is only as trustworthy as the decisions

about which deals are real. The margin number is only as trustworthy as the decisions about scope and
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staffing that no system holds. Chase the request for one trustworthy number to its root and you find it

was never a request for a number at all. It was a request for decisions you can trust, and the number is

only their shadow.

The request for one number you can trust is, underneath, a request for decisions
you can trust. The number is only ever as good as the reasoning it stands on.

Three behaviours, then, none of which appears in any market survey, all of which point the same way.

This is what the early adoption of a discipline looks like from the inside, before it has a name to

announce itself with.

The functions with no good name

There is a second class of evidence, and it hides in the org chart rather than the calendar. Watch the new

functions that firms have been standing up over the past several years, and watch especially the ones

whose job is genuinely hard to describe.

Revenue operations is the clearest case. A decade ago the function barely existed, and now a great many

firms have one, or are building one, or feel guilty that they have not. But ask five leaders what it does

and you will get five answers, and underneath the variety one theme keeps recurring. Revenue

operations tends to become the de facto owner of the decisions that fall between sales, marketing, and

finance, the decisions that no single one of those departments could make alone and that all of them

were quietly making badly. How do we define a qualified opportunity. What does the forecast actually

mean and who is allowed to move a number in it. When two teams disagree about a deal, who decides.

These masquerade as reporting problems. They are decision problems that live in the seams, and the

function that grew up in the seam keeps finding itself holding them.

Delivery operations, or delivery excellence, or a transformation office, whatever a given firm has

chosen to call it, is the same instinct appearing on the other side of the business, later and less

consistently named. But in firm after firm some small team has appeared to hold the decisions that fall

between sales and delivery: what did we actually promise, can we actually staff it, when an engagement

starts to slip who has the authority to change course, how does the reality of delivery get carried back to

the people making the next promise. Often it is assembled by a leader who could not name what they

were solving but knew that work kept falling through the same gap and that somebody had to catch it.

Look at what these functions have in common and a pattern shows through. They are not defined by a

system, the way the sales team owns the CRM or finance owns the ledger. They are defined by a

boundary. They live in the spaces between departments, and whatever title the firm chose, they keep

being pulled toward the same work: owning the decisions that cross those spaces and belong to no

single system. This is not proof that they are secretly Decision Intelligence departments. Most of them

have never heard the term, and they do plenty of other work besides. It is something more useful as

evidence. It shows that when decisions routinely fall between departments, firms feel the need for

someone to own them, and they will grow an organ to do it before they have a name for the job, in the

same way that a body under a new strain builds muscle where the load falls. The awkwardness of the

titles is not confusion. It is newness. The discipline is what names the need and makes the response

intentional.
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An honest maturity read

Now the part of a state-of-the-field report: the honest assessment of how far the thing has actually come.

The answer is not far, and saying so plainly makes the argument stronger rather than weaker, because

the alternative is to pretend a young thing is mature and to be caught out by the first reader who works

in the field.

Decision Intelligence today is early, uneven, mostly manual, and mostly invisible. It is early in that the

practices described in this chapter are recent, thin, and concentrated in the firms that happen to have a

leader who cares. It is uneven in that a firm may run a superb decision ritual in its finance function and

nothing at all in delivery, or keep an immaculate log for one client and none for the rest; maturity is

patchy within a single firm, let alone across a sector. It is mostly manual in that almost all of it runs on

improvised tooling, a text file, a spreadsheet, a channel, a meeting, a person who remembers to ask the

right question, rather than on anything purpose-built. And it is mostly invisible in that it happens under

other names, inside meetings called something else, performed by functions with borrowed titles, by

people who would not recognise the term for what they are doing.

Put those together and you get the truest single description of the field's current stage: it is a discipline

that practitioners are inventing locally, without shared language. Each of the three firms in this chapter's

opening has built a version of the same thing, and each has its own private vocabulary for it, and none of

them can learn from the others, because none of them knows the others exist as fellow travellers rather

than unrelated firms with an idiosyncratic habit. Every mature discipline passed through this stage. It is

not a failure. It is a phase, and it is the phase this one is in.

Decision Intelligence is not a solved, packaged, sold category that you can go and procure. The reason

to write it down carefully anyway, and the reason a body of state-of-the-field thinking has begun to

appear under the Optimal Nexus name, is that reading a discipline correctly while it is still forming is

precisely what lets a firm act before the crowd does. You do not get to be early twice.

Five signs you are already doing it

The honest maturity read raises a practical question: how would you know where your own firm sits?

Not by whether you own the word, which is worth nothing, but by whether you exhibit the behaviour.

There are five signs, and they double as a rising scale.

•  Important decisions leave a structured record, not just an outcome buried in a system.

•  Those decisions have named owners.

•  The evidence and the alternatives are preserved, not only the choice that won.

•  Outcomes are connected back, later, to the decisions that caused them.

•  The next similar choice begins from that memory rather than from scratch.

Read them in order and you can feel the discipline deepening down the list. The first sign is a firm that

writes its decisions down. The last is a firm that compounds them, where a hard call in a room draws on

the firm's own record of the last ten calls like it. A firm doing all five is practising Decision Intelligence,

whatever it calls the activity, and whether or not a single model is anywhere in sight. A firm doing none

is deciding in the dark, however luminous its dashboards. Most firms today do one or two by accident

and none on purpose, and that gap is the whole distance this book is asking a leader to travel.
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Why people businesses feel it first and hardest

Return to the three firms in the opening, and notice the thing they had in common that has gone

unremarked until now. They were all people businesses. The agency, the consultancy, the BPO. That

was not a convenience of the example. It is the heart of the argument, and it explains why the discipline

is surfacing here first and biting here hardest.

A company that makes a product also lives or dies by its decisions. Pricing, the roadmap, inventory,

safety, supply chain, capital allocation: a single bad call in any of these can destroy enormous value,

fast. The difference is not that product firms are insulated from judgement. It is where the judgement

goes. In a product business, a great deal of judgement is embodied, folded into a repeatable product, a

process, an asset, a design that carries the decision forward and applies it a thousand times without

anyone re-deciding. The judgement is banked in the thing, and the thing keeps paying it out. In a people

business there is far less to bank it in. The product is judgement, delivered fresh, in real time, by

individuals: who does what work, for which client, at what price, to what standard. The decision is not

folded into a durable object that will apply it again next week. It is made, delivered, and gone. There is

no product holding the reasoning in place after the person who reasoned it has moved on.

Follow that through and you can see why the absence of a decision layer is felt so directly here, along

three edges at once. It is felt in margin, because a people business earns its money in the gap between

what was sold and what it costs to deliver, and that gap is nothing but a running total of decisions,

priced, scoped, staffed, escalated, each one small, each one unrecorded, the whole leak invisible until it

surfaces in a month-end number nobody can explain. It is felt in quality, because the client experiences

your judgement without any product wrapped around it, and a bad call is not hidden inside a

manufactured good but delivered straight to them as the service itself. And it is felt in trust, which an

earlier chapter argued is nothing more than a client's prediction of your future decisions, extrapolated

from the record of your past ones, so that a firm which cannot see its own decisions is a firm that cannot

prove its own trustworthiness at the exact moment it is asked to.

The pressure that produces the discipline is highest where the product is judgement, because there the

missing layer is not an abstraction. It is the difference between a good year and a bad one, felt on the

skin.

But wouldn't the big platforms already own it?

Here is the strongest objection, and it deserves the strongest form. If this were as real as the chapter

claims, it would already have a market. The large platform vendors would have named it, packaged it,

and started selling it. There would be a tidy category with an agreed definition, a row of logos, an

analyst's quadrant sorting the leaders from the challengers, a hype cycle chart telling you where on the

curve to worry. The very fact that Decision Intelligence has none of that settled apparatus is surely

evidence that it is not a real market at all, just a consultant's coinage dressed up as a movement. Where

is the industry, if the thing is so inevitable?

Take the objection seriously, because its premise is sound and its conclusion is simply backwards. The

premise is that mature markets have tidy categories. True. The error is inferring that a thing without a

tidy category must therefore be unreal. Get the sequence right and the inference collapses, because

categories are not how disciplines begin. They are how disciplines end up. Every discipline that now has

a quadrant spent years first as scattered local practice, invented independently by practitioners who had

no shared name for it, exactly as described in this chapter. A generation of leaders can remember when
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the phrase data scientist did not exist, when the people doing that work were statisticians and analysts

improvising with whatever tools they had, long before there were job titles, degree programmes, tooling

categories, and conferences to gather them. In every case the order was the same: the behaviour came

first, then the shared name, then the tooling, and only last of all the quadrant. The category is the fossil a

living practice leaves once it has stopped moving fast enough to be caught and labelled.

So the absence of a tidy category is not evidence that the thing is unreal. But it is not proof that you are

early and inevitably right, either. A missing category can mean a field is early, or that it is fragmented,

or poorly defined, or that demand is weak, or that adjacent categories have already absorbed it. On its

own, the absence tells you only that the language, the boundaries, and the market structure are still

unsettled, which is a fact about the map and not the territory. The positive evidence, the reason to

believe something real is forming, is not the empty space where a category will be. It is the behaviour

filling it: the logs, the decision rituals, the boundary-spanning functions, the same structure reinvented

independently by firms that never compared notes.

A missing category proves nothing on its own. What tells you something real is
forming is the same structure, reinvented independently by firms that never
compared notes.

There is a second reason the big platforms are unlikely to have owned this first, and it is structural rather

than a matter of timing. Recall the diagnosis of Part II: every major system was built around a noun, a

record, a customer or a transaction or a ticket, and the decision falls between them, owned by none. A

platform vendor's product is one of those systems. Its natural instinct is to pull the decision layer inside

its own walls, to make the decision a feature of the CRM or the ERP or the analytics suite. But the

decision layer, by its nature, cuts across all of them; it lives precisely in the seams that no single system

can see, which is exactly why firms are growing cross-boundary functions to hold it. A discipline whose

defining trait is that it spans systems is the least likely thing to be originated cleanly by the owner of any

one system. It tends instead to emerge where the objection said to look and found nothing tidy: in the

practice of firms, in the gaps, under improvised names, ahead of the market that will eventually form

around it.

Which leaves the practical point, the one a commercial leader should actually take from this. The firms

formalising the discipline now, before the category arrives, are not early for the sake of being

fashionable. They are acquiring the advantage of the well-prepared. When the shared language and the

tooling do arrive, and they will, those firms will already have the operating muscle to use them well,

while their competitors are still reading the brochure and mistaking a purchase for a practice. You

cannot buy the years of habit in a hurry when the quadrant finally publishes. That is the whole of the

advantage, and it is only available before the thing is obvious.

The bridge

So that is the state of the field, read honestly. The idea has become practical because the missing pieces

have arrived together. The behaviours are spreading, visible in the logs firms keep, the reviews that have

quietly become decision rituals, the functions grown to own the gaps, and the leaders discovering that

the one number they wanted is only ever as good as the decisions beneath it. And the pressure is highest,

the payoff soonest, in the people businesses where the decisions are not inputs to the product but are the

product itself.
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All of which sharpens a single question and hands it to the next part of the book. If Decision Intelligence

is a real discipline, arriving now, and felt first by firms whose trade is judgement, then it is not enough

to recognise it in the wild. A leader needs a coherent way to practise it on purpose, a way of running the

whole firm as one connected decision loop rather than a set of departments each keeping its own private

half of the story. That way of thinking exists, it has been worked out most fully for exactly these

businesses, and it has a name. The next part gives it one.
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Part IV. The ONX Philosophy

A discipline in the abstract is not much use to a leader on a Monday morning. Business Intelligence, as

an idea, meant little until it came with dashboards and a way of working. Decision Intelligence is at the

same stage now: a real and important discipline, still short of a settled way to practise it.

This part offers one. It is the way of thinking developed at Optimal Nexus, in the specific world of

people businesses, and it is presented here as exactly that: a philosophy, a coherent set of ideas that hang

together, not a product and not a set of features. You will not be told what to buy. You will be shown a

way to see your business that, once seen, is hard to give up.

The philosophy rests on three ideas, and this part gives one chapter to each.

The first is the people-business loop. It reframes the whole firm, which usually experiences itself as a

collection of departments at war over budget and blame, as a single connected cycle: win the work,

deliver the work, learn from the work, and let that learning improve the next win. Seen as a loop, the

firm's real problems relocate. They are not inside the departments. They are in the seams between them,

where decisions are made and then lost.

The second is Business Confidence. It takes the anxious question every leader carries, are we going to

be alright, and decomposes it into three connected and answerable parts: confidence that we will win the

work, confidence that we can deliver it, and confidence that it will make money. Most firms can gesture

at each of the three separately and connect none of them, which is why the anxious question never quite

resolves.

The third is the Decision Room. It is the idea that decisions, like code and like money, deserve a place to

live: a record where a decision, its evidence, its owner, its alternatives, and its outcome sit together and

can be revisited. It is the answer to the amnesia of Part II, and the ground the other two ideas stand on.

The loop, the confidences, and the room are not three separate tools. They are three views of one way of

operating, which Part V will assemble into something a firm can actually run on.
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Chapter 10. The People-Business Loop

Two teams meet to talk about the same client, and they never meet each other.

The first meeting happens on a Thursday, on the sales floor, with the deal still warm. The people in the

room are the ones who won it. They are pleased, and they have earned it, and by the time they file out

they are already turning towards the next pursuit, because that is what the calendar and the

compensation plan tell them to do. The client they have just spent three months learning is, to them,

essentially finished business.

The second meeting happens eleven days later, one floor down, or in another building, or in another

country. The people in this room are the ones who must now do the work. Not one of them was in the

first meeting. What they have in front of them is a folder: the signed contract, the pricing sheet, an

account record freshly created in a system that the first room does not use and the second room does not

trust. They read it the way archaeologists read a wall. They will spend the next fortnight reconstructing,

from the residue, a set of intentions that the people down the hall could have explained in an hour, if

anyone had thought to ask them, and if there had been anywhere to write the answer down.

Between those two rooms is a wall. It is not on any org chart, but everyone in the building can feel

exactly where it runs. On one side, the firm sells. On the other, it delivers. The deal is thrown over the

top, and everyone goes back to work.

The turn

Draw a people business the way its leaders actually picture it, and you get a line. Marketing feeds sales,

sales feeds delivery, delivery feeds finance, finance reports to the board. Work enters on the left, money

comes out on the right, and each department hands off to the next like a relay team. It is a tidy picture,

and it is wrong in a way that costs the firm more than any single bad deal ever will.

A people business is not a line. It is a loop. The work you win determines the work you must deliver; the

work you deliver determines what you learn; and what you learn should determine the work you win

next. The end feeds the beginning. A firm that sees this, and runs itself accordingly, gets better every

time round. A firm that does not runs the same lap forever and calls the repetition experience.

The break, almost always, is at the wall.

The loop, in full

The decisionless stack, the amnesiac enterprise, the rise of a discipline for keeping decisions: those

arguments hold for any company. From here, the lens narrows. This part of the book presents a way of

thinking developed at Optimal Nexus for one particular kind of firm, the kind whose product is the

judgement and effort of its people, and it begins with the idea that organises all the others. It is the

people-business loop.

The loop has four movements, and you already run all four, whether or not you have ever named them.

You sell the work. Someone decides what to promise a client and at what price: what is in scope and

what is not, how fast, to what standard, with what assumptions about how many people it will take and

how senior they must be. Every one of those is a decision, though it wears the costume of a



81

commitment.

You staff and deliver the work. Someone decides who does it, how the plan is built, which corners can

be cut and which cannot, when to escalate, when to absorb a change and when to charge for it. Delivery

is not the mechanical execution of the sale. It is a second, dense stream of decisions, made under

pressure, that determines whether the promise can be kept at the cost it was priced.

You learn from the work. When the engagement ends, or the programme renews, or the account

quietly bleeds margin, there is something to know: whether the price was right, whether the assumptions

held, which client behaviour to price for next time, which kind of work this firm is good at and which it

should stop taking. The raw material of judgement is lying there in the finished work, waiting to be

picked up.

And you improve the next sale, feeding back what you learned so that the next promise is a little wiser

than the last: priced for what delivery actually costs, scoped around what actually went wrong, sold to

the clients who actually turned out to be worth having. This is the movement that closes the circle and

turns a sequence of separate deals into a compounding business. It is also the movement that most firms

omit entirely, because it is the only one that is nobody's job. Selling is somebody's job, and delivering is

somebody's job, and even learning, in the form of a retrospective, is grudgingly somebody's job.

Carrying that learning all the way back across the company and into the next proposal is, in almost

every firm, no one's, and so it does not happen, and the circle stays open at the very place where its

value would have compounded.

That is the loop. Sell, deliver, learn, improve, and round again.

A people business is not a line from marketing to the board. It is a wheel, and the
wheel is made of decisions.
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THE PEOPLE-BUSINESS LOOP
Sell, deliver, learn, improve. The wheel is made of decisions.

SELL
make the promise

DELIVER
keep it

LEARN
what it cost

the loop is made of

JUDGEMENT
seam

seam

feed it back

At each seam the why is stripped and only the what crosses. Close the loop by carrying the decision.

A loop is the only form in business that compounds. A line adds; a loop multiplies, because its output

becomes its input. A firm whose loop is closed gets better at selling because it is learning from

delivering, and better at delivering because it is selling what it has learned it can actually do. That is

what people mean, without quite knowing it, when they say a firm has got its act together: not that any

one department improved, but that the whole cycle began to feed itself.

This is not a quirk of business. It is how every adaptive system in nature works. Muscles strengthen

because effort feeds back into recovery. Brains learn because the consequences of action feed back into

the next action. A firm is no different. The ones that improve are not the ones that run faster. They are

the ones whose decisions survive long enough to shape the next decision. Only a loop feeds itself.

A loop that is cut does the opposite. The learning never reaches the sale, so the sale repeats its mistakes;

the mistakes arrive at delivery, which absorbs them; delivery's hard-won knowledge dies where it

stands, because nothing carries it back. The firm does not compound. It leaks, in the same places, every

quarter, and mistakes the leaking for the normal friction of the work.

Two firms with the same shape

Picture two firms of the same size, in the same business, selling the same kind of work to the same kind

of clients. On any org chart they are identical. The difference between them lives entirely in what

happens at the seams.
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The first firm runs a closed loop. When it wins a deal, the reasoning behind the promise travels with the

contract into delivery, so the delivery lead knows not just what was sold but why, and which parts are

firm and which are a stretch. When the work is done, the operational judgement that shaped its cost

travels into the commercial view, so the firm can see not just that an account made its margin but which

decisions earned it. And when the engagement closes, what it taught, about this client, this kind of work,

this pricing assumption, travels back to the people who scope the next deal. That firm does not win

every pursuit or deliver every programme perfectly. But it is never surprised in the same way twice.

Over a few years the compounding shows up as a firm that seems, to its competitors, to simply know

things: which work to chase, what to charge, which clients to keep. It is not smarter than they are. Its

loop is closed.

The second firm runs the identical business with the loop cut at every seam. The deal goes over the wall

as a document. Delivery reconstructs the intent, gets some of it wrong, and absorbs the difference.

Finance assembles the margin at month-end, too late to change it, and cannot say why it came in low.

Nothing travels back to sales, so the next deal repeats the assumptions the last one disproved, and the

firm chases the same margin-trap work, at the same optimistic price, into the same overrun, again. This

firm is not lazy or badly run. Its people work at least as hard as the first firm's, probably harder, because

re-derivation is exhausting and they do it constantly. They are simply pouring their effort into a loop

that leaks, so most of what they learn drains away before it can be used.

The seams are where decisions die

A decision is never more fragile than at the moment it is handed from the people who made it to the

people who must live with it. Those moments have a name in this book: the seams. A seam is where one

part of the loop passes its work to the next, and it is precisely there, in the passing, that the decision and

its reasoning come apart. The people-business loop has three seams, and each drops something different

on the floor.

The first seam is between selling and delivering, and we have already stood in it. It is the wall from the

opening of this chapter, because it is where the money is quietly made and lost. What crosses it is the

contract: the price, the scope, the dates, the clauses. What does not cross it is the reasoning that

produced them, the private model in the seller's head that we followed all the way through Part II. The

promise arrives on the delivery side dressed as a set of constraints from nowhere, and delivery, unable

to see the decisions inside them, treats them as weather. This is the seam most firms half-know they

have. It is also the one they most badly mismanage, because they have mistaken the transfer of a

document for the transfer of a decision.

The second seam is quieter and almost never named. It runs between delivering the work and

understanding what the work actually earned. Delivery is a stream of small economic decisions: to put a

more expensive person on a task because the cheaper one would have failed, to absorb a scope change

rather than fight the client over it, to let an escalation sit for a week because three others were on fire.

Each is a live judgement with a cost attached. But by the time any of it reaches finance, it has been

flattened into figures on a month-end report: revenue, cost, a margin that came in below plan. The

judgement that produced the figure is gone, stripped out at the seam, exactly as the reasoning was

stripped from the contract. So the finance side can tell the leadership that the account underperformed,

but not which decisions made it underperform. The firm sees the wound only once it has stopped

bleeding.
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The third seam is the widest of all, and the one that decides whether the business is truly a loop or

merely a line that happens to run in a circle. It is the seam between what the firm learned from doing the

work and what it does when it sells the next piece. In principle, everything delivery discovered, that this

client's revisions never end, that this kind of programme always overruns, that this category of work is a

margin trap the firm should stop chasing, should travel back to the room where the next deal is scoped

and priced, and make that deal wiser. In practice there is no channel for the journey. Delivery's

knowledge and sales' behaviour sit at opposite ends of the company, separated by the widest

organisational gap in the firm, and the learning has no way to cross it. So it does not. The next deal is

priced by people who never delivered the last one, using assumptions the last one already disproved.

You can see the failure most clearly at a renewal. A programme that ran hot for a year, that consumed

more senior time than it was priced for and survived on the account manager's personal effort, comes up

for renewal, and the firm renews it at broadly the same terms, or discounts it to be safe. Everything the

year taught about the true cost of this client is sitting in the heads of the delivery team, who are not in

the renewal conversation and were never asked. The people setting the new price are working from the

old price, because the old price is the only thing that crossed the seam. The firm signs up, knowingly

and with a straight face, for another year of the exact loss it just finished absorbing, and books it as a

retained account.

Three seams, one pattern. Every seam strips the why and keeps the what, and every stripping is a small

act of forgetting that the firm will pay for later, at full price.

The workforce starts in sales

In a people business, the workforce starts in sales.

The workforce starts in sales. Not in operations, not in HR, not in workforce
planning. The moment a promise is made, the workforce has already begun.

Watch the mechanism. The moment a salesperson agrees a scope, a price, a timeline, and an implied

standard of quality, they have decided, without using a single word of workforce planning, how many

people the firm will need, of what seniority, for how long, at what utilisation, and at what effective day

rate. They have committed capacity that does not yet exist to work that has not yet been planned. The

most consequential resourcing decisions in the entire firm are taken in the sales conversation, by people

who will never manage the resources and are not measured on whether the numbers they implied were

ever real.

A proposal is a staffing plan in disguise. A price is a margin decision made before
a single hour is worked.

And yet. In almost every people business, sales and delivery are run as two separate worlds. They keep

separate systems: a CRM built around the pipeline on one side, a delivery or resourcing tool built

around utilisation on the other, and the two do not speak the same language, let alone share the same

truth. They run on separate incentives: sales is paid on what it books, delivery on what it can wring out

of what sales booked, so the two functions are rewarded for pulling in opposite directions. And they

answer to separate leaders: a commercial chief who owns the number that comes in and a delivery or

operations chief who owns the cost of making it true, each holding half of a single reality and each
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narrating it differently to the board. The seam between them is not a flaw in an otherwise sound design.

It is the design.

So the promise and the delivery are structurally divorced at the exact point they most need to be

married. Sales optimises for the promise. Delivery optimises for surviving it. Nobody owns the distance

between them, which is the same gap the introduction called the gap between the deal and the done,

seen now from the inside.

Consider how ordinary this is. A salesperson, wanting to win, agrees that the firm's most experienced

consultant will lead the engagement, because the client asked and it helped close the deal. That single

sentence in a proposal has now committed the firm's scarcest, most expensive person to one account for

six months, at a rate the same proposal priced as though a mid-level consultant would do the work.

Nobody in delivery agreed to this. Nobody in resourcing was consulted. The promise made the plan, and

the plan was never shown to the planners.

This is why "the workforce starts in sales" is a diagnosis and not a slogan. When you go looking for the

reason an engagement is under margin, you will usually find the cause not in delivery, where the

symptom shows, but back across the first seam, in a promise that was never deliverable at the price,

made by someone who had no way of knowing that and no reason to care. Delivery did not lose the

money. It inherited a decision that had already lost it, and spent the year discovering the fact.

Closing the loop means carrying the decision

If the disease is that decisions die at the seams, the cure is not more meetings about handovers or a

longer checklist. It is to carry the decision across the seam intact: not only what was decided, but why,

on what evidence, against what alternatives, under what assumptions, so that the far side inherits the

thinking and not merely the outcome.

Consider what the far side does when the decision does not cross. It has no choice but to re-derive it.

Delivery reconstructs the intent behind the scope. Finance reconstructs the story behind the margin.

Sales reconstructs, from a standing start, what kind of deal is even worth doing, because it holds no

memory of the last one. Re-derivation is the single most expensive activity in a people business, and it

appears on no budget line, because it hides inside things that look like ordinary work: another kickoff

spent decoding a contract, another month-end spent explaining a number, another pricing conversation

held as though the firm had never priced this kind of work before.

Carrying the decision is the alternative, and it is the whole of the idea in one line. It is the model we

drew in Part II from the way engineers keep their reasoning: the thinking captured at the moment of the

choice, attached to the thing decided, and carried forward with it, so that whoever inherits the decision

inherits the thinking too. The document still moves; it always did. What changes is that the decision

moves with it.

Return to the two rooms from the start of this chapter, and imagine the second one differently. The

delivery lead still opens a folder, and the contract is still in it. But this time, attached to the price, there is

a short record of why it landed there: that the client chose the firm over a cheaper rival and needed the

quality to justify the gap, that the timeline was agreed as a stretch the seller flagged at the time, that one

clause was a genuine concession and another was theatre the client will not enforce. She reads it in

twenty minutes. She does not spend her first fortnight reconstructing intentions and guessing at risk. She

spends it planning against a reality she can actually see, staffing to the quality the price assumed rather
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than padding blindly against a fear she cannot name. The wall is still there on the org chart. But the deal

did not sail over it as a bare document. A decision crossed, whole, and the year that follows is a different

year.

This does not turn the firm into a bureaucracy, and it does not, at the start, depend on any particular

software. It depends on a shift in what the firm considers worth keeping. Today the firm keeps the

record and discards the reasoning at every seam, automatically, as a matter of habit and architecture.

Closing the loop means keeping the reasoning too.

Step back far enough and a people business has only one product, and it is not the deck, the campaign,

the audit, or the deployed system. The real product underneath every one of them is organisational

judgement. The pricing is a judgement. The staffing is a judgement. The escalation, the renewal, the

concession, the margin, and the trust the client extends in return are all judgement, made visible in

different currencies. If that is true, then the loop is not merely how the work flows through the firm. It is

how the firm's judgement evolves, or fails to. This is the argument of Part III seen at the scale of the

whole company: the decision is the unit, and the loop is how the units accumulate into wisdom.

This is the reframe at the centre of this part of the book. Every department can be running well and the

loop still be broken, because the loop does not live inside any department. It lives in the seams between

them, in what is carried across and what is dropped.

A people business is not a set of departments to be integrated. It is one connected
loop of judgement, and the only question that finally matters is whether the
judgement compounds as it goes round, or leaks.

The counterpoint: but we already have a handoff process

A well-run firm will push back here, and it should. We already have this, they will say. We have a

CRM-to-delivery handoff process. When a deal closes it triggers a workflow. The account is created,

the contract is attached, a kickoff is scheduled, a delivery lead is assigned, a handover form is

completed. Have we not already closed the seam?

Take the objection seriously, because the process is real and often genuinely good. But look hard at

what it actually moves. It moves a record. The contract, the account details, the scope document, the

signed order: these are the residue of the decision, the what, and a competent handoff process transfers

them with admirable reliability. What no handoff process moves is the why. It does not carry the seller's

private knowledge that the client agreed to the price only because a competitor had come in lower and

needed a face-saving reason to pay more. It does not carry the fact that the timeline was a stretch the

seller privately doubted but promised anyway to get the deal closed before quarter end. The workflow

fires, the form is completed, and every one of those things stays behind, because there was no field for it

and no one whose job it was to ask.

This is the difference between a process that transfers a record and one that carries a decision, and it is

not a difference of degree. It is the whole thing. A handoff that moves the what and drops the why is

precisely why delivery always ends up re-litigating the sale. The delivery team is not being difficult

when it reopens the pricing and the scope in week two: it is doing the only thing it can, re-deriving the

reasoning that the process failed to carry. The handoff you already have does not answer the point. It

proves it. It is the smoothest possible transfer of exactly the wrong payload.
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The bridge

So the loop can be closed. Grant all of that, and a leader is left holding a hard, practical question. How

would I know? How would I know whether my loop is genuinely closing or quietly leaking, whether

this quarter's work is compounding into next quarter's advantage or draining away at the seams? A loop

you cannot see is a loop you cannot trust.

The health of the loop can be measured, it turns out, but not with the instruments most firms reach for

first. Not the forecast, which measures optimism. Not the utilisation report, which measures motion.

What you measure is confidence: the honest, evidence-backed answer to the question the introduction

placed underneath every other question, are we going to be alright. And confidence, examined closely,

is not one thing but three: confidence that you will win and keep the work, confidence that you can

deliver what you sold, and confidence that it will make the money you think it will. The next chapter

takes them one at a time.
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Chapter 11. Business Confidence

The board meets on the second Tuesday of the month, and the chair asks the same question every time,

in one costume or another. This month he asks it plainly. "Are we going to make the year?"

The chief executive of the firm, a professional services business of a few hundred people, does what she

always does. She turns to the three people who between them are supposed to hold the answer.

Her commercial director goes first, and he is bullish. The pipeline is the strongest it has been in eighteen

months. Coverage is three times the gap to target. Two large pursuits are "in commit," a third is "very

warm." He shows a slide. The forecast, weighted and totalled, closes the year comfortably above plan.

Her delivery director goes second, and she is more careful, because delivery directors always are.

Utilisation is holding. A couple of the big programmes are "a little tight," one client is "noisy" but

manageable, the team is stretched, though the team is always stretched. Nothing she would raise to

board level. Amber at worst. Coping.

Her finance director goes last, and he is finance, so he speaks in the past tense. Last month came in soft,

a point or two under. Two invoices slipped into the next quarter. Cash is fine. He will "have a clearer

picture at close," which is three weeks away.

Three intelligent people. Three confident answers. And the chief executive, listening, understands

something she cannot quite say out loud. She has just been handed three separate reports about three

separate worlds, and she has no way to add them up. The commercial director's optimism, the delivery

director's caution, and the finance director's rear-view mirror do not touch one another. They were

produced by different people, from different systems, on different clocks, and not one of them was built

to know what the others contained. She can feel the shape of the real answer somewhere behind the

three of them, and she cannot reach it.

So she says what chief executives say. "Good. Let's keep an eye on the big programmes." The meeting

moves on. And the only question that mattered goes home unanswered, again.

One question, wearing three coats

Everyone in that room believed they had answered the chair. None of them had, because none of them

could. The question was not a commercial question, or a delivery question, or a finance question. It was

all three at once, and the firm had no way to hold all three at once. It had three answers and no answer.

This chapter is about the answer: why it is so hard to assemble, and what it would take to have it on

hand, on any given Tuesday, without a fire drill. The recurring question of this book is the one the chair

asked. Are we going to be alright?

It decomposes. The anxious, unanswerable "are we going to be alright" is not one question but three,

braided together so tightly that most firms cannot see the strands. Pull them apart and each strand is

answerable. Braid them back together, connected and current, and you have something most firms never

possess: Business Confidence, the composite, evidence-backed answer to whether the firm is going to

be alright.
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The three strands are these. Win Confidence is the revenue question: will we win and keep the work?

Delivery Confidence is the operations question: can we actually deliver what we sold, at the quality and

cost we promised, at the margin we sold it for? Commercial Confidence is the finance question: will

this actually make the money we think it will? Each deserves its own treatment, because each fails in its

own particular way and each is grounded in a different kind of evidence. But hold on to this from the

start, because it is the whole argument of the chapter and the reason Business Confidence is rare: the

strands are worth little apart. The value is in the braid.

A word about the word, because it is doing unusual work in this book. In ordinary use, confidence is a

feeling: I feel good about the year. That is not what it means here. In this book, confidence is not an

emotion but a reading, evidence that the future the firm is counting on is actually becoming more likely,

or less. It can be high while the leader feels anxious, if the evidence is strong, and low while the leader

feels wonderful, if the evidence is thin. Confidence, in this sense, is not how the firm feels about

tomorrow. It is what the firm can show about tomorrow.

Win Confidence: the reality of the pipeline, not the optimism of the
forecast

Win Confidence asks whether the firm will win the work it is chasing and keep the work it already has.

It sounds like the easiest of the three, because every firm has a forecast, and the forecast appears to

answer exactly this. It is the least trustworthy of the three, precisely because the forecast is mistaken for

the answer.

Consider what a sales forecast actually is, mechanically. It is built from the bottom up. Each opportunity

carries a stage and a probability and a close date, set by the person selling it. The manager rolls those up.

The director rolls up the managers. The number that lands on the board slide is the sum of a few

hundred individual human judgements, each made by a person with something at stake in the answer. A

forecast is not a measurement. It is an aggregate of hope, filtered through incentives, and then totalled to

two decimal places so that it looks like a fact.

Follow the incentives and the distortion is not mysterious, it is structural. A salesperson who is behind

has every reason to keep a dying deal alive on the board, because a deal marked lost is a conversation

with the manager and a deal marked "very warm" is not. A salesperson who is ahead has every reason to

sandbag, to park a deal that will obviously close in next quarter's column so that this quarter's number is

one they can beat. The "probability" on an opportunity is not a frequency drawn from a hundred similar

deals. It is a feeling, dressed in the costume of a statistic, and the feeling is answering a different

question than the one the field is labelled with. It is answering "what do I want my manager to see this

week?"

Now add the thing that makes forecast error dangerous rather than merely annoying. When you sum

many independent estimates, the errors tend to cancel: some are high, some are low, the noise washes

out. But forecast errors are not independent. The same incentive pushes the same way across the whole

team at the same time. When the year is going well, everyone's optimism inflates together. When the

quarter is tight and the pressure is on, everyone's deals slip together. The errors correlate, which means

they compound instead of cancelling, which is why a forecast can look solid all quarter and then miss all

at once, in the same direction, as if by conspiracy. It is not a conspiracy. It is a system doing exactly

what its incentives designed it to do.
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A forecast is the sound of a company hoping in unison, totalled to two decimal
places so that it looks like a fact.

And that is only the winning half. The keeping half is worse, because in a people business most of the

revenue is not new. The next year is mostly last year's clients choosing to stay. Yet the forecast

machinery is built almost entirely around the hunt for new logos, where the drama is, and it treats the

existing book as a given, a baseline, an assumption. Renewals are assumed until the week they are not.

Nobody owns the renewal the way a salesperson owns a pursuit, because there is no thrill in it and,

often, no commission on it. So the renewal that is quietly going wrong, the client who has stopped

replying quickly, the sponsor who moved on, the last programme that landed a little flat, sends no signal

into the forecast at all. It simply fails to happen, months later, and the firm calls it churn and treats it as

weather.

So what would Win Confidence actually mean, as distinct from having a forecast? It would mean

grounding the answer in the reality of the pipeline rather than the optimism about it. The reality is not

the stage label. The reality is behaviour: has this client done the things a client who is going to buy

actually does? Have they brought the economic buyer into the room, engaged their own legal team,

asked an operational question about onboarding, introduced you to the people who would run the work?

Win Confidence reads the evidence the deal leaves behind, not the story the seller tells about it.

And it would treat renewals as decisions with owners and evidence, not as a baseline that quietly erodes.

It would notice, while there is still time to act, that a flagship account is showing the early behaviour of

a client about to leave. Which points at the last and most important property: Win Confidence is not a

number to be admired, it is an instrument that tells you what to do. Lean into this pursuit, qualify out of

that one before it eats another month, intervene on this renewal now, this week, while the relationship

can still be repaired. A forecast tells you what the team hopes will happen. Win Confidence tells you

what to go and do about it.

Delivery Confidence: the live state of the work, not the colour of the deck

Delivery Confidence asks whether the firm can actually deliver what it sold, at the quality and cost it

promised, at the margin it sold the work for. It is the confidence people are surest they have, because

every firm has status reporting, and status reporting appears to answer exactly this. Every week,

sometimes every day, the programmes report themselves green, amber, or red. Surely that is delivery

confidence made visible.

It is the opposite. Status reporting is the single most misleading instrument in the building, and it is

misleading by construction, for one simple reason that no amount of process fixes. Status is

self-reported by the people responsible for the thing being reported. You are asking someone to grade

their own homework, and to grade it in front of the person who decides their next promotion and this

year's bonus. There is no version of that arrangement that produces the truth, however honest the

individual, because the pressure is not on the individual, it is on the format.

Watch what the format does to information over the life of a programme in trouble. It stays green far

longer than it has any right to, because there is always a plan to recover, always a fortnight in which it

might come good, and no one volunteers red while green is still defensible. Then, at the point where

green is no longer plausible to anyone, it does not drift gently to amber. It jumps straight to red, all at

once, usually the week before the outcome was going to reveal it anyway. People who have run delivery
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organisations know this pattern in their bones and have a name for it: the watermelon. Green on the

outside, red all the way through, and you only find out when you cut it open, which is exactly when it is

too late to do anything but apologise.

Underneath the reporting problem is a resolution problem. Status is produced on a cadence, weekly, or

at the monthly steering committee, and it is a summary, a single colour standing in for a hundred

moving parts. But delivery risk does not accumulate on a weekly cadence in tidy summarised units. It

accumulates continuously, in the texture of the work: the scope that expanded by one accommodating

"yes" at a time, none of which was worth raising a change request over, all of which together moved the

goalposts a fortnight; the senior person who was quietly swapped for a cheaper, greener one because the

senior person was needed elsewhere, so the plan now rests on someone who cannot yet carry it. None of

that is a colour. All of it is the actual state of the work, and the deck is built precisely to compress it out

of view.

And then there are the heroics, which are the most dangerous thing a status deck hides, because they

make the hiding look like health. Somewhere in most firms is the account manager holding three

faltering programmes together by personal force: the late nights, the weekend saves, the relationships

she is spending down to keep clients calm. On the deck, all three are amber, trending green. In reality,

all three are one holiday away from red, because the plan they are running on is not a plan, it is a person,

and the person is a load-bearing wall that appears on no drawing. The better your best people are at

rescuing bad situations, the blinder your reporting becomes, because their rescues are invisible right up

to the moment they run out.

So what would real Delivery Confidence require? It would require grounding the answer in the live state

of the engagements rather than in a periodic self-report. It would draw on evidence the owner does not

grade: what the work itself reveals. Is the rate of real progress matching the plan, or is the team busy

without moving? Is rework climbing? Is the scope that is actually being done still the scope that was

actually sold? Is the staffing on the programme the staffing that was promised and priced, or is it

whoever was free? These are readings the work emits whether or not anyone chooses to report them,

and they are far harder to colour green under pressure than a summary slide.

Above all, Delivery Confidence requires knowing what was sold in the first place, and at what margin,

so that "are we delivering it" is a question with an answer. This is where delivery reaches back across

the seam into the sale, which is why it cannot be solved inside the delivery function alone, and why it

points at the third confidence and the connection between all three. Like the others, its purpose is not to

describe but to direct: move this person onto that programme now, raise the change request this week

before the scope hardens into an expectation, have the difficult client conversation while it is still a

conversation and not yet a complaint. A status deck tells you how the programme looked on Friday.

Delivery Confidence tells you what to do about it on Monday.

Commercial Confidence: the connection, not the month-end surprise

Commercial Confidence asks the bluntest question of the three: will this actually make the money we

think it will? It is the one leaders assume finance already answers, because finance is the function whose

entire job is money, and finance produces, every month, a precise account of exactly how much the firm

made. Surely that is commercial confidence, delivered on a schedule, audited and signed.

It is not, and the reason exposes the deepest structural fact about how a firm learns whether it is going to

be alright. Finance finds out last. It is built to find out last. The finance system is a record of transactions
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that have already settled: revenue recognised, costs booked, margin realised. It is the most trusted record

in the building precisely because it deals only in the past, in things that have finished happening and can

therefore be counted without dispute. It is, as an earlier chapter put it, the scoreboard, not the game. And

a scoreboard, however accurate, tells you the result after the play is over.

Trace how margin actually reaches the finance system and the lateness becomes obvious. A

programme's profitability is decided long before it is recorded. It is decided in the sale, when the price

was held to keep the logo. It is decided in the staffing, when a senior lead was pulled off to fight a fire

and a junior stepped up. It is decided across the delivery, in every small unrecorded "yes" to a scope

request that never became a change order. By the time all of that flows through timesheets and cost

allocations and the revenue recognition rules and lands, reconciled, in the month-end close, weeks have

passed and the period is over. The close is a beautifully precise reconstruction of a race that finished a

fortnight ago. Finance can tell you, to the penny, that the programme lost money. It cannot tell you in

time to stop the programme losing money, because by the time it knows, the losing has already

happened.

This is the month-end surprise, and every finance leader knows the particular sinking feeling of it: a

number comes in soft and nobody saw it coming, because the decisions that made it soft were taken

weeks earlier, in the pipeline and on the programmes, in rooms finance was not in and systems finance

cannot see. Finance is the last to know because finance is where the truth goes to be counted, not where

it is decided.

Which is exactly why Commercial Confidence is not a third measurement sitting beside the other two. It

is the connection between them. Commercial Confidence is what you get when you take Win

Confidence, honestly assessed, and Delivery Confidence, honestly assessed, and hold them together to

ask the only question that pays the wages: given what we are truly likely to win, and what it will truly

cost to deliver, what money will actually fall out of the bottom, and when? It is forward-looking margin,

assembled from live winning and live delivering, rather than backward-looking margin assembled at the

close from transactions that have already gone cold.

Notice what this does to the gap this whole book began with, the gap between the deal and the done.

That gap is exactly where margin is made and lost, and it is exactly where no single system looks,

because winning lives in one system and delivering in another and finance in a third. Commercial

Confidence is the instrument that spans the gap, holding the promise made in the sale against the reality

of the delivery, continuously, so that a programme heading for a loss announces itself while it is still a

live wound and not yet a closed month. And so, like the other two, it is built to direct action, not to file a

report: win this deal at the offered price because we can deliver it for less, walk away from that one

because we cannot, fix this programme before it eats the quarter, steer the whole firm toward the

number while there is still road left to steer on. A month-end close tells you what the firm made.

Commercial Confidence tells you what the firm is going to make, in time to change it.

Why the three must be connected

Here is the part that most people miss, and it is the reason Business Confidence is a genuine framework

and not just a tidy way to label departments. The three confidences are nearly worthless apart. Their

entire value is in being connected. Take them one at a time and watch each one fail on its own, because

a firm can be strong in one and it will not save them.
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Win Confidence without Delivery Confidence is a firm that sells what it cannot build. This is the classic

sales-led failure, and it is admired right up to the moment it detonates. The pipeline is magnificent, the

bookings are a record, the commercial director is the hero of every board meeting, and none of it is

connected to whether the delivery organisation can actually staff and deliver the work at the margin it

was sold for. It signs programmes it has no one to run, at prices that assumed people it does not have,

and the triumphant forecast becomes a delivery emergency and then a margin disaster. The bell rang.

The year was lost anyway. A win that delivery cannot honour is not a win. It is a liability with a

celebration attached.

Delivery Confidence without Commercial Confidence is a firm that burns its margin to keep its

promises. This is the noble failure, the one that happens in the best-intentioned firms, and it is harder to

see because everyone involved is behaving well. A delivery organisation optimising for quality and

client happiness, with no live line of sight to margin, will keep every promise it was ever given. It will

absorb every scope creep rather than have an awkward conversation, staff its very best and most

expensive people on its neediest and least profitable client, and deliver work the client adores, at a loss,

over and over. The clients are delighted. The reviews are glowing. And the firm cannot work out why

excellence keeps losing money. Because excellence is not the same as profitability, and a delivery

function that cannot see margin will spend it, generously, in the name of doing a good job.

Commercial Confidence without the other two is just accounting after the fact. A finance function in a

room by itself, however good, can only ever tell you precisely how much money you made or lost,

always in the past tense, always too late to change it. Perfect books. No steering wheel. On its own,

Commercial Confidence is not confidence at all, it is a post-mortem, and a firm that runs on

post-mortems is a firm that learns the cause of death with great accuracy, every month, one patient too

late.

Now put them together, connected and current, and something changes in kind, not just in degree.

Business Confidence is not three dashboards arranged on one screen. Three dashboards on one screen is

what the firm in the cold open already had: three true reports that could not speak to each other.

Connection means the strands know about one another. A deal advancing in the pipeline is visible,

immediately, as future delivery load and future margin, so the firm can ask before it wins whether it can

deliver, not after. A programme quietly slipping is visible, immediately, as future margin at risk and,

often, as future renewal at risk too, because the client living through a slipping programme is the client

who does not renew. The connection is not a nicety laid over the top of the three confidences. The

connection is the product.

Business Confidence is not three dashboards on one screen. It is three answers
that already know about each other.

A people business runs as a loop: it sells the work, it staffs and delivers the work, it learns from the

work, and it feeds that learning back into the next sale. Business Confidence is simply what a healthy

loop feels like from the inside. When the loop is whole, winning already knows about delivering,

delivering already knows what was sold and at what margin, and finance is reading the future off both

instead of counting the past after both are done. When the loop is broken at the seams, and in most firms

it is broken worst at the seam between selling and delivering, the confidences break apart with it, and

you are back in the boardroom with three intelligent people, three confident answers, and no answer.

Business Confidence is not a fourth thing you install on top of the firm. It is the reading you get when



94

the loop underneath is running clean.

BUSINESS CONFIDENCE
One rope, three strands. The value is in the braid.

WIN CONFIDENCE
will we win and keep the work?

DELIVERY CONFIDENCE
can we deliver what we sold?

COMMERCIAL CONFIDENCE
will it make the money?

BUSINESS
CONFIDENCE

are we going to be alright?

Connected and current, the three become one. Disconnected, you have a dashboard and a bad feeling.

And once you see it whole, Business Confidence turns out to be something larger than a management

metric. Strip it to its essence and it is a probability: the likelihood that the decisions the firm is making

today will become the results it is counting on tomorrow. That is a different kind of measurement from

anything on a scorecard. It is measuring the firm's certainty about itself, the distance between what it has

decided and what it will become. A firm with high Business Confidence is not one that feels good about

the year. It is one whose today and tomorrow are tightly coupled, because its decisions are visible,

connected, and current enough that the future can be read off the present.

Business Confidence is the probability that today's decisions become tomorrow's
results.

"This is just a balanced scorecard with new labels"

Here is the objection a sharp reader has been assembling for several pages, and it deserves a straight

answer, because on the surface it is fair. "You have described revenue, operations, and finance, given

them the word confidence, and drawn them together on one page. We have had this since the 1990s. It is

called a balanced scorecard. You have relabelled a management dashboard and claimed to have found

something."

There are three differences, and the third is the one that matters most.

The first is the direction the instruments face. A scorecard is a rack of key performance indicators, and a

KPI is, by definition, a measurement of something that has already happened. Utilisation last month.

Win rate last quarter. Realised margin at the last close. These are lagging metrics, readings taken from

the wake of the boat, and they are useful in the way a logbook is useful. Confidence faces the other way.
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It is an assessment of what is going to happen and whether the firm will be alright, grounded in current

evidence about live deals, live programmes, and the live connection between them. The scorecard tells

you how fast you were going when you last checked. Confidence tells you what is coming up the road.

Those are not the same instrument, and colouring the scorecard forward does not make it face forward.

The second difference is what the instrument is for. A scorecard reports. It is designed to tell you how

you did against a target, and its natural output is a colour and a variance. Confidence is built to be acted

on. Every one of the three confidences, done properly, resolves not into a status but into a move: this

deal, this renewal, this programme, this week. A metric that changes no decision is scenery, however

handsomely it is charted, and much of what fills a balanced scorecard is scenery. Confidence is

measured by the decisions it changes, not by the meetings it decorates.

A scorecard tells you how you did. Confidence tells you what to do. No amount of
colour-coding turns the first instrument into the second.

The third difference is the one a scorecard cannot touch, and it is the whole problem. A balanced

scorecard is a display. It takes numbers that already exist and arranges four perspectives on one page.

But the perspectives it arranges are still produced by three different systems, the CRM, the delivery and

resourcing system, the finance system, and still owned by three different executives, the commercial

leader, the delivery leader, the finance leader, who meet monthly and reconcile essentially never. The

pipeline number still does not know what the delivery organisation can staff. The delivery status still

does not know what the work was sold for. The margin still arrives last, at the close, reconstructed.

Putting three disconnected truths on one page does not connect them, it merely stacks them, and a firm

can have the most beautiful single-page scorecard in its industry and still be exactly the firm in the cold

open: three confident answers and no answer. That gap, three systems, three leaders, three clocks, and

nothing joining the decisions across them, is the whole of what Business Confidence is trying to close,

and it is the whole of what a scorecard was never built to close.

So no, this is not a balanced scorecard with new labels. A scorecard measures the past and reports it in

parallel. Business Confidence assesses the future, links each assessment to a decision, and, hardest and

most valuable of all, connects the three across the seams that a scorecard only decorates. When a firm

cannot do that, it has, in the phrase this book keeps returning to, a dashboard and a bad feeling. Business

Confidence is what it takes to replace the bad feeling with an answer.

The bridge

Business Confidence is the composite, evidence-backed answer to whether the firm is going to be

alright, and it exists only when the three confidences are connected and current: grounded in the live

pipeline and renewals, the live state of the work, and the live connection between winning and

delivering that finance would otherwise discover last. Connected. Current. Evidence-backed.

But connection and currency do not happen because a leader wishes for them, and they certainly do not

happen on a slide assembled the night before the board meeting. If confidence must be grounded in

current evidence, and if the three strands must be tied together across three systems and three leaders,

then the decisions and their evidence need somewhere to live. Not a report generated after the fact, and

not a meeting that evaporates when it ends, but a place: a place where a decision, its owner, its evidence,

its alternatives, and its eventual outcome sit together and can be revisited, the way money has a ledger

and code has a repository. Business Confidence needs an address. That address is the subject of the next
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chapter, and it is called the Decision Room.
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Chapter 12. The Decision Room

Three years ago, a professional services firm turned down a client. Not a small client. The pursuit had

reached the final round, the proposal was written, the team was assembled, and then, late in the process,

the firm withdrew. It walked away from work it could have won.

Now the client is back. Bigger, with a larger budget and a warmer manner, and this time the firm wants

the work. In the room where the pursuit is being planned, a partner who was not there the first time asks

the only question that matters. Why did we walk away before? What did we see?

Silence. The managing partner who made the call has retired. The deal lead has moved to a competitor.

Someone remembers that there was a concern about the client's finance function, or maybe it was the

delivery risk, or a clash over payment terms, nobody is sure. There is a folder on a shared drive with the

old proposal in it, pristine and useless. It records what the firm offered. It records nothing of what the

firm decided, or why, or what it feared. The proposal survives. The reasoning does not. The decision

was real. It was deliberate. Several serious people spent an afternoon on it and reached a considered

answer. And it is gone, as completely as if it had never been made.

Consider what would have happened if the thing that vanished had been a line of code, or a payment. An

engineer can open a codebase and read, attached to every change, a note explaining why it was made, by

whom, and what it replaced, going back years. An accountant can open the ledger and trace every

movement of money the firm has ever made. Code has a place where its history lives. Money has a

place where its history lives. The firm's decisions, which are worth more than either, have no such place.

They happen, they move the business, and they leave no body.

The turn

This book has spent its first eleven chapters circling a single absence. Part II named it as the decisionless

stack and the amnesia it produces. Part III named the thing that is missing, the decision object, and the

discipline that would capture it, Decision Intelligence. Part IV has been about what it looks like to

practise that discipline in a people business: the loop that carries a decision across the seams of the firm,

and Business Confidence, the composite answer to "are we going to be alright?" that a healthy loop

produces.

But an object needs somewhere to live. A discipline needs a home. You can define the decision object

perfectly, as Chapter 8 did, and still have nowhere to put one. If decisions deserve to be captured,

connected, governed, and learned from, where does that happen? What is the place?

The answer, and the last of the three ideas in the ONX philosophy, is the Decision Room: the firm's

organisational memory.

What a Decision Room is, and is not

Start with what it is not, because the words invite the wrong picture. A Decision Room sounds like a

place you go, a meeting with a whiteboard, a war room where the executives gather to make the big call.

It is not that. The meeting is where a decision is often made. The Decision Room is where the decision

goes to live after the meeting ends, and where it stays long after everyone in the meeting has forgotten

it, or left.
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It is not a committee either. A committee is a group of people with the authority to decide. It is made of

humans, it meets and disperses, and when it decides, its decision suffers exactly the fate this book has

been describing: recorded as a minute if you are lucky, a conclusion stripped of its reasoning, and then

faded. A committee is a way of making decisions. The Decision Room is a way of keeping them.

What the Decision Room actually is, is the firm's system of memory, and the distinction between that

and a system of record is the whole point. Every firm already runs systems of record, and almost none

runs a system of memory. A system of record holds the current state of a kind of thing: the CRM is the

system of record for customers and deals, the finance system for money, the HRIS for people. Each is

the authoritative place where one kind of thing lives, the place you go for the truth about it, the place

that persists when the people who created the records move on. A system of memory holds what every

one of those throws away: not just the state a thing is in, but why it came to be that way, the reasoning

behind the choices that produced it. The Decision Room is both at once. It is the system of record for the

one thing the firm currently keeps nowhere, its decisions, and because a decision carries its own

reasoning with it, keeping decisions is how a firm finally acquires a memory. It is where the decision

object, defined in Chapter 8 as the choice, the decider, the evidence, the alternatives, the context, and

the outcome, is stored, retrieved, connected to other decisions, and revisited when the world turns and

someone needs to know not just what the firm did but what it was thinking.

Every organisation has systems of record. Very few have a system of memory. The
Decision Room is both.

Call it a room, not a database, deliberately. A room is somewhere you can enter, look around, and find

things in their place. It has an inside. The metaphor matters because it captures something a database

schema does not: that a decision does not live alone. It lives with its evidence, its alternatives, its owner,

and eventually its outcome, all in one place, so that entering the room means finding the whole decision

intact rather than a fragment of it. This is the exact opposite of the decisionless stack. The stack scatters

the pieces of every decision across nine systems that each hold one shard and none holds the thing itself:

the price in the CRM, the staffing in a spreadsheet, the margin in finance, the reasoning nowhere. The

room gathers the shards back into a decision.

Two things that used to be chaos

The two examples are code and money. Both are now governed by a shared, authoritative record. Both,

one recently and one centuries ago, were chaos without one, and the transition transformed each so

completely that we have half forgotten it was ever otherwise.

Take code first. Before version control, a body of software was a fog of files with names like final, and

then final_v2, and then final_v2_actually_final, held on the machines of whoever last touched them.

Two engineers would change the same file and quietly overwrite each other's work. A bug would appear

and no one could say when it had entered, or which change had caused it, or why the code had been

shaped that way in the first place, because the reasoning had never been written down anywhere near the

thing it explained. Then version control arrived, and with it a discipline: every change to the software is

captured, attributed to a person, stamped with a time, and, crucially, accompanied by a note explaining

why the change was made. The repository became the single authoritative account of how the software

came to be the way it is, queryable years later by someone who was not there. And the record did not

slow engineers down. It set them free. They move faster because they can see the history, undo a wrong
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turn, and never have to reconstruct from scratch why the code is the way it is.

Now money. For most of commercial history a merchant's money lived in his head, his correspondence,

and a drawer of scraps, and the true state of his enterprise was a thing he felt more than knew.

Double-entry bookkeeping, systematised in the fifteenth century and refined ever since, changed that. It

is a discipline whose whole purpose is to record every movement of value in a form that must balance

and that survives the person who recorded it. The general ledger made it possible to know, at any

moment, the true position of a business too large to hold in one mind. And, just as importantly, it made

trust possible: an investor, an auditor, a partner, and a tax authority could all reason about the same

authoritative reality. The ledger did not slow money down. It set money free. You cannot have a bank, a

stock market, or a firm larger than a family without one, because you cannot have trust at scale without

a shared record of the truth.

Here is the point. Code and money were both, once, where decisions are now. In each case the same

move fixed it, and it was not a cleverer tool. It was the discipline of a single, shared, authoritative

record: one that everyone agreed was the truth, that captured the act and not merely the artefact it

produced, and that persisted independently of the people who created it.

The symmetry with version control is worth making exact, because it is almost perfect. A repository

does not merely store code. For every change it keeps who made it, when, what changed, what the

change replaced, and, in the commit message, why. And because it keeps all of that, it can do the thing

that makes engineers trust it completely: show any past state, and let you undo a wrong turn. Now read

that same list as a description of a decision. Who decided. When. What they chose. What they chose it

instead of. Why. And, with the outcome attached, whether it should be revisited. The Decision Room is,

almost line for line, version control for judgement.

Decisions are pre-ledger. That is the diagnosis of this whole book compressed into three words. The

Decision Room is simply the proposal that decisions deserve what code and money already have: a

place where their history lives.

Decisions are pre-ledger. A people business keeps them the way a merchant kept
his accounts before the ledger, and loses them the same way.

Speed with a memory

The moment you say the word governance, a certain kind of experienced operator stiffens, and rightly.

They have seen what governance usually means: another approval, another sign-off, another form

standing between a person who wants to do something sensible and the doing of it. Governance is the

word under which good firms slowly turn into slow ones. The governance the Decision Room provides

is the opposite of that. It does not add a gate. It adds a memory.

These are two completely different things that happen to share a word. Bureaucratic governance is

control exercised before the fact, through permission. It slows the firm on purpose, on the theory that the

cost of the delay is worth the errors it prevents. Sometimes it is. Often it hardens into ritual long after

the reason for it has gone, and the firm is left paying the tax without buying the protection.

The governance of the Decision Room is legibility, not permission. It does not ask you to seek approval

before you decide. It asks that once you decide, the decision be legible: visible, attributable, connected



100

to its evidence, and available to be learned from. It governs by making decisions knowable, not by

making them wait. And a firm whose decisions are knowable does not decide more slowly. It decides

faster, and the reason is mechanical, not motivational.

Recall the re-derivation tax from Part II. A firm that cannot see its past decisions is condemned to make

them again from a standing start: to rerun the same debate every time a new person raises a question that

was settled last year, to grant the same failed concession twice because the first failure was never

captured as a decision, to re-derive in month three of delivery a judgement its own salesperson made in

full eleven weeks earlier. Every one of those is time. The amnesiac firm is slow precisely because it

forgets.

Now give that firm a memory of its decisions. The debate that was settled last year is one query away,

with its reasoning attached, so the new head of sales can read why the firm decided not to take

fixed-price work in that category and either accept the reasoning or challenge it on the merits, in an

afternoon, instead of reconvening the whole argument over six weeks. The firm is not re-deriving. It is

standing on what it already knows. That is speed, and it is speed that a firm without a memory cannot

buy at any price.

This is the phrase to hold on to: speed with a memory.

Most of what slows a firm down is not deciding. It is re-deciding, and a firm that
remembers its decisions does far less of it.

Capture in the flow, not a form to fill in later

Everything so far raises one hard question. Who does the capturing, and when?

Because if the answer is that someone, after the decision is made, sits down and fills in a form, then the

Decision Room is just the wiki from Chapter 5 wearing a better name, and it will fail for exactly the four

reasons that sank the wiki. It will record conclusions rather than live reasoning. It will be done late and

thinly, by whoever has time, which means never. It will rot. And it will sit disconnected from the thing it

describes. A decision log maintained as a second job stacked on top of the real work loses every contest

for attention with the real work, and the decisions that most need capturing, the fraught ones made under

pressure, are precisely the ones nobody has the bandwidth to write up afterwards. It does not work.

So the central design principle of the Decision Room is not a feature of any software. It is a rule about

when capture happens. Capture must be a by-product of deciding, not a chore performed after it. The

decision must be recorded in the flow of the decision itself, as part of making it, at the only moment its

reasoning exists in full, and never as a form to be filled in later when the reasoning has already worn

smooth into a set of givens.

This is exactly how the two records we admired earlier work. The engineer writes down why as part of

committing the change, not in a separate document afterwards; the note is welded to the act, and the

work is not really finished without it. The bookkeeper records the transaction as the money moves, not

by reconstructing it at year end; the recording is the transaction's other half. It is part of the work,

produced in the doing. That is the whole trick, and it is the only trick. Get capture into the flow and it

costs almost nothing and happens reliably. Leave it outside the flow and it costs a second job and

happens never.
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What does capture in the flow look like for a decision? Return to the delivery director from Chapter 8,

the one who moves her strongest senior lead onto a slipping retail account. In the amnesiac firm, she

makes the call, sends two messages, updates a resourcing sheet, and moves on to the next fire, and

within a year the decision has vanished while its effects live on in systems that cannot explain them. In a

firm with a Decision Room, the act of making the call is the act of recording it. The same few minutes in

which she decides are the minutes in which the choice, the alternatives she rejected, the evidence she

leaned on, and the risk she is knowingly taking are captured, because that is simply how a decision of

that weight is made here. The difference between that and a form is the difference between a commit

message and an essay about your code. One is the work. The other is homework.

This is how the Decision Room cures the amnesia of Part II. The amnesia was never caused by a

shortage of discipline or good intentions. It was caused by a gap in time. The decision is made at one

moment, and the record, if it is made at all, is made at a later one, and everything valuable leaks out in

the interval: the alternatives, the discomfort, the reason the obvious choice was rejected. Close the gap,

capture at the moment of deciding, and the leak stops. The firm remembers not because it tries harder to

write things down but because deciding and recording have become the same act.

Where the whole book comes together

The Decision Room is the last idea in Part IV. It is the piece that makes the others real, and it quietly

connects nearly every argument the book has made so far.

Start with the AI of Chapter 2. The blind cockpit was a machine that is fluent, fast, and sometimes

confidently wrong, bolted onto a business that cannot see its own instruments. The cure, we said, is

grounding: giving the machine something true to stand on. Chapter 8 showed what grounding is made

of: decision objects, thousands of the firm's own real choices with their evidence, alternatives, and

outcomes. The Decision Room is where those objects live, which makes it, concretely, the ground itself.

A firm that keeps its decisions there can point machine judgement at its own history, the twelve times it

faced a slipping engagement, what it chose and rejected and how each choice turned out. And because

every answer points back to a decision a human can open and check, that judgement can be audited,

which is the whole difference between an answer machine and a reasoning partner. Without the room,

capability without grounding scales confidence, not correctness, and the machine is back to being a

better guesser in a confident voice.

Then the trust of Chapter 1. Trust, we argued, has become the scarcest asset in business, and it is built

by a demonstrable consistency of good decisions over time. Brand and relationships are what that trust

looks like from the outside; decisions are what it is made of on the inside. The load-bearing word was

demonstrable, and it was the word almost every firm failed on, because the consistency was real but

invisible: a firm could not show its record of good decisions, since it kept none. The Decision Room

makes that record legible, and a record you can show is trust you can demonstrate rather than merely

claim. Trust stops being a feeling the firm hopes to create and becomes a record it can show.

Then Business Confidence, from the chapter just before this one. Win Confidence, Delivery

Confidence, and Commercial Confidence become Business Confidence only when they are connected

and current. But connected by what, and kept where? A confidence is only as sound as the decisions

underneath it, and connecting the three means connecting the decisions that produce them: the pricing

decision that shapes Win, the staffing decision that shapes Delivery, and the margin decision that shapes

Commercial, which are so often the same decision seen from three sides. The Decision Room is where
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those decisions are connected and kept. Business Confidence, then, is not a reading on a dashboard but

the state of a firm whose decisions are connected across the loop and remembered over time: it is what a

well-kept Decision Room produces.

And beneath all three runs the loop from the start of this part. A people business runs as a loop: sell,

staff and deliver, learn, and feed the learning back into the next sale. It breaks at its seams, which is

exactly where decisions are made and then lost. The Decision Room is what carries the decision across

the seam instead of letting it fall into the gap. It is the loop's memory, the thing that lets learning feed

back into the next sale rather than evaporate between one engagement and the next.

So the three ideas of the ONX philosophy are not three separate tools. They are one system seen from

three angles. The loop is the anatomy of how a people business runs. Business Confidence is the reading

you take of the loop's health. And the Decision Room is the memory that makes the loop capable of

learning and the confidence capable of being true. Take away the room and the loop still turns, but it

turns amnesiac, relearning every lesson forever, and the confidences collapse back into dashboards,

accurate for a moment and disconnected from the decisions that would give them meaning.

The whole argument of the book, in fact, fits into a single loop.

HOW JUDGEMENT COMPOUNDS
The argument of the book, as one loop.

REALITY what actually happens

DECISIONS the choices that run the firm

DECISION OBJECTS captured with their reasoning

THE DECISION ROOM organisational memory

THE PEOPLE-BUSINESS LOOP judgement flows

BUSINESS CONFIDENCE judgement, measured

BETTER DECISIONS wiser next time

Better decisions feed back as organisational memory, and the firm's judgement compounds, lap after lap.

Every idea in this book is a stage on that loop, and the loop has one output that accumulates: judgement.

A firm that closes it does not merely run well this quarter. It gets wiser every quarter, which is the only

advantage that cannot be bought and cannot be copied.
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The counterpoint: overhead and gaming

Set against all of this is an objection, the one a good operator will raise before you have finished the

sentence, and it arrives in two parts.

The first part is about overhead. It runs like this. You are asking us to capture our decisions, and we

make hundreds of decisions a day. If every one of them now carries a recording obligation, you have not

given us a memory, you have given us a paperwork factory. The fast, instinctive judgement that makes

us good will slow to the pace of a firm that has to write an essay before it can act. The cure is worse than

the disease.

The second part is about gaming, and it is sharper. The moment a decision record becomes visible and

permanent, people will write for the record rather than for the business. They will craft their decisions to

look defensible, hedge everything, record the safe version of their reasoning and quietly bury the real

one, and use the log as a weapon in the firm's politics: proof that they warned, that it was not their call,

that the blame belongs elsewhere. You will not get honest reasoning. You will get a paper trail built to

survive an inquest. And a paper trail built for self-protection is worse than no record at all, because it

looks like memory and is actually theatre.

Both worries are real. Neither is a reason not to build the Decision Room. Each is a design constraint

that tells you how to build it well, and taking them seriously is what separates the idea from a slogan.

Take the overhead worry first, because most of the answer is already in this chapter. Two moves defuse

it. The first is capture in the flow, not as a form. If recording is a by-product of deciding, the marginal

cost of capture is small, because you are not adding a task, you are shaping the task you already do. The

overhead objection is really an objection to capture done wrong, as a second job stacked on top of the

work, and it is entirely correct about that; it is the best argument there is for doing capture right. The

second move is just as important: govern lightly. You do not capture every decision, and you should not

try. The overwhelming majority of decisions a firm makes are small, reversible, and uncontested, and

they are no more worth a record than a merchant's choice of which pen to use. The Decision Room is for

the decisions that matter, the ones that are consequential, that cross a seam, that will be questioned later,

that a future colleague will need to understand: which price to hold, which staffing bet to place, which

client to walk away from, which concession to grant. Governance here does not mean record everything.

It means judgement about what is worth remembering, which is itself a skill the firm gets better at with

practice.

The gaming worry is deeper, and it cannot be designed away completely, so it deserves more honesty

than confidence. Begin by conceding the core of it. Yes, any visible record of decisions can be gamed,

exactly as a timesheet, a forecast, or a performance review can be gamed, and for the same reason,

because people respond to what is watched. Anyone who promises you a decision record immune to

politics is selling something. But look hard at what the alternative actually is. The alternative to a visible

decision record is not the absence of politics. It is politics with no record at all, which is to say the

politics most firms already have: the world of who said what, of competing memories, of the meeting

reconstructed differently by everyone who was in it, of blame that settles on whoever is least able to

defend themselves and credit that flows to whoever tells the story best. Against that, a decision record is

not a new front in the politics. It is a constraint on it. It replaces who said what with what we decided

and why, on the record, at the time, before anyone knew how it would turn out.
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It is much harder to rewrite history when history was written down while it was
still the present.

This depends on a distinction most firms never draw, and the Decision Room is what finally makes it

drawable: the difference between a good decision and a good outcome. They are not the same thing,

though almost every firm judges as if they were. A good decision is one that had a clear owner, rested

on the best evidence available at the time, weighed the real alternatives, made its trade-offs and its bet

explicit, and can be reviewed afterwards on those terms. Notice that nothing in that definition mentions

how it turned out. A good decision can have a bad outcome, because the world is uncertain and the odds

do not always land; a reckless decision can get lucky. A firm that judges its decisions only by their

results teaches itself the wrong lesson every time the dice fall oddly: it punishes sound judgement that

got unlucky and rewards foolishness that got away with it. The Decision Room, because it holds the

reasoning and the alternatives and not merely the result, lets a firm do the rarer and wiser thing, which is

to judge the decision on what was known when it was made. That is the standard by which the room

reviews, and it is what makes learning possible where blame would otherwise be.

But here is the honest part, and it is a condition, not a reassurance. The record only reduces politics if

the culture around it treats a wrong-but-honest decision as learning and not as a hanging offence. This is

the hinge on which the whole thing turns, and no software can supply it. If the firm uses its Decision

Room to hunt for people to blame, to reopen old decisions in bad faith and punish the deciders for

choices that looked right at the time and turned out wrong, then it will get exactly the defensive, hedged,

theatrical record the objection predicts. It will deserve it, and the room will be gamed within a month, as

Chapter 8 warned. But a firm that treats an honest decision that went wrong as its most valuable

teaching material, the mess it most needs to learn from, will get honest entries, because honesty is what

makes the record useful to the very people filling it in, and people keep faith with a record that helps

them. It is a specific, buildable cultural condition, and it happens to be the same condition every other

kind of organisational learning already depends on. The Decision Room does not create that culture. It

rewards it, makes it visible, and gives it something to compound. And in a firm that lacks the culture,

the empty or gamed Decision Room is not the disease. It is the symptom, showing you a firm that was

never going to learn from its decisions by any means, because it had already chosen to punish the

honesty that learning requires.

The bridge

Three ideas make up the philosophy this part has set out. Together they describe a way of operating a

firm as one connected, remembering decision loop, rather than as a set of departments joined by

documents and hope.

But a philosophy earns its keep in the specific, not the general, and this one earns it first and hardest in a

particular kind of company. Everything in this book applies, in some measure, to any business. A

manufacturer decides, a bank decides, a software company decides, and every one of them would be

better for a memory of its decisions. But there is a class of firm for which this is not an improvement so

much as a matter of survival, because in these firms the decisions are not a support function wrapped

around the product. The decisions are the product. When your entire enterprise is the judgement, effort,

and relationships of your people, a firm that cannot keep its decisions is a firm that cannot keep the only

thing it sells.
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Those are the people businesses, and they are where the rest of this book now goes. Part V leaves the

philosophy and enters the sector: what a people business actually is, why the software built for product

companies fits it so badly, where its margin quietly leaks away in the distance between the deal and the

done, and what it looks like to run one as a single connected loop. The ideas are in place. Now we take

them to the firms that live or die by them.



106

Part V. The Future of People
Businesses

The discipline and the philosophy of the preceding parts are general. They apply, in some measure, to

any organisation that makes decisions, which is all of them. But they do not pay off evenly. They pay

off first, and hardest, in a particular kind of company, and this part is about that company.

A people business is one whose product is the judgement, effort, and relationships of its people.

Agencies, consultancies, professional services firms, staffing companies, business process outsourcers,

contact centres, managed service providers. In these firms the argument of this book stops being an

abstraction and becomes the whole game, because in a people business the decisions are not a support

function for the product. The decisions are the product. Who does what work, for whom, at what price,

at what quality, handled how when it goes wrong: that stream of judgement is the entire thing the client

is paying for.

Which means that everything the earlier parts described as a general weakness becomes, for a people

business, an acute and specific pain. The decisionless stack is felt as margin that leaks and cannot be

traced. The amnesiac enterprise is felt as knowledge that resigns and clients that have to be re-learned.

The broken loop is felt as the eternal war between the people who sell and the people who deliver.

These firms live closest to the fire.

This part looks hard at them. It defines the people business as a species and asks what its members

share. It examines the most painful and least understood of their afflictions, the margin leak, the slow

bleed of profitability through a thousand small decisions between the deal and the done. And it

assembles the three ideas of Part IV into a single way of operating, an operating system for a people

business, and shows what changes for a firm that adopts it.

People businesses have spent decades being handed software built for companies that make products,

and being told the misfit was their own fault. It was never their fault. This part is about what becomes

possible when the tools and the thinking finally fit the work.
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Chapter 13. What Is a People Business

Consider four companies that appear, on every surface, to have nothing in common.

The first is a creative agency of thirty people above a coffee roaster, all exposed brick and good light,

where the work is ideas: a campaign, a rebrand, a launch film that has to make someone feel something.

The second is a law firm on nine floors of a tower, panelled and quiet, where the work is counsel: a

merger structured, a dispute defended, a risk read correctly before it becomes a loss. The third is a

business process outsourcer with tens of thousands of staff spread across a dozen countries, running the

claims handling, the collections, and the back office of banks and insurers who would rather not run

those things themselves, where the work is operations at industrial scale. The fourth is a two-person

recruitment desk in a serviced office, two phones and a shared spreadsheet, where the work is a match:

the right person found and placed for a fee.

Put their annual accounts side by side and they share almost no language. One talks about craft and

brand. One about billable hours and partnership. One about seats and service levels and shift patterns.

One about placements and time to fill. If you told the agency founder she was in the same business as a

forty-thousand-seat outsourcer, she would laugh.

She would be wrong to. Underneath the brick and the panelling and the rows of headsets, these four

firms are the same animal. They sell the same kind of thing, wear it out the same way, make and lose

money for the same reasons, and are failed by their software for one identical, structural reason. They

are people businesses. This part of the book is about them, and this chapter is about what that phrase

actually means.

The real question

Now the definition has to bear weight, because the rest of Part V is built on it. What is a people

business, precisely? What do these firms share that a manufacturer does not? And why does that shared

trait matter enough to earn a name and five chapters of a book?

Here is the definition, stated plainly and meant exactly. A people business is a company whose primary

product is the judgement, effort, time, and relationships of its people, rather than a manufactured good

or a self-serve piece of software. That is the whole of it. There is no product on a shelf. There is nothing

a client can pick up, inspect, and compare against a rival's before buying. What is being sold is capacity

and judgement: a promise that a group of capable people will apply themselves to your problem and

produce something good. The invoice, when it comes, is for services rendered, which is the accountant's

polite way of saying: for what our people decided and did.

Say it that way and the four firms in the cold open stop looking like strangers. Every one of them sells

the applied judgement of its people. Everything else, the brick, the panelling, the headsets, the

methodology decks, is set dressing around that single fact.

It helps to say what a people business is not, because the boundary sharpens the definition. A pure

software company is not primarily a people business, because its value is embodied in a reusable

product that exists apart from the people who built it and keeps earning while they sleep. A

manufacturer is not one, even a manufacturer that prides itself on craftsmanship, because the value it

delivers is embodied in an object the buyer can hold. But few large organisations are pure anything.
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Many software companies contain substantial people-business units, in implementation, consulting,

customer success, and managed services. So the category is best treated not as a box a whole company

falls into but as a test you apply to a business, or to a unit inside one. When you strip everything else

away, is what remains for sale the judgement of people, with no manufactured good and no reusable

product standing in front of it? Where the answer is yes, you are looking at a people business, whatever

the parent calls itself.

The family, member by member

The phrase covers more ground than most people realise. These firms do not think of themselves as one

category. They should.

Agencies, creative, media, digital, and public relations, are the most visible branch. Whatever the

discipline, an agency sells taste and effort: ideas and the craft to execute them, the judgement of where a

message should go and what attention is worth, relationships and timing judged on outcomes it

influences but never fully controls. The work cannot quite be scheduled and the client needs it on

Thursday, and the margin is always one over-servicing decision away from disappearing.

Consultancies sell judgement more nakedly than anyone: the quality of thinking about a hard question,

the ability to change how an organisation works, expertise a client cannot justify keeping permanently

on staff. Strategy, management, and specialist firms differ in subject, but each exists on a single claim,

that its judgement is worth more than its cost, and its economics are the daily test of whether the claim

holds.

Professional services are the old, credentialed branch: legal, accounting and audit, engineering,

architecture, surveying, advisory. A law firm sells counsel, an audit firm sells assurance and the

judgement behind the signature, an engineering practice sells designs that must be right because gravity

does not negotiate. What they share with a two-person creative shop, despite the gulf in formality, is that

the asset is expertise held in people's heads, rented by the hour or the engagement, and worth exactly

what the market trusts the name on the door to be.

Staffing and recruitment firms sell the match itself: the right person for the right seat, found faster and

more reliably than a client could manage alone. At the specialist and retained end, the product is close to

pure judgement, knowing which candidate will actually thrive and which will resign in ninety days, on

trust built with clients and candidates over years. At the high-volume end it is judgement wrapped in

serious operational machinery: sourcing at scale, compliance, fulfilment, payroll, and the logistics of

placing many people quickly. Across the range the core is the same, a stream of repeated decisions

about fit, availability, timing, risk, and trust, supported by the operations needed to act on them at speed.

Business process outsourcers, the BPOs, are the largest and least examined member of the family, a

vast industry that runs other companies' operations for them. When you make a claim on an insurance

policy, chase a late delivery, dispute a charge, or apply for something and speak to someone who helps

you, there is a fair chance you are talking to a BPO running that process on behalf of a brand whose

name is on the letterhead but not on the payslip. They handle finance and accounting, customer

operations, collections, claims, onboarding, content moderation, and the back office of whole industries

at scale, across many clients at once, each client with its own contract, its own promised service levels,

its own quirks. The BPO sells operational capacity and the judgement to run someone else's process

better and more cheaply than the client could themselves. It is a people business measured in tens of

thousands of people, and its margins are thin enough that a small error in how work is estimated, staffed,
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or delivered is the whole difference between a profitable programme and a loss.

Contact centres are close cousins to the BPO, and often the same firm, but they are worth naming on

their own because they concentrate the whole problem into a single visible tension. A contact centre

sells resolved interactions at a promised quality and cost. Every day is a live negotiation between

utilisation and service: staff too lean and the queue grows and the client suffers, staff too rich and the

margin evaporates. Plenty shapes the economics, forecasting accuracy, scheduling, channel mix,

technology, and process design among them. But the input that coordinates all of those, and that no

system captures, is judgement: the thousands of small human calls a day, how to handle this caller,

when to escalate, when to hold a policy and when to bend it. The forecasting and the scheduling can be

bought. The judgement exercised inside them is the part that leaks away unrecorded.

Managed service providers round out the family: firms that run a client's IT, infrastructure, or security

for a recurring fee. An MSP sells the promise that something critical will simply keep working, and its

economics turn on the gap between the flat fee and the unpredictable effort each client demands, quiet

and profitable one month, a fortnight of firefighting the next on the same fee.

Most real firms are more than one of these at once, which is part of why the category goes under-named.

A single group may run an agency, a consultancy, and a managed service under one roof. A law firm

looks nothing like a staffing agency until you notice that both are renting out expert time by the hour.

The labels blur at the edges. The structure underneath them does not, and it is the structure that matters.

In aggregate these firms are enormous, a huge share of the employment and the output of every

developed economy, and yet they are strangely absent from the way we talk about business, which is

dominated by companies that make products and companies that make software. The people business is

hiding in plain sight, at scale, and under-served by the tools it has been handed.

What they all share

They look nothing alike. They are, structurally, almost identical. Five traits run through every one of

them, and every trait is a consequence of the same root fact: the product is judgement, not a

manufactured thing.

They sell capacity and judgement, not a finished, inspectable product. A manufacturer sells an

object you can hold, test, and return. A software company sells something you can trial before you buy.

A people business sells a promise: that capable people will apply themselves well to your problem. The

buyer cannot inspect the product in advance, because the product does not exist yet. Trust does the work

that inspection does elsewhere. This is why trust is not an abstraction for these firms but the ground they

stand on.

They staff against promises made before the work is understood. The sale comes first. The scope,

the price, and the deadline are agreed at the moment the firm knows least about the work, and then

people are assigned to honour a promise that was made before anyone had really looked at the problem.

A factory designs the product, then prices it. A people business prices the product, then discovers it.

Every engagement is, to some degree, a bet placed before the cards are turned over, and the whole

apparatus of delivery is the work of making that bet come good.

Their margin lives in the gap between what was sold and what it costs to deliver. This is the

sentence to keep. A people business does not make its money at the point of sale. It makes or loses it in

the distance between the price agreed and the true cost of delivery, and that distance is composed
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entirely of decisions. Who gets staffed on the work, at what grade. Whether the extra request is absorbed

or charged. Whether an escalation is caught early or late. Whether the plan is real or held together by

one person's nights and weekends. Each of these is a small choice, and the margin is their sum. The gap

between the deal and the done, the gap this book opened on, is not a metaphor. It is where the money is.

Their primary asset walks out of the door every evening, and can resign. A factory's value sits in its

plant and its inventory, which stay behind and belong to the firm. A people business keeps its most

valuable assets, its institutional knowledge and its client relationships, inside the heads of people who

go home at six and are free to leave for a competitor at any time. The senior partner who is the real

reason three clients stay is not on the balance sheet, and cannot be put there. When someone leaves, they

do not just cost a replacement; they take a piece of the product with them, and often a piece of the

memory too.

Their economics are driven by utilisation and the quality of judgement, not by units shipped. A
manufacturer improves by making more units at lower cost per unit. A people business has no units. Its

two real levers are how fully its people are engaged on paid work (utilisation) and how good their

decisions are (judgement), and the two are in permanent tension. Push utilisation too hard and

judgement suffers, because tired people staffed on work they do not fit make the small bad calls that

leak margin. Protect judgement with no regard for utilisation and the firm cannot pay its people.

Running a people business well is the daily act of holding those two in balance, and there is no meter on

the wall that shows you either one the way a production line shows you output.

Five traits, one animal. That is a people business, and once you can see the shape you cannot unsee it,

whether it is thirty people over a coffee roaster or forty thousand across a dozen countries.

FIVE TRAITS OF A PEOPLE BUSINESS
Different on the surface. Structurally, one animal.

1 Sells a promise capacity and judgement, not a product you can inspect

2 Staffs on faith priced and promised before the work is understood

3 Margin in the gap between what was sold and what it costs to deliver

4 Assets that resign its knowledge and relationships go home each night

5 Utilisation and judgement no units shipped; two levers in permanent tension

The product is judgement. Every trait follows from that.

For all that shared structure, these firms do not make their money in the same proportions, and it is

worth naming the range, because a category that treats a two-person search firm and a

forty-thousand-seat outsourcer as identical in every respect is a category on its way to meaning nothing.

People businesses sit on a spectrum. At one end are the judgement-intensive firms, where the client is
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buying scarce expert judgement: law, strategy, executive search, specialist advisory. In the middle are

the craft-and-delivery firms, where judgement is expressed through skilled making and execution:

agencies, engineering, implementation consultancies. At the other end are the capacity-and-process

firms, where the client is buying reliable human capacity at scale: staffing, contact centres, BPOs,

managed services. What unites the whole spectrum, and earns it a single name, is that the value must

still be delivered through people, repeatedly, after the sale, so the decisions that shape that delivery are

where the firm is made or unmade.

Why the software never fit

The enterprise software these firms run on was built for the other kind of company, and it shows, every

day, in a hundred small frictions.

The ERP was built to coordinate the making and moving of goods: bills of materials, stock, orders, the

flow of a physical thing through a factory and out to a customer. The CRM was built around the sales

pipeline, a funnel of deals moving toward a close. Both are triumphs of engineering, and both encode a

worldview in which the valuable thing is a product or a transaction, something settled, countable, and

inspectable. That worldview is correct for a manufacturer and a distributor. It is quietly wrong for a firm

whose product is a promise and whose value is a stream of judgements.

So the people business is handed tools built to answer questions it does not have, and unable to answer

the questions it does. Ask an ERP built for inventory to hold an engagement, a promise to a client that

must be staffed, delivered, and defended over months, and it has no natural place to put it. Ask a CRM

built for the pipeline what happened after the deal closed, and it loses interest, because in its worldview

the close was the finish line, when for a people business the close is the starting gun.

It would be too glib, though, to say the software industry simply ignored these firms. It did not. A whole

category of service-specific tools exists and has for years: professional services automation, resource

management and workforce planning, practice management, project accounting, field service and

contact-centre platforms, and the services modules of the big suites. Many are good at what they do. So

the honest version of the problem is not that no one built for services. It is that each of these systems

manages a fragment of the people-business model, the resourcing, or the time and billing, or the project

plan, or the pipeline, and none of them governs the whole loop from promise to staffing to delivery to

margin to learning, or holds the decisions that connect those stages. That is a subtler gap than "the

software never fit," and it is the real one.

Picture the Monday staffing meeting that almost every firm of this kind holds in some form. A dozen

people gather, in a room or on a call, to decide who works on what this week. The information they need

is scattered across the systems: the CRM knows what is about to close, the finance system knows what

is over budget, the resourcing tool knows who is nominally free, the project tool knows what is slipping,

and none of them agrees with the others or, quite, with the truth. So the meeting runs instead on a

spreadsheet someone rebuilt by hand over the weekend, and on the memory in the room. It produces a

set of consequential decisions, this person onto that account, this engagement given another week, this

hire brought forward, that are made, acted on, and then never recorded anywhere as decisions. By

Friday the spreadsheet is stale. By the following Monday the reasoning behind last week's calls is gone,

and the meeting begins again from a standing start.

The result is felt not as a strategic problem but as a daily texture of workarounds. The real operating

model of most people businesses does not live in the expensive systems at all. It lives in spreadsheets:
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the staffing plan, the true margin tracker, the pipeline the leadership actually believes, the list of

accounts quietly at risk, all maintained by hand because no system holds them properly. And it lives,

above all, in heroics: the account manager holding three engagements together with personal effort, the

delivery lead who is the only person who really understands the plan, the partner who carries the client

relationship entirely in her head. The workaround, the spreadsheet, and the heroic are not signs of a

badly run firm. They are the scar tissue that forms wherever the software was built for a different

species and the people had to route around it to get the work done.

The natural home of Decision Intelligence

Recall what Decision Intelligence is: the practice of treating decisions as things worth keeping,

capturing them, connecting them to the evidence they rested on, governing them, and learning from how

they turn out. In any company that is valuable. In a people business it is close to existential. For these

firms, success is not a product that happens to require good decisions along the way. Success literally is

a stream of decisions: who does what work, for whom, at what price, at what quality, staffed how,

escalated when, renewed or released, fought for or let go. There is no manufactured object standing

between the judgement and the result. The judgement is the object. The decisions are the product.

That is why the absence of a decision layer, which is a general problem for every company, becomes an

acute one here, and why it strikes in the two places a people business can least afford to be struck. It hits

margin, because the margin is the sum of a thousand small decisions in the gap between sold and

delivered, and when those decisions are never captured, the margin leaks through them unseen and

unlearned. And it hits trust, because trust is a people business's entire basis for existing, the thing the

client buys in place of an inspectable product, and trust is built only by a consistent record of good

decisions over time, which is precisely the record these firms cannot currently produce. Every company

pays for poor decision memory, and some pay catastrophically: a manufacturer's bad call can wreck a

supply chain or trigger a recall. The difference in a people business is directness and speed. Because

judgement is delivered straight through the service, with no product in between, a missing decision layer

shows up almost at once in the two assets that are the whole company: its margin and its good name.

There is a compounding buried in this that is easy to miss. Because the decisions are the product, a

people business that learns to keep them does not merely avoid repeating a mistake; it slowly turns the

private judgement of its best people into an asset the whole firm can draw on. The pricing instinct that

currently lives in one partner's head becomes a record the next person can reason from. The reason a

difficult client was worth keeping, or worth releasing, survives the departure of the person who made

the call. In a firm whose entire value is judgement, keeping the judgement is how the firm gets better at

the one thing it sells. That is why the discipline pays back here with an interest that a product company,

sheltered behind its product, will never quite feel.

It is the place the discipline was, in a sense, always aimed. Where the product is judgement, a practice

for keeping and improving judgement is not an optimisation. It is the missing core.

"But surely every business is a people business now"

Here is the fair objection, and it deserves a straight answer. Every business is a people business now,

you might say. Software firms are famously all about talent. Manufacturers compete on the skill of their

engineers. Banks are, when you look closely, enormous knowledge organisations. If judgement and

people matter everywhere, then a category that includes everyone describes nothing.
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The objection is half right, and the half it gets right is worth conceding generously. It is true that the

discipline of this book generalises. Every organisation makes decisions, every organisation would be

better for keeping them, and the argument for a decision layer does not stop at the edge of the

professional services sector. It is also true that the modern software company, or the modern

manufacturer, has real people-business characteristics, and would recognise some of the five traits in

itself.

But there is a difference between a business that has people and a business whose product is its people,

and it is the difference between a trait and an essence. A software company has brilliant people, but it

also has a product: a piece of software that exists, can be inspected, runs whether or not its author is at

their desk today, and can be sold a millionth time at almost no extra cost. That product is not immunity

from bad judgement, product companies are wrecked by roadmap errors, safety failures, mispricing, and

bad bets on where to spend their capital. But it is a buffer. A product embodies past judgement in a

reusable asset, so a good decision keeps paying out and a bad one can often be absorbed, corrected, and

shipped over. The people business has no such buffer. The judgement is exposed, directly and at once,

as margin and as trust.

That is why the pure cases feel the problem first and most acutely. They are the firms with nowhere to

hide. When your entire product is the applied judgement of your people, the failure to keep and improve

that judgement is not one inefficiency among many. It is a hole in the bottom of the boat, and you are

already taking on water. The people business is where the case for a decision layer stops being an

argument and becomes a matter of survival.

The bridge

So the people business is a real and enormous species, and it is the place the missing decision layer is

felt most sharply. We have named the two wounds: margin and trust. The rest of this part goes into each

of them.

It goes to margin first, because margin is where the mismatch does its quietest and most expensive

damage. Every one of the five traits pointed at the same place: the gap between what was sold and what

it costs to deliver, filled with small, unrecorded decisions, is where a people business makes its money

or loses it. That gap does not fail loudly. It does not throw an alarm. It leaks, one absorbed request and

one mis-staffed engagement at a time, in a way no monthly report catches until the money is already

gone. The next chapter is about that leak: where it happens, why it is nearly invisible while it can still be

stopped, and how a firm might finally learn to see it in time.
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Chapter 14. The Margin Leak

Consider a programme that, by every measure anyone bothered to look at, was a success. It was sold to

a client the firm had wanted for two years, at a price the commercial director was pleased with, for a

scope both sides believed they understood. It delivered on time. The client was happy enough to take a

reference call. The team that ran it was proud of it, and said so, warmly, at the closing review. On the

wall of green and amber lights that a people business keeps to reassure itself, every light was green.

Then the quarter closed, and the finance system did the one thing it is very good at. It told the truth

about the money. The programme that had been sold at a comfortable margin had delivered almost

none. Not a loss. Not a scandal. Nothing that would trip an alarm or start an investigation. Just a

number, at the foot of a column, a great deal smaller than the number the firm thought it had sold. The

margin everyone believed they had won had, somewhere between the signature and the sign-off, quietly

gone.

Gone where? That is the question that stops the room, and it stops the room because nobody can answer

it. There was no disaster to point at, no theft, no single bad call that a person could be held to. The client

did not renege. The team did not fail. If you laid the whole programme out end to end and asked, of each

choice along the way, "was that reasonable at the time," the answer would come back yes, yes, yes, all

the way down. And yet at the end of that long chain of reasonable, defensible, individually trivial

decisions, the margin was not there. It had not left through a hole. It had leaked, through a hundred

small doors, each one left ajar by somebody doing what looked, in the moment, exactly like their job.

This is the most expensive thing that happens in a people business. It is also the thing the business is

least equipped to see.

The question at the foot of the column

There is a question every commercial leader asks at month-end, and a second question underneath it that

they almost never get to. The question on top is the one finance answers cleanly: did we make the

margin we planned? The question underneath is the one no system answers at all: if we did not, where

exactly did it go, and could we have stopped it while it was going?

The first question is a scoreboard. The second is a diagnosis, and the diagnosis is the one that matters,

because you cannot treat a scoreboard. By the time the margin shows up as missing in the accounts, the

programme is delivered, the people have rolled onto other work, the decisions that drained it are weeks

or months old, and all that remains to be done is to explain the variance in a meeting and resolve,

vaguely and sincerely, to do better next time. The money is not coming back. It was never going to

come back from a report.

This chapter is about the second question. This is the chapter where the abstractions of the earlier ones,

the decisionless stack, the broken loop, the gap between the deal and the done, stop being ideas and turn

into money.

Where the margin actually goes

A margin leak is not one thing that you could name and guard against. It is a whole category of small,

local decisions, made in every corner of the business, each of which trades away a little margin for
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something that felt, in the moment it was traded, more pressing than margin. Walk the common doors

one at a time, the way you might walk the systems of the stack, and you will recognise every one of

them from your own firm.

The first door is scope quietly expanding. It begins as a small favour. The client asks for a little extra, a

bit outside what was written down, and the person on the ground says yes, because the relationship

matters and it is only an hour and raising a change request over an hour would feel petty and slow. Then

the client asks again, and yes is now the precedent. No change note is ever cut, because cutting one now

would mean admitting that the last three should have been cut too. Multiplied across the length of an

engagement, the favours become a second, unpaid engagement running silently alongside the paid one.

And notice what the first yes actually was: a pricing decision, made by a person with no pricing

authority, who could not see the running total of everything that had already been given away.

The second door is the wrong people staffed on the work. A programme is priced on the assumption

of a particular mix of seniority, so many senior hours, so many junior, blended to a cost the margin can

carry. Then reality staffs it with whoever was free. The expensive person ends up doing the cheap task, a

partner-grade specialist formatting a deck because they had a light fortnight. Or, more quietly and more

often, the cheap person is left to do the expensive task, a junior handed a workstream that needed grey

hair and judgement, so it drifts, and then a senior has to be pulled in to rescue it, at senior cost, on top of

the junior cost already spent. Either way, a scheduling decision made on the basis of who had capacity

has silently overwritten a margin decision made on the basis of who was priced in.

The third door is escalations handled late. A problem that would have cost an hour to resolve in week

two costs a fortnight to resolve in week eight, because no one raised it while it was still an hour. The

cost of an escalation is very nearly a function of how late it is caught, and lateness, here, is a decision,

even though it never feels like one. It is the decision not to flag the thing while it was small, made

silently, by omission, by everyone who noticed the crack and assumed someone else would mention it.

The margin does not leak when the problem occurs. It leaks in the days nobody spent on it.

The fourth door is renewals under-priced out of fear. The renewal comes round, and the account

manager who owns it would rather hold the price, or shave it, than open the conversation that might put

the logo at risk. The fear of losing the account gets priced into the renewal as a discount that no one ever

formally authorised as a discount, because it does not look like one. The renewal is repriced downward

not by any analysis of what the work now costs to serve, but by anxiety, and anxiety is a poor pricing

model, because it always argues for the same answer.

The fifth door is delivery heroics that mask a broken plan. This is the most dangerous door, because

it is disguised as its opposite. The engagement came in, the client is delighted, but it only came in

because one person worked three weekends and personally held three fragile things together through

force of will. Everyone calls that a success. It is a margin leak wearing a medal. The heroics conceal the

fact that the plan was wrong, that the work cost far more effort than it was priced to cost, and, worst of

all, that none of it can be repeated or scaled, because it depended on a specific exhausted human being

who will not always be available. The next time the same plan is sold, there is no hero free, and the plan

simply fails, or the firm burns out the one person who could rescue it and loses them to a competitor

who offers a quieter life. And there is a further cost, quieter and worse than all of these: the heroics

poison the next plan. Because the programme came in, its apparent productivity becomes the

benchmark, and the next engagement like it is priced to the same standard, as if that output were normal

and repeatable, when in truth it was bought with one person's unpaid weekends. It sells, in good faith, a
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margin that only ever existed because someone was quietly destroying themselves to produce it.

The sixth door is the discount granted in the sale that delivery must silently absorb. The deal was

won on a price that assumed an efficiency delivery cannot actually achieve, or a scope tighter than the

one the client thinks they bought. The discount is banked in the CRM as a closed win, a good day, a bell

rung. The cost of honouring it arrives months later, in a different system, on the desk of a delivery team

that was never in the room when the promise was made and has no way of knowing which corners of the

price were real and which were hope. This door lives exactly on the seam between the promise and the

work. It is the workforce starting in sales, from Chapter 10, now showing up in the ledger: a promise

made by someone who would never staff or deliver it, quietly setting the margin before the first hour of

the work was ever planned.

The seventh door is hiring against assumptions that were already wrong. A people business hires

ahead of demand it can only forecast, and the forecast is itself a set of decisions about which pipeline is

real and which is hope. Hire too slowly and the work arrives with no one to do it, so it is covered by

expensive contractors or an agency placement at a premium, or delivered late at a cost to the

relationship. Hire too fast, or hire the wrong profile, and the firm carries people on the bench at full

salary against work that never came, or staffs what it did win with whoever it happened to hire rather

than whoever it needed. Reach outside for a skill that already existed one team over, because no one

could see it, and you pay the premium twice: once in the agency fee, and once in the internal person who

leaves because they were passed over for a job they could have done. Every one of these is a hiring

decision made against a promise, the pipeline's implied demand, and when the promise was wrong the

margin quietly pays the difference. Of all the doors, this is the one that reaches furthest across the firm,

joining the sale that implied the demand, the recruiting that answered it, the delivery that lived with the

answer, and the margin that absorbed the gap.

Look at the seven together and the shared shape is unmistakable. Every one of them is a decision. Every

one is small enough to be beneath notice on its own. Every one is defensible, even admirable, in the

moment it is made: a happier client, a filled slot, an avoided fight, a rescued deadline, a closed deal, a

role filled. And every one is made by a person who cannot see, and is not accountable for, the aggregate

consequence of it. Margin, in a people business, is everyone's to spend and no one's to protect.

Why the leak is invisible

If each of these is a decision that somebody made, and made knowingly, why can no one see the leak

while it runs? There are three reasons, and they stack.

The first is that each decision is small. Absorbing an hour of scope, staffing the analyst who happened to

be free, holding a renewal price to avoid a hard call: none of these, on its own, is worth a meeting. None

trips a threshold. None is large enough to feel like the kind of thing a firm loses money on. The leak is

invisible for the same reason a dripping tap is invisible on the water bill: no single drop is a problem,

and nobody watches drops.

The second is that each decision is local. It is made inside one engagement, by one person, in one

system or in no system at all: a yes in an email, a name typed into a resourcing sheet, a task quietly

widened in a project tool, a price agreed on a call. It never rises to a level or a place where anyone

holding a view of the whole could weigh it against the margin it was spending.
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The third reason is the deep one, and it is the reason the first two never get corrected. The aggregate is

never assembled anywhere. This is the decisionless stack, met again in its most costly form. Each

system in the estate holds one facet of the leak and only one. The CRM holds the discount, as a

closed-won figure with a cheerful green tick. The resourcing system holds the staffing, as a set of

bookings. The project tool holds the scope, as a task list that grew. The finance system holds the result,

and only the result, and only at the end. No system holds the sum, because the sum is not a record of a

thing. It is a pattern across decisions, and the decisions were never captured.

The leak does not live in any of your systems. It lives in the seams between them.

And the seams are precisely where the people-business loop breaks. The gap between the deal and the

done is not empty space; it is the busiest, most consequential territory in the firm, and it is the one

stretch of ground that no system owns. The discount is decided in the sale and paid for in delivery, and

the sale and the delivery live in different systems, are run by different people, and are measured on

different numbers. The margin leaks across that seam, and a leak across a seam is invisible to any

instrument that watches only one side of it. This is also why the warehouse, for all its power, cannot

show you the leak either: it aggregates the records from both sides with great precision, but the leak is

not made of records. It is made of decisions, and the decisions happened in the seam, and the seam is

exactly what the warehouse joins over without ever seeing.

So the aggregate does get assembled, in the end, but only in one place and only once: in the finance

system, at month-end, after the fact, as a variance with no explanation attached. The single instrument

that finally sees the whole leak is the one instrument that can only see it once it is far too late to stop.

Revenue leaks and margin leaks

People businesses are not careless about money. Most of them are intensely, professionally vigilant

about it. The trouble is that they aim almost all of that vigilance at the wrong leak.

There are two kinds of leak, and they are easy to confuse and expensive to conflate. A revenue leak is

money you failed to win or failed to bill. It is the deal you lost, the hours you worked and never

invoiced, the renewal that quietly lapsed, the scope you delivered and forgot to charge for, the invoice

that went out late, or short, or not at all. A margin leak is a different animal. It is money you did win,

and did bill, and did collect, and then gave away again in the delivery. The revenue arrived. You simply

spent more earning it than you meant to, through the hundred small doors of the section above.

Now ask why firms obsess over the first and are blind to the second, because the asymmetry is not an

accident. It is structural.

A revenue leak is visible because it shows up against a target. You set a number, you missed it, and the

gap between them has a name and, usually, an owner. Sales guards the top line ferociously, because the

top line is what sales is measured on. Billing chases every unbilled hour, because unbilled hours are its

entire reason to exist. There are whole functions, revenue operations, credit control, commercial desks,

whose standing job is to stop revenue from leaking. The revenue leak, in other words, has enemies.

The margin leak has almost none. It does not show up against a target, because no one ever set a margin

target for the specific decision to absorb an hour of scope, or to staff the senior on the junior task, or to

hold the renewal price out of nerves. Plenty of people will tell you that guarding margin is part of their

job, and they are not wrong to claim it: the delivery lead, the project office, the commercial manager,



118

the delivery-excellence team all watch some slice of it. But no one of them has a complete, live view

across all the decisions that are spending the margin, because those decisions are scattered, held in

different systems and different hands. Sales has left the field at the signing. Finance does not arrive until

the close. In between, across the entire length of the delivery, no one holds the whole of it in view while

it goes.

A revenue leak is money you never got. A margin leak is money you earned and
then quietly handed back.

The margin leak ought to sting the more of the two. You paid to acquire that client. You paid, in

proposal effort and discounting, to win the deal. You paid, in salaries and time, to deliver the work. And

then, at the very last mile, having borne every cost of getting there, you leaked the reward. The revenue

you never won was money you never had. The margin you leaked was money that was, briefly,

genuinely yours, and you gave it back without noticing. Yet it is the one firms cannot see, because

unlike a lost deal it never appears as a gap against a plan.

In the language of Chapter 11, the revenue leak is a failure of Win Confidence, and firms watch Win

Confidence relentlessly, because the whole apparatus of sales is built to. The margin leak is a failure of

Delivery Confidence, and almost no firm can read Delivery Confidence at all.

The instrument that catches it in flight

If the margin leaks because no one is watching delivery while the margin is being spent, then the cure is

not a sharper post-mortem. You cannot fix a leak by getting better at describing the puddle. The cure is

an instrument that watches delivery while delivery is happening, and that instrument, built properly, is

the Delivery Confidence we met in Chapter 11.

Recall what it is. Delivery Confidence is the live, evidence-backed answer to a single question: can we

still deliver what we sold, at the quality and the cost we promised? Not the status-deck version of that

answer, the one where a project lead colours the box amber on a Friday according to how the week felt.

A real, current reading of the state of each engagement, measured against the promise it was actually

sold on.

That last phrase is the one that turns it from a report into a leak detector: against the promise it was

actually sold on. A margin leak, stripped to its mechanism, is nothing more than a growing distance

between what was sold and what it is costing to deliver. Delivery Confidence, done properly, holds both

of those figures next to each other and watches the distance between them change. It carries the promise

across the seam, the price, the scope, the assumed mix of seniority, the discount and what it assumed,

out of the sale and into the delivery, so that the delivery team knows precisely what it inherited rather

than reconstructing it from a contract. And then it reads the live state of the work against that inherited

promise, continuously, not monthly.

Walk it back through the seven doors, and you can watch the instrument catch each one while it is still

in flight. Scope drift becomes visible the third time the small favour is granted, not at month-end,

because the work being done is being read against the scope that was sold, and the gap widens in view.

The staffing mismatch surfaces at the moment of staffing, because the mix being booked is checked

against the mix that was priced. The escalation is caught while it is still small, because the instrument is

watching for the divergence rather than waiting for the client to complain. The renewal is priced against
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the true, now-visible cost to serve, rather than against fear, because fear loses its monopoly the instant

the real number is on the table. The heroics show up honestly, as a plan running hot, a warning rather

than a triumph, so the broken plan gets fixed and repriced instead of medalled and repeated. The sale

discount is inherited by delivery as a known constraint, rather than a silent tax they discover only by

missing their margin. And the hiring bet is placed against a pipeline whose reality is now visible, so the

firm hires to demand it can actually see rather than to a forecast it merely hopes.

Delivery Confidence assembles the aggregate continuously, in the one place the decisionless stack never

did, while the decisions are still being made, and therefore while they can still be made differently. It

moves the discovery of the leak from the finance system at month-end back to the delivery of the work

in real time. It converts a post-mortem into a control.

It is worth being precise about what the instrument does and does not do, because the fear here is that it

becomes surveillance. It does not make the calls. It makes the calls visible, to the people who should be

making them, in time to make them another way. The person granting the small favour can still grant it.

They simply grant it now while looking at the meter, with the running total in view, so that a defensible

local choice can be weighed against the aggregate cost it was blindly adding to. This is orchestration,

not automation: the point is not to take the judgement away from the human on the ground, but to give

that judgement the one thing the stack always denied it, a sight of the whole. For the first time, margin

has a guardian while the work is live.

"We review project profitability every month"

Here is the objection that every competent finance leader will raise, and it deserves a straight answer,

because the practice behind it is a good one. "We review project profitability every month," they say.

"We sit down, engagement by engagement, and look at what each one is making. If margin were

leaking, we would see it."

Take it seriously, because monthly profitability review is genuinely valuable and most firms should do

more of it, not less. But it does not catch the margin leak, and the reasons it does not are structural.

The first reason is that a monthly review is a post-mortem on a wound that was live for thirty days. By

the time the shortfall appears in the month-end numbers, the decisions that drained it are already weeks

old. The review, held sometime in the following month, is examining the body and asking, thoughtfully,

how it died. That is worth knowing. It is not remotely the same as keeping the patient alive.

The second reason is that you cannot manage a live process with a rear-view report. Delivery is a live

process. Margin is not spent in a single event that a monthly cadence could catch; it is spent

continuously, a little every day, in the ordinary flow of the work. Trying to control a continuous leak

with a monthly snapshot is like trying to steer a moving car using a photograph of where it was,

developed and delivered to you once every thirty days.

You cannot manage a live process with a rear-view report.

The third reason is the most damning, and it is the decisionless stack returning for its final appearance in

this chapter. The review shows you that margin fell. It rarely shows you which decisions drained it. The

monthly review is built on the records, the finance system's costs and revenues, and the records, as we

established long ago, hold what happened and not what was decided. So the review tells you the

programme made less than planned. The variance analysis narrows it to labour cost. And then it stops,
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because the thing you actually need next, the chain of small human decisions that put that labour cost

there, was never captured in any system to be reviewed. You leave the meeting knowing the margin fell

and not knowing which doors it left through, which means you cannot close them, which means next

month the margin leaks out through exactly the same ones, and you hold exactly the same review about

it.

A monthly profitability review is an excellent instrument for the question "did we make the margin we

planned?" It is the wrong instrument, in principle and not merely in tuning, for the question "where is

our margin leaking right now, and which decision do I change today to stop it?" The first question is

accounting, and accounting runs at the speed of the ledger. The second is Delivery Confidence, and it

has to run at the speed of the work.

The bridge

Something changes in a firm the moment it can see its margin drain while the draining is still

happening. The leak stops being weather, the thing you accept about running a business made of people,

and becomes what it always was: a set of decisions, made in the open, that can be made differently. A

firm that can watch its own delivery as a live system, measured honestly against the promises it sold,

has done more than plug a leak. It has started to operate in a fundamentally different way.

And that is the larger thing this chapter has been quietly building towards. Watch delivery in flight, and

you will want to watch the sale the same way, and the renewal, and the learning that ought to flow from

one engagement into the pricing of the next. Connect the three confidences instead of guarding three

separate numbers in three separate rooms, and you no longer have a set of departments each defending

its own figure while the margin leaks through the seams between them. You have one connected way of

running the whole firm. That is the subject of the next chapter. Put the loop, the confidences, and the

decision room together, and what you get is not a better report. It is an operating system for a people

business: a firm built, deliberately, so that it does not leak.
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Chapter 15. The People Business Operating
System

By half past eight the request is on the table, and one client's question has walked into three different

firms without leaving the building.

A large and strategic account, three months into a fixed engagement, wants the scope to grow by about

half, and has made it gently clear that it does not expect the price to grow by much. One request. But it

lands in the head of sales as an opportunity, in the delivery director as a threat, and in the finance

director as a question that cannot yet be answered.

To sales it is a bigger account and a happier client, a number that helps the quarter, a yes waiting to be

given. To delivery it is a hole: the one person who could lead the expanded work is already stretched

across two other accounts, and a capable deliverer handed in her notice on Friday, opening a gap in

exactly the team the client would need. To finance it is arithmetic that will not resolve until the staffing

is known, which is to say a margin it can only discover after everyone else has decided. Somewhere in

the firm's past is a near-identical request, handled well eighteen months ago and profitably, but the

person who handled it has left and the reasoning left with her; nobody in the room can reach it. Three

true readings of one event, and no way to add them up.

The chief executive listens and asks the only question that matters. Are we going to be alright if we say

yes. And the room cannot answer, because the three readings in it were never assembled into one. The

winning does not know what it is costing the delivering. The delivering does not know which promise it

is being asked to honour or why it was made. The margin is the arithmetic of the first two, discovered

after the fact, when it is too late to change either. Each leader can defend their own reading to the

decimal. Nobody in the room can turn the three readings into a single answer, because there is nothing

in the business whose job is to hold them together.

This is not a firm that lacks information. It is drowning in it. It is a firm that lacks a way of operating in

which the information adds up. And that missing way of operating, not a new dashboard and not a new

system, is the thing the last two parts of this book have been quietly building towards.

The turn

In Part IV we laid three ideas on the table, and it is worth admitting that laying them out one at a time

was a little misleading. It made them look like three tools you might adopt separately, the way you

might add a report or a ritual. Taken that way, each is useful and none is transformative. A firm can

draw the people-business loop on a wall and change nothing. It can track its three confidences as three

more numbers and be no wiser. It can keep a careful record of its decisions and consult it never.

The ideas were never meant to be taken one at a time. They were designed to fit together, and the fitting

is the whole point. Put the loop, the confidences, and the Decision Room into one firm and connect

them, and you no longer have three tools. You have a single way of running the business, one in which

the parts reinforce each other so completely that it becomes hard to say where one ends and the next

begins. That connected whole has a name, and the name is deliberately large because the claim is

deliberately large. It is an operating system for a people business.
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A people-business operating system is the connected discipline by which commercial, delivery and

financial decisions are coordinated, preserved and learned from across the full work lifecycle. Its

purpose is to turn individual judgement into organisational judgement that compounds. It is worth being

careful with the term, because a version of these words is already in circulation. Consultants sell an

operating model; frameworks like EOS sell a set of meetings and scorecards; enterprise architects draw

the systems and call the drawing an operating system. What is meant here is narrower and more specific

than any of them. It is the discipline of making, keeping and connecting the decisions that run the firm.

A leader who has read this far is right to be suspicious of grand names. The last thing a busy firm needs

is another framework with capital letters.

Not the software you are picturing

Say the phrase operating system and most people picture a product. Something that boots up when you

turn the machine on, with a logo and a version number and a company behind it. That is the wrong

picture, because if you hear operating system and reach for your wallet, you have already misunderstood

the idea.

Go back to what an operating system actually does, underneath the logo. Inside any computer there is a

set of scarce resources: processor time across a handful of cores, a block of memory, a disk, a network

connection, always less of each than the programs running would like. And there is a set of programs

that all want those resources at once. Left to themselves the programs would collide. Each would grab

whatever it could and refuse to let go, each would scribble over the other's memory, each would behave

as though it owned the whole machine, and nothing would run. The operating system is the layer that

stops this. It does not do the useful work itself. What it does is coordinate: it allocates the scarce

resources, deciding which program runs when, it keeps each program's memory separate, it hands out

access to the disk and the network, and it enforces all of this under one shared set of rules, so that the

whole machine stays coherent and every application can get on with its job without having to fight for

the raw hardware. The applications are the point. The operating system is the thing that lets there be

applications at all.

Now change a few words. A people business has its own scarce resources: the time and judgement of its

people, the capacity to deliver, the money that funds the work before the client pays for it. And it has a

set of functions that all want to use those resources at once. Sales wants to promise them, to win the

deal. Delivery wants to protect them, to honour the last deal. Finance wants to account for them. Left to

themselves, these functions collide exactly the way ungoverned programs collide. Sales seizes capacity

the firm does not have and promises it to a client. Delivery scribbles over the plan sales assumed.

Finance discovers the wreck a month after it happened. Each function behaves as though it owns the

whole firm, and the firm runs badly, not because any function is incompetent, but because nothing

coordinates them.

An operating system for a people business is that coordinating layer. It does not do the selling or the

delivering or the accounting; those are the applications, and they remain the point. What it does is

coordinate the decisions those functions make, so that the whole firm stays coherent while each part gets

on with its job.

Coordinating decisions this way forces two things into the open that a fragmented firm prefers to leave

implicit. The first is the firm's real constraints: how much delivery capacity exists and how much risk it

is already carrying, which skills are genuinely free this month, how much cash is tied up before the
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client pays, what the contracts already commit the firm to, where the legal and technical dependencies

sit. A promise is only as sound as the constraints it was made against, and most ruinous promises are

made in honest ignorance of one of them. The second is decision rights: who may commit a given

resource, who must be consulted first, who approves, who can reverse the decision once it is made, and

who it escalates to when the call is not theirs to make. A computer's operating system knows exactly

which program may touch which resource and under what permission; a firm's operating system has to

know the same about its people and its money. Coordination without rules for who governs what is not

coordination. It is a faster collision.

And here is the part that matters most, stated as plainly as I can. An operating system for a people

business is not a piece of software. It is a way of operating. It is the set of habits, sequences, and

disciplines by which a firm makes its decisions in a connected way rather than a fragmented one. There

is a hierarchy here worth keeping straight. At the bottom sits a philosophy: that decisions, not

documents or dashboards, are the real unit of work in a people business. From the philosophy comes a

discipline, the habit of making, keeping and connecting those decisions. From the discipline comes an

operating model, the connected way of running the firm this chapter is describing. And only on top of

all of that comes software. Software can embody, support and scale the operating model, but software is

not the discipline itself. You cannot buy the discipline, install it, and be finished, any more than you can

buy a set of weights and become strong. The introduction warned that any vendor who tells you a

platform will hand you good decisions is selling you another system for the decisionless stack, and the

warning holds here with full force. ONX, and any tool like it, is infrastructure for running the operating

model, not a substitute for adopting it. The operating system is the way you run the firm. The software,

at most, is where some of it gets written down and made to scale.

This distinction is not pedantry. It is the difference between a firm that adopts the idea and a firm that

buys a thing and wonders, a year later, why nothing changed.

Anatomy, a nervous system, and a memory

If the operating system is a way of running the whole firm, then the three ideas from Part IV are not

three features bolted together. They are three organs of one body.

The people-business loop is the anatomy. It is the shape of how work actually flows through the firm:

won in the sale, staffed and delivered in the work, understood in the learning, and fed back into the next

sale. Every people business has this shape whether it has drawn it or not, the way every animal has a

skeleton whether it has ever seen an X-ray or not. The loop is not a process you install. It is the structure

that is already there, made visible. Its value is that it insists on a truth most firms organise themselves to

deny: that selling and delivering and learning are not separate departments with separate bosses and

separate systems, but consecutive stretches of a single circuit, joined at seams, and that a decision made

in one stretch lands in the next whether or not anyone carries it there. Name the anatomy and you can

see the seams. See the seams and you can begin to ask what crosses them.

Business Confidence is the nervous system. Anatomy on its own is inert; it tells you the shape but not

the state. What you need, to run the firm rather than merely diagram it, is a live signal of health running

through the whole structure, and that is what the three confidences are. Win Confidence senses the state

of the selling. Delivery Confidence senses the state of the doing. Commercial Confidence senses

whether the two together will actually make money. A nervous system does something a report does

not: it carries the signal in real time, and it makes you feel a problem while it is still small enough to fix.
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Pain is not a status update delivered at month-end. It is an alarm that fires the moment the tissue is

threatened. The confidences run along the anatomy of the loop, one at each major stretch, so that the

health of the selling and the health of the doing and the health of the money are not three separate

readings from three separate instruments but one connected sensation of whether the firm is alright.

The Decision Room is the memory. Anatomy and a nervous system give a firm a shape and a live sense

of its own state, and that is enough to act in the moment. It is not enough to improve. Improvement

requires that the firm remember what it decided and what happened, so that the next pass around the

loop is smarter than the last. Without memory, the loop does not close. It spins. The firm sells, delivers,

learns something, forgets it, and sells again from a standing start.

A loop with no memory is not a loop at all. It is a circle the firm walks around
forever, arriving each time exactly where it began.

This is the amnesia of Part II, described as a mechanical fault. The Decision Room is the organ that

closes the circuit. It holds the decision, its reasoning, its owner, its alternatives, and its outcome, so that

when the loop comes round again the firm meets its own past judgement instead of an empty room.

Now watch how the three need each other, because this is where three good ideas become one operating

system rather than three initiatives that quietly lapse.

A loop without a nervous system is blind. You can draw the circuit beautifully and still have no idea, on

any given Tuesday, which stretch of it is healthy and which is failing. The anatomy tells you where to

look; it does not tell you what you would see.

A nervous system without a loop is a scatter of disconnected sensations. This is the state most firms are

actually in. They measure things, plenty of things, but the measurements do not sit on any shared

anatomy, so a good number in sales and a bad number in delivery are just two facts, not two readings

from one body. The confidences compose into Business Confidence only because the loop gives them a

structure to compose along. Take away the loop and you are back in the room from the start of this

chapter, three leaders with three true numbers and no way to add them up.

And a memory without the other two is a filing cabinet. A Decision Room that is not fed by a live loop

and a live signal fills up with records that nobody consults, which is the fate of every wiki and every

lessons-learnt folder in Part II. What makes the Decision Room a memory rather than an archive is that

the loop keeps bringing the firm back to the same seams and the nervous system keeps flagging the

same kinds of strain, so the stored decisions are met again, in context, at the moment they are useful.

Memory is only memory if something makes you remember at the right time.

That is the interlock. Remove any one and the other two decay into the disconnected tools they looked

like when we introduced them separately. Connect all three and you have a firm that can see itself, feel

itself, and remember itself, which is to say a firm that can run as one thing.

What changes when the firm runs on it

Abstractions are cheap. The test of an operating system is what it changes in the ordinary conduct of the

business, on the days when nobody is thinking about frameworks. Four things change, and each of them

is a fault line from earlier in the book, healed.
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Sales begins to sell what can actually be delivered. In most firms the salesperson promises into a fog.

They know the client, the price, and the deadline, and almost nothing, at the moment they commit, about

whether the firm can honour it: who is free, who is already stretched, what work of this exact shape has

really cost the last three times. So they promise optimistically, because optimism wins deals and the cost

of over-promising lands on someone else's desk months later. When the operating system is running,

Win Confidence is connected to Delivery Confidence, so the person making the promise can see

delivery reality before they make it. Not a veto, not a committee, just sight. The promise gets made

against reality instead of against hope. This does not make sales timid. It makes sales credible, which is

worth far more, because a firm that consistently delivers what it sold has learnt to manufacture the

scarcest thing in Chapter 1, which was trust.

Delivery begins to inherit context, not just contracts. This is the seam the whole book keeps returning to,

the handover where the salesperson's rich private model of the deal evaporates and the delivery team

receives a document and a shrug. Under the operating system the sale's decisions are captured in the

Decision Room as they are made: not just the price but why the price, not just the scope but which parts

were firm and which were the polite fiction, not just the deadline but the concession it was traded for.

What crosses the seam is no longer the residue of the decision but the decision itself, its reasoning

attached. The re-derivation tax of Part II, the firm paying twice for one piece of thinking, is simply not

levied, because the thinking was kept the first time.

Finance begins to see the future forming rather than reporting the past. A traditional finance function is

a historian. It closes the month, reconciles what happened, and tells you, with authority and precision,

about a period that is already over and cannot be changed. Commercial Confidence is a different

instrument. Because it sits on the live loop and draws on the live confidences, it watches margin

forming while it is still forming, in the decisions being made this week about what to promise and how

to staff it, not in the invoices those decisions will eventually produce. The month-end surprise, the

account that turns out to have been bleeding since spring, becomes rarer, not because finance got better

at forecasting, but because it stopped forecasting a future it could not see and started watching a future it

could.

And the whole firm begins to compound its judgement instead of relearning it. This is the deepest

change and the slowest to show, and it is the one that finally repays the argument of the whole book. A

firm that keeps its decisions gets a little smarter every time the loop comes round. The concession that

failed is on record, so it is not granted again by someone who was not there. The assumption that

underpriced three accounts is visible, so it is caught before it prices a fourth. The debate that was settled

stays settled, freeing the room to argue about something new. None of these is dramatic on its own.

Their sum is decisive. The amnesiac firm of Part II runs to stand still, relearning at full price what it

already knew. The firm on the operating system banks each lesson and spends it forever. Over a year the

gap is noticeable. Over five it is the whole competitive position.

Notice that none of these four changes is a new capability bolted onto the firm. Each is the removal of a

disconnection. What the operating system removes is not a shortage of intelligence but a habit of

discarding it, seam by seam, and that is why the advantage it produces is so hard for a competitor to

copy. They cannot buy it, because it was never a thing to buy. They would have to become it.

An operating system does not add intelligence to a business. It stops the business
from throwing its own intelligence away at every seam.
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The same quarter, two firms

Abstractions settle only when you can see them move. So take the request from the start of this chapter,

the strategic client's expansion, the stretched lead, the resignation on the Friday, the margin that will not

resolve until the staffing is known, and run that single event through two firms across the quarter it

opens.

They are, for this purpose, identical. Same size, a professional services firm of a couple of hundred

people. Same sector, same kind of clients, same quality of staff. The only difference between them is

that the first runs on the operating system and the second runs the way most firms run, as a set of

capable departments that do not connect.

Watch the disconnected firm first. Sales says yes, warmly and quickly, because saying yes protects a

strategic relationship and because the cost of it will land on a different team in a different month.

Delivery learns of the new scope after it has been agreed, as a fact of nature, with no record of what was

promised or why. It scrambles, plugging the departed deliverer's gap with whoever is free and pulling

the already-stretched lead thinner still, honouring a larger promise with less capacity than the smaller

one required. The margin begins to erode in week one and stays invisible, because the only instrument

pointed at it is the month-end close. By the time finance sees that the account is underwater, the quarter

is nearly over, the stretched lead has quietly started answering recruiters, and the client, technically

retained, has noticed that the work is not quite what it used to be. Nobody writes down why any of it

happened. The firm is now perfectly arranged to do the whole thing again next quarter.

Now the connected firm, with the same client, the same request, the same resignation, the same crunch.

Before answering, the salesperson can see what her counterpart could not. Win Confidence is wired to

Delivery Confidence, so the strain in the delivery team, the departed role, and the true cost of this shape

of work are visible to her in the moment she is deciding what to promise. The Decision Room surfaces

the near-identical account from eighteen months ago and the reasoning behind how it was handled: cap

the new scope, price the expansion honestly, stage it against real capacity. So she does not reflexively

say yes. She gives the client a shaped yes: we will take this on, here is what it costs, and here is the

sequence in which it can happen.

None of that is free, and the operating system does not pretend otherwise. Its value is not that the

connected firm gets a clean win; it is that the firm chooses its cost with its eyes open instead of

discovering it in the close. To honour the expansion properly the firm stages it, delaying the larger phase

by a month and bringing in a bridge hire to cover the departed deliverer, which dents this quarter's

margin on the account before it recovers. That is a real price. But it is a chosen, visible, temporary price,

weighed against the alternative and agreed by the people who carry it, rather than a hidden loss that

surfaces when it is too late to do anything about it. Because the decision and its reasoning are captured

as they are made, delivery inherits the why along with the what. Commercial Confidence flags the

margin risk in the week it forms, not in the close, so the staffing is rebalanced while there is still time.

The quarter ends with the account retained on terms that will make money once the expansion matures,

the lead still in her job, and the client's trust higher than it was, because the firm did the rare thing and

was straight about what the work would take. And the whole handling is captured in turn, so that the

next time this happens, and it will, the firm meets it faster and surer still.

Same inputs. Same people, even. Two endings that are not close. And the gap between them is not talent

or effort or luck, all of which the two firms shared equally. The gap is that one firm's decisions were

connected and remembered and the other's were fragmented and forgotten. Run the two firms for one
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quarter and the difference is a few points of margin and one deliverer's morale. Run them for five years,

through twenty quarters and a hundred difficult clients, and the compounding does its patient work. The

connected firm has been getting quietly better at exactly the things the disconnected firm keeps getting

caught by, and what began as a few points of margin has widened into the difference between the firm

that leads its sector and the firm that wonders how it fell behind.

The counterpoint: we cannot stop the firm to build this

By now a specific dread has been gathering in the mind of the leader I am writing for, and it deserves to

be said out loud, because it is the objection that kills more good ideas than any flaw in the ideas

themselves. It sounds like this. Fine. Suppose all of it is true. What you are describing is an enormous

transformation, a re-plumbing of how the entire firm operates, and I am running a business that cannot

stop. I have deals to close this quarter and work to deliver this week. I do not have a spare year, a spare

team, and a spare budget to pause everything and rebuild the way we operate. This may be right and it

may still be impossible for me.

This is the most important objection in the chapter, and the honest answer has two parts.

The first part is a concession. If the operating system had to arrive all at once, as a single programme

that rewired the whole firm before any of it worked, the objection would be fatal, and you would be

right to refuse it. Any version of this idea that demands a two-year transformation and a big-bang

cutover is not one worth doing, and it is exactly the kind of doomed enterprise project this book has

spent chapters warning about.

The second part is the important one. It does not arrive all at once, and it must not. An operating system

for a people business is built the way any hard capability is built, incrementally, at one seam at a time,

starting where the pain and the payoff are highest. For almost every firm that seam is the same one this

book keeps returning to, the handover from selling to delivering, because that is where the most

valuable decisions are made and lost. You do not begin by rewiring the firm. You begin by keeping, at

that one seam, the decisions you are already making, along with the reasoning behind them, so that they

cross the seam intact. That is a small change to the flow of a single handover, not a transformation of the

enterprise. It costs little, it interrupts nothing, and it starts paying almost at once, because the very first

delivery team that inherits the reasoning instead of reconstructing it has already earned back more than

the change cost. From there it spreads, one seam and one confidence at a time, each step funding the

next.

You do not pause the business to do this. You cannot, and you do not need to. All you change, at first, is

that you start keeping them. Everything else in this book is built on that one modest act, and the final

part is about how to begin it.

The bridge

Which leaves the only question that finally matters, the one a busy leader has been holding since the

first page. This is all very well as an argument. What do I actually do about it, on Monday, with the firm

I have and not the firm I would design from scratch, and without the appetite or the budget for a grand

programme.

That question is the whole of Part VI, and it is where the book stops describing and starts helping. It

opens with a way to audit your own firm honestly, a short set of uncomfortable questions that show you
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where your decisions leak and which seam is costing you most. It goes on to how you build the decision

layer one seam at a time, capturing decisions as a by-product of the work rather than a second job,

connecting the confidences for one corner of the business before all of it, and earning trust in the record

before you automate anything on top of it. And it closes on what leadership becomes when a firm can

finally see, feel, and remember itself.

We have spent five parts describing the gap between the deal and the done. It is time to stand in it, on an

ordinary Monday, and begin.
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Part VI. How Leaders Should Prepare

Everything so far has been an argument. This part is a preparation.

An argument can be admired and shelved. A preparation asks something of you, and gives something

back that you can use before the week is out. The aim of these final chapters is not to leave you

persuaded but idle, nodding at the diagnosis while nothing changes. It is to leave you able to act, at a

scale you can actually manage, starting from where you really are rather than where a transformation

programme wishes you were.

That last point matters, because the natural response to a book like this is to imagine an enormous

project: a new system, a new function, a two-year programme, a budget you do not have and a

disruption you cannot afford. That response is wrong, and this part exists partly to talk you out of it. The

decision layer is not built in a single heroic transformation. It is built the way every durable capability is

built, one seam at a time, starting where the pain and the payoff are greatest, and earning the right to

expand by proving its worth narrowly first.

Three chapters, three moves.

The first is to see clearly where you stand. Chapter 16 is a readiness audit, a set of honest and slightly

uncomfortable questions you can put to your own firm in an afternoon. It will not give you a score. It

will give you something more useful: the single place to begin.

The second is to build. Chapter 17 lays out how to construct a decision layer without betting the firm, in

an order that works and with a warning about the order that does not. Its central discipline is that capture

must be a by-product of the work rather than a second job, and its central caution is that no tool you buy

will do this for you until the discipline exists to give the tool something to hold.

The third is to lead. Chapter 18 asks what leadership becomes on the other side of all this, when a firm

can finally see and remember its decisions, and answers that it becomes more human, not less.

Then a short conclusion returns us to where we began, and to the question underneath every other

question.
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Chapter 16. The Readiness Audit

Once a leader believes the argument of this book, the instinct is to commission the big version of what

comes next. You can watch it happen in a room. Someone at the offsite writes "we need to fix this" on

the whiteboard and underlines it twice, and within twenty minutes the conversation has become a

project. Hire a firm. Run a proper assessment. Six weeks, forty interviews, a maturity model with five

levels and a colour-coded heat map, a workstream for each colour, a deck presented back to the board

with a roadmap and a number. It feels responsible. It looks like leadership. It is, most of the time, an

elaborate way of not starting.

There is a managing partner I can picture, a composite of several, who nearly did exactly this. She had

felt the gap between the deal and the done for years, and she had finally read it described, and she

wanted to know whether the diagnosis fit her firm or only firms in a book. The consultancy she called

quoted her a sensible six-figure engagement to find out. She was about to sign when she asked herself a

smaller question. Before I pay someone to spend six weeks telling me where I stand, could I not spend

one honest afternoon finding out myself?

She could. So can you. The uncomfortable truth about a readiness audit is that the most valuable version

of it is not the expensive one. It is a short, sharp, self-administered interrogation that any leader can run

on their own firm, with their own real examples, in an afternoon, behind a closed door. It does not

produce a report. It produces a decision. And the questions it asks are not a quiz to be scored. They are

the discipline of this whole book, compressed into a form you can hold.

The turn: not a grade, a starting point

The wrong question to ask about your firm is how mature it is. Maturity models are graded reassurance.

They sort you into a level, place you comfortably above the laggards and safely below the leaders, and

hand you a thirty-item improvement plan that no one will ever finish, because a plan with thirty

priorities has none. You file the report. You feel briefly diagnosed. Nothing changes.

The right question is narrower and far more useful. Of all the places where your firm quietly loses its

decisions, which one is costing you the most right now, and can you find it before you go home? You

are not trying to measure everything. You are trying to locate the single worst seam, the place where the

mechanisms this book has described are biting hardest, so that when you begin, you begin where it

matters and not where it is easiest.

Not a grade. A starting point.

That is what this chapter is. Five diagnostic areas, each drawn from an idea you have already met in

these pages, each posed as questions you ask about specific, real events in your own firm rather than in

the abstract. For each one I will tell you what a good answer sounds like and what a bad answer sounds

like, and, more importantly, what a bad answer is telling you about the machinery underneath. Do not

score them. Read them. At the end you will not have a number. You will have a shortlist of one.

A warning before you start, because it determines whether the exercise works at all. Use real examples,

named and specific, not representative ones. "We generally document our handovers" is not an answer.

"The Meridian account, handed over in March, from Priya to the delivery team" is an answer. The
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whole value of this audit is that it refuses to let you answer in the general, where every firm looks

competent, and forces you into the particular, where the truth lives. Every organisation sounds well run

in the abstract. Competitive advantage only reveals itself in specific decisions.

Area one: can you see your decisions?

This is the decisionless-stack test, and it is the one to run first, because it calibrates everything after it.

Pick one consequential decision from the last quarter. A real one, with money or risk attached. You held

a price when you could have walked. You took on a client despite the reservations someone voiced in

the review. Choose the decision, name it, and then try, from wherever you sit, to reconstruct four things

about it. Who actually decided. On what evidence. Having considered what alternatives. And, if the

outcome is already in, whether anyone has compared the two.

Set yourself a limit. If you cannot reconstruct it in the time it takes to make and drink a coffee, that is

not a scheduling problem. That is the finding.

A good answer sounds like this. You can name the owner without hedging, and everyone who was in

the room names the same person. You can point to the evidence the decision actually rested on, not

evidence assembled afterward to justify it. You can list the alternatives that were genuinely on the table

and say why they were set aside. And when you ask two other people who were there, their accounts

agree with yours and with each other. The decision, in other words, exists as an object outside any single

person's memory. It can be examined. It can be learnt from.

A bad answer takes several forms, and you should recognise them because each points at a different

failure. The first is disagreement: you ask three people who was in the room and you get three different

stories, which means there was never a decision, only a drift that everyone now narrates to their own

advantage. The second is evaporation: the person who knew has left, and what they weighed left with

them, so you are reconstructing a choice from its wreckage exactly as the delivery director did in

Chapter 4, walking nine systems and finding everything except the one thing she came for. The third,

and the most quietly damning, is the notes field: you find the decision recorded as "agreed to hold

price," a conclusion with no reasoning, no alternatives, no owner, no fear, the stack's confession that the

decision mattered and its shrug at capturing it.

Whatever form your bad answer takes, do not rush past it. This is your baseline. It is the honest measure

of whether your firm can see its own decisions at all, and it sets a ceiling on everything else in this audit,

because a firm that cannot reconstruct one deliberately chosen decision from last quarter certainly

cannot reconstruct the thousand small ones it did not think to mark.

What this usually means: Decision capture does not exist.

Area two: does your firm remember?

This is the amnesia test, and it asks not what your systems hold but what walks out of the building when

a person does.

Name a key person who left in the last year. Not a junior. Someone who carried real context: an account

lead, a senior deliverer, a pursuit lead, the person three clients asked for by name. Now ask, plainly,

what left with them. Not their tasks, which were reassigned in a week. Their judgement. The reasons

behind the calls they made, the map of which stakeholder went quiet under pressure, the knowledge of
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why the Meridian renewal had to be handled gently, the hundred small understandings that made them

good. Where is that now? Can someone who never met them use it?

Then run the mirror image of the same test, because memory has two faces, losing it and inheriting it.

Take a person who joined a client-facing role in the last few months and ask them, honestly, how they

came up to speed. Did they inherit context or reconstruct it? Did they read a living record of what had

been decided and why, or did they spend their first six weeks interviewing whoever would spare an

hour, rebuilding from fragments a picture that already existed in a mind that had left?

A good answer is one where the departure was survivable in substance and not just in staffing. The

leaver's reasoning is still usable by someone who never shook their hand, because it was captured as it

was made, not stored in their head. And the joiner inherited rather than excavated. When this is true,

attrition is a human loss and a logistical task, but it is not an amnesia event.

A bad answer is the one most firms give, and it is worth hearing how ordinary it sounds. "We are

honestly still finding out what she knew." "Two of her accounts wobbled after she left, and we are not

entirely sure why." "The new joiner is bright, he is getting there, it just takes time to pick up the

context." That last sentence is the tell. The context did not need to be picked up. It existed. It simply

existed nowhere a person could inherit it, so every departure forces a reconstruction and every arrival

pays for it again. This is the mechanism from Chapter 5 rendered as a line on your own payroll.

A firm whose memory lives in its people does not have a memory. It has a hostage
arrangement with its staff, renewed monthly, and every resignation is a ransom.

What this usually means: Your memory is person-dependent.

Area three: is your loop closed?

This is the seam test, and of the five it is the one most likely to be your answer, because the seam

between selling and delivering is where people businesses lose the most and see the least. Run it

deliberately.

Take three engagements your firm delivered in the last year. Pick them for range, not for comfort: one

that went well, one that went badly, one that was merely ordinary. For each, ask two questions that run

in opposite directions across the seam.

The first question runs forward, from the sale into the delivery. Did the delivery team inherit the

reasoning behind the sale, or only the contract? Go and ask the person who led the delivery, directly.

Did you know why it was priced the way it was? Did you know which parts of the scope were firm and

which were a polite fiction agreed in the room to get to signature? Did you know what promise, made at

four o'clock on a Thursday, actually sealed it? If the delivery lead knew these things, the seam carried

the decision. If the delivery lead started by reconstructing what the client "really wanted" from a

document that recorded what was agreed and almost nothing of why, the seam carried only the record,

and you have found the exact gap the introduction to this book opens inside.

The second question runs backward, from the delivery into the next sale. Did the outcome of the work

ever reach the people selling the next one? When your firm next pitched something similar, did the

person shaping the proposal know how this engagement had actually turned out: the true margin, not the

sold margin; the scope that crept; the escalations that ate the plan? Or did they build the new proposal on
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the same optimistic assumptions that this one had just quietly disproved, because the lesson of the

delivery never travelled back to the mouth of the loop?

A good answer is a loop that closes in both directions. Delivery leads can state the commercial logic of

the sale they inherited, in their own words, without being coached. And sellers can cite the real outcome

of the last comparable engagement, including the parts that hurt, and can show you where those

outcomes changed how the next thing was priced or scoped or staffed.

A bad answer is a loop broken at the seam, which is to say the ordinary condition of the industry.

Delivery inherited a contract and rebuilt the context from meetings. The next proposal repeated the

pricing that lost money the last time, because the person who wrote it never learnt that it had. If this is

what you find across your three engagements, mark it heavily. A broken sell-to-deliver seam is not one

problem among five. It is the seam where the workforce starts, where the promise is made that all the

later work must honour, and a firm that loses its decisions here loses them at the source.

What this usually means: Your sell-to-deliver seam is broken.

Area four: can you answer the three confidences, today, with evidence?

This is the confidence test, and the word that matters in it is today. Almost every firm has the artefacts.

The question is whether the artefacts can be trusted, and whether they are connected to each other, or

whether they are three separate fictions maintained by three different people who never reconcile.

Do not ask whether you have a forecast, a delivery view, and a P&L. You do. Ask the harder version of

each.

For Win Confidence, ask: could you say right now, without a week of preparation, which deals in your

pipeline are real and which are hope, and defend the distinction with evidence rather than the optimism

of the person whose bonus depends on the answer? A good answer rests on what the client has actually

done and committed, not on the salesperson's mood. A bad answer is the forecast everyone privately

discounts, the one where the leader applies a silent haircut because experience has taught them the

number is brave. If you are mentally reducing your own forecast as you read this, you have your answer.

For Delivery Confidence, ask: could you name, today, which of your live engagements are quietly

slipping toward a loss, while there is still time to act, rather than discovering it at month-end when the

loss is booked? A good answer is a current, evidence-backed reading of the live state of the work,

sensitive enough to catch a programme going sideways in the week it starts to go, not the quarter it

finishes. A bad answer is a wall of green status decks that turn red only after the damage is done,

because status is self-reported by the people least able to say they are in trouble, and the true state of

delivery lives in a delivery lead's stomach and nowhere you can see.

Sit with this one longest, because it is the only one of the three you have no existing instrument for. You

already know what a forecast is, and Win Confidence only asks you to make it honest. You already

know what a P&L is, and Commercial Confidence only asks you to make it live. There is no equivalent

standing discipline for delivery. Most firms have never named the thing at all. They run engagement

dashboards that count hours booked and milestones closed, which is motion and not health, and a

programme can show green on every box on Friday and be structurally lost by the following

Wednesday. Delivery Confidence is a reading of a different kind: whether the work will actually land

where it was sold to land, formed early enough that the answer can still be changed. It is the one

instrument nobody hands you, and it is the one your margin most quietly depends on. If you build only
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one thing out of this whole audit, there is a fair case that you build this.

For Commercial Confidence, ask: does your forecast of profit connect to the live state of delivery, or is

it last month's finance plus hope? A good answer is a view of the money that moves when the work

moves, so a failing engagement shows up in the commercial picture before the accounts catch it. A bad

answer is a P&L that is accurate, trusted, and entirely retrospective, a beautifully kept record of a

decision it is now too late to change.

Then ask the question that matters more than any of the three on its own, because it is the one that turns

three numbers into Business Confidence. Are they connected? When an engagement starts slipping,

does that show up anywhere in your commercial view before finance closes the month? When delivery

is straining to honour what sales promised, does anyone selling the next deal feel it? If the three

confidences are current but disconnected, each true in its own silo and never reconciled with the others,

you do not have Business Confidence. You have a forecast, a status deck, a P&L, and, as this book has

said before and will say again, a bad feeling.

What this usually means: Your Business Confidence is disconnected.

Area five: where does your margin actually leak?

This is the leak test, and it is the most concrete of the five, which makes it the best at ending arguments.

Run it exactly as written.

Name the last three engagements that lost margin. Not lost money outright, necessarily; the ones that

came in materially below the margin you sold them at. Name them now, from memory, before you open

a system. Then, for each, answer one question: which decisions drained it?

Notice that this is not the question "what happened." What happened is easy and useless: it overran, it

went long, the client was difficult. The audit question is which decisions drained the margin, and it

wants specifics of the kind Chapter 14 catalogued. The scope that was absorbed instead of raised as a

change request, because it was easier to say yes in the moment. The wrong grade of person staffed on

the work, because they were the ones free. The escalation handled three weeks late, because no one

judged it urgent until it was a crisis. The delivery heroics that held a broken plan together and hid, until

the person doing the heroics burnt out, that the plan was broken at all.

A good answer sounds almost anticlimactic. You can name the three engagements without looking. For

each, you can point to two or three specific decisions that drained the margin, with an owner and a

moment attached to each. And, tellingly, the three engagements did not leak in the same three ways,

because your firm noticed the first leak and closed it, so the second and third failed differently. That last

detail is the real signal. It means the loop from Chapter 4 is intact: decision, outcome, revised

judgement, a firm that actually learns.

A bad answer comes in two grades, and both matter. The milder grade is that you cannot name the three

engagements without pulling a report, and when you do pull it, the explanation attached to each loss is

"delivery overran" or "scope grew," with no decisions named, no owners, no moments, just the residue

of choices nobody kept. The margin leaked and the firm recorded the size of the puddle but not the

crack it came through. The worse grade is when you can name the decisions and they are the same

decisions every time: the same underpricing, the same over-servicing, the same late escalation,

engagement after engagement, year after year. That is not a leak. That is a designed outflow the firm has

never chosen to close, because the loss shows up in finance where it looks like bad luck, and never next
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to the decision where it would look like a pattern.

You cannot fix a leak you can only measure. You can only fix a leak you can name,
and to name it you need the decision that opened it, not the invoice that recorded
the cost.

What this usually means: Margin is being measured, not managed.

Reading the five: finding the one place to start

You now have five honest answers about your own firm, which is more than most leaders get from a

six-week assessment. Resist, hard, the thing you will now want to do, which is to write a plan that

addresses all five. That plan is the thirty-item report that gathers dust. The whole design of this audit is

to prevent it.

Read across the five instead, and one will be worse than the others. It usually is not close. There will be

an area where the answers were most uncomfortable, where the money or the risk visibly concentrates,

where the mechanism this book describes is not a theory but a wound you can point to. That is your

seam. Not all five. One. The worst-performing seam is where you begin, and beginning in one place

rather than everywhere is not a compromise forced on you by limited resources. It is the correct

strategy, and the next chapter is about why.

Here is the part that makes the audit more than an audit. Choosing that one place is itself a decision, and

you should treat it as your first decision object. Write it down properly, the way this book has asked all

along. What you are choosing (to start at, say, the sell-to-deliver seam). Who owns it (you, or a named

person, not "the leadership team"). On what evidence (this audit, these three engagements, that

departure, those unreconstructable choices). Against what alternatives (the other four areas, and why

they can wait). And leave room for the outcome, so that in six months you can come back and mark

your own working. If you do that, you have not merely diagnosed your firm. You have practised the

discipline in miniature, on the most important decision in the whole programme, which is where to

begin. The audit's real output was never a report. It was one well-made decision, captured. You have

already started.

The audit on one page

Everything above this line is the reasoning. Here is the audit itself, stripped to something you can print,

photograph, or put in front of a leadership team and work through behind a closed door in an afternoon.

It is deliberately not a scorecard, and the boxes are not there to be totalled. They are there to force a

specific answer where a general one would hide. Fill it in with real names and real engagements. Let the

last block, the worst seam, be the one decision you carry into the next chapter.
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                   DECISION READINESS AUDIT
             One firm. One afternoon. One decision.

 AREA 1   CAN YOU SEE YOUR DECISIONS?
   Reconstruct one real decision from last quarter: its
   owner, its evidence, its alternatives, its outcome.
   [ ] Fully     [ ] Partially     [ ] No
   Decision tested: ____________________________________
   What would not reconstruct: _________________________

 AREA 2   DOES YOUR FIRM REMEMBER?
   When your last senior person left, what left with them?
   [ ] Captured     [ ] Partly     [ ] Walked out the door
   Who left: ______________  What we lost: _____________

 AREA 3   IS YOUR LOOP CLOSED?
   Forward, sale into delivery:   [ ] Reasoning inherited
                                  [ ] Contract only
   Backward, delivery into sale:  [ ] Outcome learned
                                  [ ] Repeated the mistake
   Engagement tested: __________________________________

 AREA 4   THE THREE CONFIDENCES, TODAY, WITH EVIDENCE?
   Win:         [ ] Evidence      [ ] Optimism
   Delivery:    [ ] Live reading  [ ] Green decks
   Commercial:  [ ] Moves live    [ ] Retrospective
   Connected?   [ ] Yes           [ ] Three separate fictions

 AREA 5   WHERE DOES YOUR MARGIN LEAK?
   Three engagements that came in under the margin you
   sold, and the decision that drained each.
   1. ______________  decision: _______________________
   2. ______________  decision: _______________________
   3. ______________  decision: _______________________

 ------------------------------------------------------------
 MY WORST SEAM IS:  ________________________________________

 Why this one, not the other four: _________________________

 Owner: ___________________   Decision date: ______________

 Review on: _______________   Outcome: ____________________
 ------------------------------------------------------------
       Not a score. Your first decision object.

The counterpoint: audits produce reports that nobody acts on

The strongest objection to a chapter like this is one every experienced leader has earned the right to

make, and it should be answered without flinching. Audits do not work. You have seen them. The

consultancy comes in, the interviews are held, the maturity model is applied, and out comes a handsome

document with a heat map and a list of recommendations, ranked, costed, and doomed. It is circulated. It

is admired. It is filed. Six months later nothing has changed except the invoice, and the honest lesson a

scarred executive takes from the experience is that diagnosis is a genre of procrastination.

The objection is correct about the audits it describes, and the reason those audits fail is precisely why

this one is built differently. A conventional assessment fails because its output is a comprehensive

programme. It surveys everything, grades everything, and recommends improving everything, and a

recommendation to improve everything is a recommendation to do nothing, because it hands a busy

firm thirty priorities and no first move.
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This audit is designed to produce the opposite. Its entire output is a single decision: where to begin. It

does not grade you across a matrix; it points you at one seam. It does not hand you thirty items; it hands

you one, chosen on evidence, small enough to act on this quarter. The dust gathers on

comprehensiveness. It does not gather on a single decision with an owner and a date.

The bridge

So you know where you stand, and you know where to start. You have found the worst seam, and you

have made your first real decision about it, and captured it. What you have not done is build anything,

and the temptation now is to swing from too small to too large, to take the one seam you have identified

and wrap a two-year transformation around it, the kind of programme that bets the firm on getting the

decision layer right all at once.

You do not have to, and you should not. The next chapter is about how a real leader, with a real firm and

no appetite for staking everything on a single grand rebuild, actually builds a decision layer: at one seam

at a time, starting with the very one you have just found, with a first move sized to that specific gap

rather than a generic programme, making capture a by-product of the work rather than a second job,

earning trust in the record before automating anything, and coordinating before you automate. You have

located the wound. Now we turn to how you close it, deliberately, incrementally, and without betting the

firm to do it.
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Chapter 17. Building the Decision Layer

Eighteen months ago, a mid-sized professional services firm bought a decision-intelligence platform.

They did everything the way you are supposed to. They ran a proper selection process, scored three

vendors against a requirements matrix, and chose well. The implementation was professional. There

was a project sponsor, a phased rollout, a training programme, a launch email from the managing

partner with the word "transformation" in it. For a fortnight, the new system was the most discussed

object in the firm. People logged in. They clicked around. A few of the more diligent partners filled in

the templates during the onboarding sessions, because someone was watching and it was the polite thing

to do.

Then the fortnight ended, and the firm went back to work.

Today the platform is still there. The licence is paid, the login works, the dashboards render. If you open

it, it is clean and well designed and almost entirely empty. The most recent genuine entry is from the

onboarding week. The delivery leads decide staffing the way they always have, in a Tuesday call and a

resourcing sheet. The account managers weigh renewals in their heads and in Slack. The hard calls, the

ones that actually move the money, are made exactly where they were made before the firm spent a

six-figure sum: in meetings, in corridors, in one experienced person's judgement, and then they

evaporate. The platform did not change where decisions live. It just sits alongside them, a beautiful,

expensive room that nobody walks into, quietly proving a point the firm has not yet understood.

The firm did not fail because it bought the wrong tool. It failed because it thought the tool was the thing.

It tried to buy a capability that can only be built.

The real question is not what to buy

The previous chapter handed you a way to run the readiness audit on your own firm: to see where your

decisions vanish, where your memory leaks, where the loop breaks between selling and delivering, and

where, if you are honest, your margin quietly drains away. Most leaders who do that work come out of it

with the same two feelings at once. The first is recognition, a slightly uncomfortable sense that the

problem was always there and they had learned to call it the weather. The second is urgency, which is

healthy, and which is also where the danger begins.

Because urgency asks the wrong question. Urgency asks what do we buy, and how fast can we roll it

out? And that question, answered directly, produces the empty platform. It produces another system for

the decisionless stack, with one more login and one more dashboard added to the pile that already

records everything except the decision.

The right question is quieter and harder. It is not what do we buy? It is how do we build a capability we

do not yet have, inside a firm that has real work to do and no appetite for a two-year programme?

Decision Intelligence is not a product you install. It is a discipline you develop, the way a firm develops

a sales methodology, or a safety culture, or the habit of writing things down. Nobody installs a safety

culture. You build it, in one place first, until it holds, and then you extend it.

This chapter is about how you build it. It is a roadmap: every move in it can be started next month, by

your own people, using tools you already own, before you have spoken to a single vendor. There are six



139

moves, and I will call them exactly that, the six moves, because their power is not in their number but in

their order, which is the most important thing in this chapter. Get the sequence right and a small firm

with spreadsheets can outbuild a large one with a platform. Get the sequence wrong and you get the

empty room.

The sequence follows one principle, and it is worth stating before anything else.

Automation replaces a task. Orchestration aligns a system. You build a decision
layer by orchestrating first and automating last, and almost every firm that fails
does the reverse.

Orchestration, not automation. The instinct, especially once AI is in the conversation, is to reach for

the thing that removes work: automate the handover, automate the summary, automate the decision

itself. But you cannot automate a decision the firm has never learned to see, and you cannot align a

system by pointing a model at its rubble. The order is: first get the humans and their decisions

coordinated across one seam, so the choice made in one room actually reaches the room that has to live

with it; then, and only then, bring machines to bear on a system that is already moving as one.

Coordinate before you automate.

Move one: choose the seam

Do not try to build the decision layer across the whole firm. This is the first and most common way the

project dies, not from resistance but from ambition. A firm that decides to "capture all significant

decisions everywhere" has decided to do nothing in particular, and within a quarter the initiative is a

committee, a taxonomy nobody agrees on, and a slow retreat into the way things were.

You build a hard capability the way you build any hard capability: at one seam, chosen on purpose,

where the pain and the payoff are highest. In a people business, that seam is almost always the same

one, and the readiness audit will have pointed straight at it. It is the seam between winning the work and

delivering it. It is the gap this book opened on: the handover after the celebration, where the person who

knew why the deal was shaped the way it was moves on to the next pursuit, and the people who must

honour the promise inherit a contract and none of the knowing. It is where the people-business loop

breaks in most firms, and it is where the margin leak begins, in a thousand small decisions between the

deal and the done.

A decision captured well at the sale-to-delivery seam pays off three times: it makes delivery start from

context instead of guesswork, it lets the firm learn whether what it sold was what it could build, and it

feeds that learning back into the next sale. Fix one seam that matters and you have a working example

the rest of the firm can see and want. Try to fix everything and you have a slogan.

Choosing the seam also means choosing it narrowly. Not "sales-to-delivery across the firm," but one

loop inside it: one client segment, or one service line, or one deal-review-to-kickoff path that runs often

enough to generate real cases and matters enough that people already feel the pain. If you cannot point

at a specific meeting, run by specific people, deciding a specific recurring kind of thing, you have not

chosen a seam yet. You have chosen a category.

Move two: capture as a by-product of the work, not a second job
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This is the single most important design decision in the entire build, and it is the one the empty-platform

firm got wrong.

Decisions must be captured where they are already made, in the flow of the work, or capture will fail.

Not afterwards. Not in a separate portal that someone has to remember to visit. At the moment of

deciding, in the room where the deciding happens, riding on a ritual that already exists.

Look at where your firm's real decisions actually get made. They are not made in a system. They are

made in the deal review, where the firm chooses to pursue or price a piece of work. In the staffing

meeting, where it chooses who does the work. In the escalation call, where it chooses how to save an

engagement that is slipping. They are already on calendars, already attended by the people with the

authority to decide. That is your capture point. The discipline is not "go and fill in the decision system."

The discipline is "we do not leave this deal review until the decision we just made has been written

down, here, now, by us, in the four minutes it takes." The capture is a step in the meeting, not a task

after it.

The distinction sounds small and it is the whole game. A form that lives outside the work is a second

job, and a second job, layered on people who are already stretched across three engagements, will

always lose to the actual work. It does not lose because people are lazy or resistant. It loses because it is

genuinely less important than the client on the phone, and everyone knows it. So the form stays blank,

and a blank form is not neutral.

A decision form that nobody fills in is worse than an empty desk. An empty desk
promises nothing. A blank form promised something and lied, and it teaches the
whole firm that capture is theatre.

That is the quiet damage the empty platform does. It does not just fail to help. It actively trains the

organisation to believe that decision capture is a compliance exercise, a box that management cares

about and reality does not, and once a firm has learned that lesson it is very hard to unteach. Capture

that is a by-product of deciding survives. Capture that is a chore after deciding dies. There is no third

option, and no tool changes which of the two you have built.

Move three: start with the decision object, kept simple

Now, what do you actually capture? The temptation here is to design. To convene the workshop, argue

about the schema, add the custom fields, model the edge cases, and produce a beautiful specification

that takes six weeks and captures nothing, because while you were designing the container the decisions

kept happening and vanishing as before.

Resist it. Start with the decision object exactly as this book defined it, and keep it as simple as the

definition. A captured decision holds a handful of things and no more: what was decided, by whom, and

why, meaning the evidence and reasoning it rested on; what alternatives were weighed and rejected;

and, later, arriving weeks or months on, what actually happened. That is it. Choice, owner, reasoning,

alternatives, and eventually the outcome. Five things while the decision is live, one more when the

results are in. You can hold every one of them in a shared document, a spreadsheet row, or a single

well-structured message in the channel where the team already talks.

I mean that literally. You do not need to buy anything to begin. A consultancy that decides its deal

reviews will end with five sentences captured in a shared, searchable place, choice, decider, why, what
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we rejected, and a line added later for how it turned out, has more Decision Intelligence than the firm

with the empty platform, by an enormous margin. The discipline is what makes the object valuable, not

the software that holds it. The software, when you eventually want it, is there to make a practice you

already keep faster and more connected. It is not there to create a discipline you do not have.

Keeping it simple does one more thing: it keeps the alternatives in. The field everyone is tempted to cut,

because it feels like extra work, is the one recording the roads not taken. Do not cut it. A decision

recorded without its rejected alternatives is a conclusion without its reasoning, and in a year, when

someone reviews the call, the question will not be "did it work?" but "was it better than what we could

have done instead?" You cannot answer that if you only kept the answer. Keep the object small, but

keep it whole.

Move four: connect the three confidences for that one seam

With decisions being captured as a by-product, at one seam, in a simple and honest form, you have the

raw material for the thing the whole book has been building towards. Now you connect it.

Recall Business Confidence: the composite, evidence-backed answer to are we going to be alright?,

made of three connected parts. Win Confidence, will we win and keep the work. Delivery Confidence,

can we deliver what we sold at the quality and margin we promised. Commercial Confidence, will this

actually make the money we think it will. In most firms these three live in different systems, different

meetings, and different people's heads, which is precisely why they never add up to confidence, only to

three dashboards and a bad feeling.

Do not try to connect them across the whole firm. Connect them for your one seam. For the loop you

chose, take the decisions you are now capturing and wire them to the three questions. The pricing and

scope decisions from the deal review are the roots of Win Confidence for this work: did we win it, and

on terms we can keep. The staffing and delivery decisions are Delivery Confidence: given how we

chose to resource and run it, are we on track to deliver what the sale promised. And the connection

between the two, the promise made in the sale set against what it is actually costing to honour, is

Commercial Confidence for this engagement, seen while it is still live rather than at month-end when it

is only a post-mortem.

This is the moment the loop closes on a small scale, because it is the first time most firms see it close at

all. When the delivery team can open the decision that priced the work and see the reasoning, the scope

that was firm and the scope that was a polite fiction, the promise made at four o'clock on a Thursday that

actually sealed it, they inherit the knowing, not just the contract. When the salesperson can later see how

the thing they sold was delivered and whether it made money, they learn what they can and cannot

promise next time. Prove that on one seam, with real cases people recognise, and you have something

no slide deck can give you: evidence, inside your own firm, that the discipline pays. Value proven

narrow is an argument. Value promised wide is a brochure.

Move five: earn trust in the record before you automate anything

Here is the move that separates the firms who build a decision layer from the firms who buy one and

abandon it, and it is not a technical one at all. It is the hard, human, unglamorous work, and there is no

way to buy past it.
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The decision record only works if people believe it. They must believe two things about it: that it is

honest, and that it is useful. If they do not believe it is honest, they will fill it with the sterile, defensible

version, deciding for the record instead of for the business, and the record will slowly fill with careful

fictions that are worse than nothing because they carry the authority of a system. If they do not believe it

is useful, they will not fill it in at all, and you are back to the blank form. Trust in the record is not a

nice-to-have. It is the load-bearing wall, and if it is not there, everything above it is decoration.

Trust is earned in a specific way, and its opposite is earned just as easily. A decision log that is ever

used to hang someone, to reopen a hard call in hindsight and punish the person who made it in fog, will

be gamed within a month and will deserve to be. The instant the record becomes a weapon, honesty

becomes a liability, and people are not fools. So the leadership work here is to make honest recording

safe. That means governing the record with judgement, not bureaucracy. It means reviewing decisions

to learn, not to blame, holding the context of the moment sacred, remembering that a good decision can

have a bad outcome and a bad decision a lucky one. It means the most senior people capturing their own

decisions first, including the ones that turned out badly, because a record that only juniors are honest in

is not a record, it is a trap with a hierarchy.

And it means making the record visibly useful to the very people filling it in. The strongest force for

honest capture is not a mandate. It is the moment a delivery lead, facing a hard staffing call, opens the

record and finds the last four times the firm faced this exact situation, what it chose, what it rejected,

and how each turned out, and makes a better decision because of it. The first time the record makes

someone's own next call easier, capture stops being a chore and becomes a tool they reach for. That is

the flywheel, and it only turns once trust is real. This is patient work. It is measured in quarters, not

weeks, and it cannot be delegated to a vendor or a project team, because it is a question of what the firm

rewards and what it punishes, and that is set by leadership behaviour, not by software. There is nothing

to automate until there is a record worth trusting.

Move six: only now, bring AI to bear

Notice how far into the roadmap we are before artificial intelligence appears. That is not an accident,

and it is not caution for its own sake. It is the whole argument of the book expressed as a sequence. AI

comes last, not because it is unimportant, but because it is an amplifier, and an amplifier applied to

nothing amplifies nothing, while an amplifier applied to noise makes louder noise.

Return to the blind cockpit. A capable language model is a spectacular producer of fluent, plausible

answers, and on its own it has no access to your firm's reality. Point it at your business before you have

a decision record and it will do what it always does: reason in a vacuum, produce a thoughtful generic

answer that would be equally at home in any firm on earth, and dress a guess in the confident cadence of

counsel. It is the blind cockpit with a smooth voice, and it is exactly what you get if you buy the

AI-branded platform in month one and switch it on over a stack that holds no decisions.

But you are not there any more. By this move you have built, at one seam, a growing body of real

decisions: real choices, with their real evidence, their real rejected alternatives, and, connected back,

their real outcomes. It is precisely the ground that makes AI trustworthy inside your firm. Grounded in

the record you have built, the same model that was improvising is now reasoning over your firm's own

accumulated judgement. Ask it about a slipping engagement and it can reach into the decisions the firm

actually made, surface the cases most like this one, note what worked and what it cost, and show its

work, because every claim points back to a specific decision a human can open and check. That is not a
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co-pilot flying blind. That is a co-pilot with the instruments finally wired to something real.

So AI is not the foundation of the decision layer. It is the last floor you build on it, and it is a genuinely

valuable floor. The machine is no longer standing in for judgement. It is making the firm's accumulated

judgement, every hard call it has captured and how each one turned out, available to whoever faces the

next one, which is something no single mind and no traditional system has ever managed. But it can

only do that if the memory exists, is honest, and is trusted, which is to say only if moves one through

five are real. Bring AI to a built decision layer and it is an unfair advantage. Bring it to an empty one

and it is the most expensive way yet invented to guess.

What the first quarter looks like

None of this is theoretical, so it helps to watch it happen at the pace it actually happens, in a firm doing

real work the whole time.

Week one. At the deal review for a mid-sized client, the team does something new only in the last four

minutes: before anyone leaves, they write down the decision they just made. Hold the price. Leave one

scope item deliberately loose to get to signature. The reasoning behind both, and the alternative they

rejected, which was to walk. It takes almost no time and feels almost pointless. It is the firm's first

decision object.

Week four. The delivery lead kicking off the work opens that record instead of reconstructing the deal

from the contract. She sees which scope was firm and which was the polite fiction, and why the price

held. She starts from context, and skips the fortnight of archaeology the last kickoff cost her.

Week eight. The engagement wobbles. On the escalation call someone opens the record, sees that the

loose scope item is exactly where the overrun is growing, and raises it as a change request now, in week

eight, rather than absorbing it in silence until the close. That call gets captured too, in its own four

minutes.

Week twelve. A new deal of the same shape reaches the deal review. This time the salesperson pulls up

how the last one actually delivered, the true margin and the scope that crept, and prices the new one with

the loose item nailed down. The loop has closed once, backward into the next sale, and the firm has

priced a piece of work using something it would previously have forgotten.

No AI yet. No platform bought. Five minutes a meeting and a shared, searchable place to put the

answer. The discipline is already paying, at one seam, in one quarter, before anything at all has been

automated.

The counterpoint: can we not just buy a platform and switch it on?

This is the objection that shadows the whole chapter, and it deserves a straight answer, because it is not

stupid. It goes like this:

This all sounds like a lot of patient, manual, cultural work, and I have a business to run. There are

vendors, including ones that clearly share this book's philosophy, who sell decision-intelligence

platforms built for exactly this. Why would I hand-roll a discipline in spreadsheets and meetings when I

could buy the thing that already exists and switch it on? Is this not just an argument for doing it the slow

way?
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Here is the honest answer. A platform without the operating discipline is not a decision layer. It is

another system added to the decisionless stack, one more login recording everything except what

matters, exactly like the nine you already have. The empty room at the start of this chapter was not the

result of a bad platform. It was the result of buying the tool where the discipline should have been, and

no tool, however good, can fill that gap, because the gap is not a software gap. It is a gap in how the firm

decides, remembers, and trusts, and those are habits, not features.

This is not an argument against tools. When the discipline exists, good tooling makes it faster, more

connected, and eventually intelligent, and there will come a point in your build where a purpose-made

system earns its place many times over. The Decision Room deserves real infrastructure the way money

deserves a ledger. The argument is about order. The discipline must exist first, at least at one seam, and

the tooling then supports it.

A platform bought before the discipline exists is not a decision layer. It is the most
expensive empty room in the building, and it teaches everyone who walks past it
that this whole idea does not work.

I said this in the opening pages of the book and I will say it once more here, plainly, because it is the

sentence a vendor will never volunteer and it is true even of the company whose thinking this book

expresses. There is no platform you can purchase that will hand you good decisions. Even a system built

entirely on the philosophy in these pages, Optimal Nexus included, can only support a practice you are

already keeping. It cannot install the discipline for you, any more than accounting software can make an

organisation financially honest. The discipline comes first. The tooling comes to serve it. A firm that

reverses that order does not buy a shortcut. It buys a monument to a capability it never built.

The bridge

Follow this roadmap and something changes that is larger than the seam you started with. A firm that

can see its decisions, remember them, connect them to what it won and delivered and earned, and trust

its own record enough to reason over it, is a firm that has quietly become a different kind of

organisation. Not because it bought anything, but because it built a habit that compounds, so that its

judgement improves while its competitors keep forgetting and relearning the same expensive lessons

forever.

Which raises the last and most human question in the book. When a firm can finally see and remember

its decisions, when the loop closes and the record holds and the machine has something true to stand on,

what is left for the leader to do? The old job was to hold it all in your head, to be the memory and the

judgement and the single point of context that everything routed through. That job is ending, and its

ending is not a loss. The final chapter is about what leadership becomes on the other side of the decision

layer: what changes, what remains stubbornly human, and why the point of building all of this was

never to make the firm more like a machine, but to free its people to do the one thing only people can

do.
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Chapter 18. Leading in the Age of Decision
Intelligence

The founder we met at the start of this book, the one who grew an agency from a spare room to two

hundred people and then discovered that the more she reported the less she knew, took two weeks off

this summer. A real holiday, not the kind where the laptop rides in the bag and gets opened at dawn

while the family sleeps. She left the laptop at home. She told two people how to reach her and then, to

her own surprise, they did not.

While she was away, a decision was made that a few years earlier would have waited for her, or, worse,

would not have waited and would have gone wrong. A long-standing client asked for a scope change

that looked generous and was, in fact, a trap: more work at a flat fee, and a precedent that would have

quietly reset the economics of the whole account. The account lead saw something was off. The delivery

director felt it too. They disagreed at first about what to do, and then they did something the firm had

not been able to do three years before. They looked it up.

Two years earlier the firm had faced almost exactly this choice with a different client, said yes, and

watched the margin bleed for eleven months before anyone connected the cause to the decision. This

time the reasoning was there to read: what had been decided, by whom, what had been weighed, and

what had happened afterwards. They chose to decline, and to offer a different shape instead, and they

wrote down why, so that the next person to face this would not start from nothing. The client accepted

the new shape. The founder heard about it on her second Monday back, in a review that took nine

minutes, and her first feeling was not pride. It was something closer to redundancy. Then it turned into

pride, which is the more interesting feeling, and it is the subject of this chapter.

The turn

For seventeen chapters this has looked like a book about software. It has argued about records and

decisions, about the decisionless stack and the enterprise that cannot remember, about a discipline called

Decision Intelligence and a way of practising it inside a firm that runs on people. Underneath all of it, it

has been a book about leadership. Everything else was scaffolding around a single human question.

What does it mean to lead a business made of people and their judgement, when you can no longer be in

every room where the judgement happens, and when some of that judgement is now made, shaped, or

hurried along by machines that never tire and are sometimes confidently wrong?

The answer this book has been assembling is not a tool and not a transformation programme. It is a

change in the leader. This chapter is about that change: what it takes from you, what it gives back, and

why the version of leadership it asks for is not colder than the one you practise now but considerably

warmer.

You have been the bottleneck, and you have been the memory

Start with the honest description of the job most leaders of people businesses are actually doing,

whatever their title says.
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You are the bottleneck. Not because you are controlling, but because you are the person with the most

context, and context is what decisions need. The hard calls route to you: the pricing that does not fit the

template, the client who is threatening to leave, the two good people who both want the same

promotion, the engagement that is technically green and privately doomed. This feels, on a good day,

like being needed. On a bad day it feels like being the single load-bearing wall in a building that keeps

adding floors.

You are also the memory. When a decision goes to you, part of what you supply is recall: the last time

we tried this, the reason we priced that account the way we did, the client whose reasonableness does

not survive contact with their finance team. The firm's institutional memory is not in its systems. It is in

a small number of heads, and yours holds more of it than most. Which means that a great deal of your

day is not spent deciding anything new. It is spent re-deriving context that the firm once had and lost.

This is the quiet tragedy of the capable leader. Your judgement, the thing you are most valuable for, is

spent overwhelmingly on problems that are not new. The account is slipping again, the way accounts

have always slipped. The margin has leaked again, in the same places it leaked last year, because the

small decisions that leaked it were never gathered into a lesson. You are firefighting, and the fires are

reruns.

A great deal of a good leader's day is not decision-making at all. It is the unpaid
labour of remembering what the firm should never have forgotten.

The change this book describes begins the moment a firm starts keeping its decisions instead of losing

them. Not documenting everything, which nobody does and nobody reads, but capturing the decisions

that matter as a by-product of making them: what was chosen, on what evidence, against what

alternatives, and later, crucially, what happened. Once that record exists and can be trusted, something

shifts under the leader's feet. The context stops living only in your head. The reasoning survives the

meeting. The lesson outlives the person who learnt it.

And you stop being the bottleneck, not because you have delegated the decisions in the loose sense that

usually means abandoning them, but because the firm can now decide the recurring things well without

you in the room. The scope-change trap gets caught by an account lead who can see what happened last

time. You are freed, and it is worth being honest that the freedom arrives with a small grief attached,

because being needed for everything is a kind of identity, and you are about to be needed for less. What

you are needed for instead is the better job.

The trust you always claimed, now provable

Return to the story this book opened with. A good professional services firm, trusted for three years, is

asked by a new procurement lead to re-justify the relationship: show me why we chose you, what you

have delivered, why you are still the right firm. The team knew the answers. They had lived the

answers. But the answers lived in nobody's system. The reasoning behind the original pricing had left

with a salesperson. The two times they had talked the client out of a bad idea, the moments that earned

the trust in the first place, were written down nowhere at all. They had been trusted for three years, and

when they were asked to prove it, they could not.

That chapter made a claim that the rest of the book then tried to earn: that trust is downstream of

decisions. A client trusts you, a member of staff trusts you, an investor trusts you, because they believe
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you will make good decisions with their interests in mind, consistently, when they are not watching.

Brand and relationship are the visible surface of that belief. Underneath is a record of conduct, and the

firm that cannot show the record is asking to be trusted on faith, which is expensive when it is granted

and fatal when it is withdrawn.

Here is what changes for a leader who keeps decisions. Trust stops being something you assert and

becomes something you can demonstrate. When the procurement lead sends the spreadsheet, the

account team does not stare at it. They can show why the work was priced as it was, which risks the firm

carried so the client did not have to, where the firm's judgement saved the client from itself and what it

cost the firm to do so. Not a slick deck assembled overnight to survive a review, but a genuine record of

decisions made well over years, legible to someone who was not there. The trust was always real. Now

it has an existence independent of the few people who happen to remember it, which means it can

survive their departure, their promotion, their retirement, and the arrival of a stranger with a mandate to

doubt you.

This is what it means to manufacture trust on purpose. Not to perform it, and not to market it, but to

build the demonstrable record of good decisions that trust is actually made of, and then to let that record

speak when it matters. The scarcest asset in business becomes, for the first time, an asset you own rather

than a mood you hope for.

An advisor, not an eloquent stranger

The second chapter of this book left a leader at her kitchen table at a quarter to eleven, asking an AI

assistant whether to fight for a renewal, discount it, or let it go. The answer came back fluent, structured,

and quietly useless, because it was a confident memo about a client the machine had never met. It did

not know the account had slipped its dates twice, that the internal champion had left in March, that the

margin had gone underwater in month two. It wrote a beautiful essay in the voice of an expert and

delivered the actual knowledge of a stranger.

The lesson of that chapter was not that the technology is weak. It is that a powerful autopilot bolted into

a cockpit with blind instruments does not make the aircraft safer. It makes it faster at going the wrong

way. The fix was never a better model. A better model with no access to your decisions is a better

guesser. The fix was grounding: giving the machine something true to stand on, namely the firm's real

decisions and their real outcomes.

For the leader, this is the difference between a novelty and an advisor. When the machine can see the

record, the same question at the same kitchen table gets a different kind of answer. Not a plausible essay

assembled from the average of the internet, but a grounded one: this account looks like three others you

have carried, two of which you saved by doing the following, one of which you should have let go six

weeks earlier than you did, and here is the reasoning you yourself recorded at the time. The machine

stops being an eloquent stranger and becomes something closer to the sharpest member of staff you

have, the one who has read every decision the firm ever made and forgotten none of them, and who can

bring the relevant one to your attention at the moment you need it.

Notice what this does and does not change about your role. It does not decide for you. It cannot, because

the thing it is grounded in is your judgement, not a substitute for it. What it does is spare you the part of

decision-making that is really just retrieval, the effortful summoning of relevant precedent that a tired

human does badly at eleven at night. It hands you the context, sourced and checkable, and leaves you

the judgement. The firms that will handle AI well are not the ones with the cleverest models. They are
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the ones that had already learnt to see and keep their own decisions, so that when the machine arrived

there was something real for it to reason about.

The cultivator of judgement

The third chapter argued that the industrial shape of leadership, control through hierarchy and visibility

through reporting, was built for work you could see, and that a people business is knowledge work all

the way down, which means the work is mostly invisible and the old furniture no longer fits. It proposed

a different shape, resting on three things the factory floor never needed: judgement, transparency, and

the ability to make a good decision legible to someone who was not in the room. It said the best leaders

were becoming editors of judgement rather than sources of answers. What it did not yet say is that the

whole of this book has been a quiet manual for that kind of leadership.

To lead this way is to change what you are for. The old model made you the source: the person with the

answers, whose main output was decisions. A firm can only grow as fast as its founder can decide, and

no founder can decide fast enough for two hundred people, which is why the founder in these stories ran

out of herself somewhere around the fiftieth hire and reached, understandably, for dashboards. The new

model makes you the cultivator: the person whose main output is not decisions but the conditions under

which other people, and increasingly machines, decide well. You set the standard for what a good

decision looks like here. You make the firm's accumulated judgement available to the person facing the

choice. You review decisions not to catch people out but to teach, so that the reasoning gets better

across the whole firm and not only in your own head.

This is a genuine promotion, though it does not feel like one at first, because it involves letting go of the

thing that made you feel indispensable. You move from being the firm's best decider to being the person

who makes the firm decide well without you. That is a harder skill and a rarer one, and it is the only

version of leadership that scales. A leader who is the sole source of good judgement has built a firm that

is as good as one person and no better. A leader who cultivates good judgement across the firm has built

something that compounds: every captured decision makes the next one a little wiser, and the firm's

collective judgement grows past what any single person could hold. You stop being the ceiling and start

being the reason the ceiling keeps rising.

The courage to be seen deciding

None of this is free, and the price is not money. It is courage, of a specific and uncomfortable kind.

To keep decisions is to make them visible, and visibility cuts both ways. The same record that lets you

prove your firm's good judgement also preserves your bad calls: the account you should have dropped

and did not, the hire you championed against the evidence, the price you held out of pride until it cost

you the client. A leader who commits to keeping decisions is committing, whether they like it or not, to

being seen deciding, including in the moments they would rather forget. This is why so many firms

flinch from it, usually while telling themselves a story about tooling or time. The real hesitation is rarely

technical. It is that nobody wants a durable record of the times they were wrong.

Here is the argument for the courage. A firm in which mistakes are hidden is a firm that cannot learn

from them, because the mistake and its lesson vanish together, and the next person walks into the same

wall in the dark. A firm in which mistakes are visible, held without punishment, and mined for what

they teach, is a firm that only makes each mistake once. The leader sets which of these two firms they

are running, and they set it not with a poster about psychological safety but with their own conduct: by
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recording their own reversals plainly, by treating a wrong call that was well reasoned as a better

outcome than a right call that was luck, by making it obvious that the point of keeping decisions is to get

better rather than to assign blame. Courage at the top buys candour below. A leader who hides their own

mistakes will preside over a firm that hides everything, and a firm that hides everything cannot improve,

cannot ground its machines in the truth, and cannot be trusted, because trust, in the end, is built on the

belief that you will tell the truth even when it does not flatter you.

The leader who is willing to be seen getting it wrong is the only kind who can
build a firm that gets it right more often.

The courage is repaid, and it is repaid in the two currencies this book has cared about most. It is repaid

in trust, because people trust the leader who owns their errors far more than the one who never seems to

make any, and clients trust the firm that can show its scars alongside its wins. And it is repaid in

learning, because the mistakes that are kept become the firm's most valuable teaching material, worth

more than any training programme, since they are real, specific, and paid for. The leaders who thrive in

this age will be the ones brave enough to make their judgement legible, their own most of all, and

patient enough to wait for the compounding return on that bravery.

A firm that outlasts the room

There is a longer horizon to all of this.

Most people businesses are mortal in a way their founders do not like to admit. The firm's judgement

lives in a few heads, so the firm is, in a real sense, only as durable as those heads remain in the building.

This is the key person risk that every acquirer frets over and every founder privately knows is true: that

the trust, the pricing instinct, the sense of which clients to walk away from, the accumulated wisdom of

a career, are trapped in a handful of people and will leave when they do. Firms like this can be brilliant

and still fail to outlast their founders, because what made them brilliant was never captured anywhere it

could be inherited. The next generation starts, more or less, from nothing, and reruns the founder's

education at the founder's expense.

The firm that keeps its decisions breaks this pattern. Its judgement is no longer trapped in a few heads,

because it has a place to live outside them: a record of how this firm decides, why it decides that way,

what it has tried and what came of it. That record is inheritable. A leader can hand it to a successor the

way a family hands down a house, not as a set of rules to follow blindly but as a body of reasoning to

build on. The new generation does not start from nothing. It starts from everything the firm has learnt,

and it spends its own judgement on what is genuinely new rather than on rediscovering what the firm

already knew and lost. This is how a firm outlives the room it was founded in. Not by cloning the

founder, which is impossible, but by keeping the founder's judgement in a form that survives them and

grows past them.

This is also, finally, where the plain reward sits. A leader who builds this way gets clarity, because the

firm's decisions and their consequences are visible instead of guessed at. They get control, real control,

of the kind that comes from being able to see and shape the decisions that determine whether the firm

wins, rather than the false control of watching activity scroll past on a dashboard. And they get an

advantage over their competitors that is genuine and durable, because it compounds: a firm that learns

from every decision pulls slowly and then decisively ahead of a firm that forgets, and the gap, once it

opens, is very hard to close. This is not a slogan and not a promise of ease. It is a description of what
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good decision infrastructure produces for the leader willing to build it.

"Won't this make leadership colder?"

The strongest objection to everything in this chapter is not technical. It is human, and it deserves a

serious answer, because a careless reader could take this whole book to be arguing for something bleak.

The objection goes like this. You are asking me to capture decisions, systematise judgement, keep

records of reasoning, review outcomes, and feed the lot to machines. Is that not exactly how you make

leadership colder, more mechanical, less human? Will it not turn my firm into the thing every good

agency and consultancy has always defined itself against, a bureaucracy that mistakes its records for its

work? The people who ask this are usually the leaders worth listening to, because they are protecting

something true: that a people business is, in the end, about people, and that a version of it optimised into

a machine would have lost the plot entirely.

The answer is that it is precisely the reverse.

Consider where your judgement actually goes today, in the firm you run now, before any of this. How

much of your judgement, your scarce, expensive, human judgement, is spent on something genuinely

new, and how much is spent re-deriving context the firm already had and lost, reconstructing the

reasoning behind a decision nobody wrote down, firefighting a lesson the firm learnt two years ago and

forgot? That is not the human part of leadership. That is the human being used as a filing system that

occasionally panics. It is the least human thing you do, and you do a great deal of it, and it is exhausting

in a way that genuine judgement is not.

Keeping decisions does not mechanise the human part of leadership. It clears away the mechanical part,

the retrieval and the re-derivation and the repeated firefighting, so that your judgement is freed for the

work that is actually new and actually human: the novel client problem that has no precedent, the

difficult conversation that no record can have for you, the ethical call, the creative leap, the moment

when a person needs a leader and not a lookup. A surgeon does not become less human because the

theatre is well organised and the instruments are where they should be. They become free to concentrate

on the patient. A firm that keeps its decisions is a firm whose leaders finally get to spend their humanity

on the things that require it, instead of squandering it on the things that never should have.

The cold version of leadership is not the one that keeps its decisions. It is the one that loses them, and so

condemns its people to relearn everything the hard way, forever, while the leader burns out being the

single point of memory. The warm version is the one that remembers, so that its people can build on

each other's judgement instead of colliding with the same walls, and its leaders can be present for what

is genuinely human because they are no longer drowning in what is merely forgotten.

The bridge home

So we arrive back at the founder on her holiday, and at the pride that followed the redundancy. What she

felt, on that second Monday, was the particular satisfaction of a leader who has discovered that her firm

is now better than her memory, kinder than her attention could ever be, and no longer dependent on her

being in the room. She had spent years being the bottleneck and the memory. She had become, instead,

the person who built a firm that decides well without her, that can prove its trust, that grounds its

machines in its own hard-won truth, that gets better every time it decides, and that will, when she finally

hands it on, start its next chapter further ahead than she started hers.
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That was always the point. The goal was never to make the business more like a machine. It was the

opposite. By letting our systems keep the decisions, we free the people to do the part that only people

can do: to decide well, together, with judgement and with care, and to remember what they learnt so that

the next person, and the next generation, begins where this one left off rather than at the bottom of the

same hill. A business made of people, that finally remembers, is not a colder thing. It is the most human

version of itself it has ever been able to be.

Which leaves one question, the one this book opened with and has circled ever since, the one every

leader is really asking underneath all the others about pipeline and margin and forecast. Are we going to

be alright? It is time to answer it, not with false certainty and not with a sales pitch, but in the way it

deserves. That is where we go now, and it will not take long.
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Conclusion: Are We Going to Be Alright?

We began with a question, and it is time to give it the honest answer it deserves.

Are we going to be alright. It is the question underneath the pipeline review and the margin report and

the anxious Sunday evening, the same small, human question whether it is asked by the founder staring

at the forecast, the delivery director looking at the account nobody wants to talk about, or the board

speaking in covenants and multiples. Strip away the vocabulary and it is always the same. Are we going

to be alright.

For most of this book I have argued that almost no company can answer it. Not because leaders are

careless or their people are not clever. Because the answer does not live in the data they so carefully

keep. It lives in the decisions, and the decisions were never kept. A firm can know everything about

what happened and nothing about what it chose. It can only produce a forecast, which is a hope with a

spreadsheet attached, and a feeling, which is judgement that cannot show its working. Ask whether such

a firm is going to be alright and the truest answer it has is: we think so, and we cannot show you why.

So let me answer the question directly, in the only way I think it can honestly be answered.

The answer is a question about your decisions

You are going to be alright to precisely the extent that you can see, keep, and learn from your decisions.

That is the whole of it. Not your data, which you already have in abundance and which has not saved

you. Not your dashboards, which show you the past in higher resolution than ever and still leave the real

question unanswered. Not even your people's judgement, which is real and valuable and, in most firms,

evaporating faster than it accumulates because nothing catches it as it goes. Whether you make your

decisions well, whether you can see the ones you are making, whether the promise made to win the

work reaches the people who must deliver it, whether the trust you have earned exists anywhere but in a

few people's heads, whether, when your best person leaves, what goes with them is a colleague or an

organ: that is what the question turns on.

I cannot tell you, from here, whether your firm is going to be alright. But I can tell you the shape of the

firm that will be, and the shape of the firm that will not, and by now you can see both clearly enough to

know which one you are looking at when you look at your own.

The firm that will be alright has stopped treating its decisions as the disposable residue of running a

business and started treating them as the business itself. It has found its worst seam and begun to close

it. It captures its judgement as a by-product of deciding, connects what it wins to what it delivers and

earns, and grounds its machines in its own hard-won truth so the new intelligence in the building

sharpens judgement instead of counterfeiting it. And it gets better every time it decides, compoundingly,

in a way its forgetful competitors cannot match and will struggle even to notice until the gap has

become a gulf.

The firm that will not be alright is still working on the reflection instead of the face. Still buying better

dashboards to answer a question dashboards cannot answer. Still losing its judgement out of the door

every evening and relearning it every morning at full price. It may have a good year, even several,

because luck and talent carry a firm a long way. But it cannot tell itself apart from a firm that is merely

lucky, and neither can anyone else, and in a market that has stopped believing assertions, a competence
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you cannot demonstrate is worth a fraction of one you can.

What this was never about

It would be easy to misread this book as an argument for more machinery, for turning the warm,

instinctive craft of a people business into a cold system of logged transactions. It is the opposite. The

reason to keep your decisions is not to make your firm more like a machine. It is to stop wasting your

people on the work a machine should carry: the remembering, the reconstructing, the refighting of

battles the firm already won and forgot. That is not craft. That is a human being used as a filing system.

Keep the decisions and the judgement is freed for the things that actually need a person: the problem

with no precedent, the creative leap, the ethical call, the moment when someone needs a leader rather

than a lookup.

A business made of people, that finally remembers, is not a colder thing. It is a warmer one, because its

people are freed to be present for what requires them, and because what they learn is no longer lost the

moment they learn it. The goal was always the people. The decisions are simply the part of them we

have, until now, thrown away.

The one idea worth keeping

If you keep nothing else from this book, keep this.

In a business made of people, the decisions are the business. Everything else, the systems, the reports,

the forecasts, the dashboards, the org chart, the brand, is either an input to a decision or a residue of one.

The decisions are the thing itself. And a firm that treats its most valuable asset as disposable, that makes

its decisions and then lets them vanish, is throwing away the only thing it truly owns, over and over, and

wondering why it has to keep buying it back.

You do not need permission to begin, or a two-year programme, or to buy anything before you have

done the thinking. You need to choose one decision that matters, this week, and keep it. Write down

what you chose, and why, and what you considered, and who owns it. Then, when the outcome arrives,

go back and write down what happened. With that one small act you will have made the first entry in a

record most of your competitors will never start: an honest account of how your firm decides. Do it

again next week. Then teach someone else to. That is the whole discipline, and it compounds from there

into the only durable advantage a people business can hold.

The gap between the deal and the done, where this book began, is still there. It always will be, because it

is where the promise meets the work. But it no longer has to be the place where trust and margin and

judgement quietly disappear. It can become the place where a firm proves, decision by kept decision,

that it is exactly as good as it has always claimed to be.

Are you going to be alright?

You are going to be alright if you decide to be, and then keep the decision.
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A Note on Method and Sources

A book that criticises other people for using evidence badly owes its reader an account of how it uses

evidence itself. Here it is.

Where the claims come from

The arguments in this book rest on four kinds of ground, and it is worth being plain about which is

which.

The first is direct work. Much of what is described here comes from building decision infrastructure for

people businesses and watching, closely and repeatedly, where their decisions are made and lost. That is

observation, not proof, but it is observation of the specific thing the book is about.

The second is established research, drawn on where it genuinely bears on the argument and named in

the sources below rather than gestured at. It is deliberately sparse. This is a book of argument, not a

literature review, and a citation is included only where a real body of work materially supports a claim.

The third is mechanism. A great deal of the book asks you to accept nothing on authority at all, but to

follow how something works: why an integrated data stack still holds no decision, why a monthly

review is a post-mortem on a live wound, why an ungrounded model scales confidence rather than

correctness. These claims are meant to be inspected, not believed. If the mechanism does not turn when

you push on it, the argument fails, and you should discard it.

The fourth is plain argument, reasoning from premises the book states openly. Where the book is

speculating or extrapolating, it tries to say so.

What you will not find is the thing this book objects to in others: a precise statistic with no traceable

origin, quoted to lend a number's authority to a claim the number never actually established. Where a

figure would usually be deployed for decoration, the book describes the shape of what is true instead.

On the examples

The people and firms in these pages are composites. Some combine details from several organisations to

protect confidentiality while preserving the mechanism that makes the example worth telling. Others are

constructed illustrations, built to show an idea clearly. None is a documented case study presented as

reportage, and none names a real client. When you read "a professional services firm I have in mind" or

"picture a mid-sized agency", read it as exactly that: an illustration of how the machine behaves, not a

claim about a particular company on a particular day.

Sources for the factual anchors

A handful of claims in the book rest on real and checkable work rather than on argument alone. For the

reader who wants to follow them to their source, this is where they lead. The list is not exhaustive

scholarship; it covers the load-bearing factual anchors.

On the hidden costs of low trust (Chapter 1), the framing that every transaction carries costs of search,

verification, contracting, monitoring, and enforcement comes from the economics of transaction costs,

beginning with Ronald Coase's essay "The Nature of the Firm" (1937) and developed extensively in the
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work of Oliver Williamson. The claim that trust reduces these costs is standard in that literature.

On the general ledger (Chapters 7 and 12), double-entry bookkeeping was first set out in print by Luca

Pacioli in his Summa de arithmetica (1494), though the practice was already in use among merchants

before him. The point the book draws from it, that a shared and authoritative record made trust possible

at a scale that individual memory could not, is a reading of that history, not a quotation from it.

On version control and the discipline of recording a decision alongside the act that enacts it (Chapters 5,

7, and 12), the practice of the architecture decision record, a short note capturing what was decided and

why, was popularised in software engineering by Michael Nygard's "Documenting Architecture

Decisions" (2011) and has since become a common convention. The book treats it as an existing,

working example of decision capture, because that is what it is.

On the after-action review as a structured way for an organisation to learn from what it decided

(Chapters 5 and 9), the practice originated as a formal method in the United States Army and has been

widely adopted elsewhere. The book uses it as evidence that decision review is neither novel nor

impractical, only rare in commercial firms.

On the nature of large language models (Chapter 2 and throughout), the claims made are the

uncontroversial ones: that such models generate text by predicting likely continuations, that fluency is

not the same as accuracy, that they can produce confident and wrong output, and that they have no

access to a firm's private context unless that context is supplied to them. These are properties widely

understood by practitioners and are used here without a specific citation because they are not in dispute.

Where the book goes beyond these anchors, it is arguing, and it asks to be read as arguing. The

distinction matters, and keeping it visible is the whole point of this note.
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About Optimal Nexus

The ideas in this book grew out of the work of Optimal Nexus, a company built on a single conviction:

that the businesses which run on their people deserve infrastructure for the thing they actually run on,

which is decisions.

Optimal Nexus works with people businesses to build the decision layer this book describes: to close the

loop between the work they win and the work they deliver, to make Business Confidence something a

leader can see rather than sense, and to turn the daily stream of judgement that runs a firm into an asset

the firm can keep, connect, and learn from.

That is all that needs saying here. This was a book of ideas, and the ideas belong to anyone willing to

take their decisions seriously, with or without any company's help. If it has changed how you see your

own firm, it has done its work. Where you take that next is, fittingly, your decision.

The conversation continues at optimalnexus.com.



M A N A G E M E N T   ·   L E A D E R S H I P

Your firm remembers
everything except the
one thing that matters.

Companies keep meticulous records of what happened,

the invoices, the tickets, the dashboards. Almost none

keep a record of what they decided, or why.

So judgement walks out with the people who hold it.

The promise that won the work never reaches the people

who must deliver it. The same expensive lessons are

learned and forgotten, quarter after quarter.

The Decision Layer names what is missing: the discipline

of capturing, connecting and compounding the decisions

that actually run a business. Not a system to buy, but a

way of operating, built one seam at a time, that turns

individual judgement into organisational judgement,

an asset that grows instead of evaporating.

In a business made of people,
the decisions are the business.
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