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I N T R O D U C T I O N  

 

 

A meeting ends without anyone stating what was decided. People leave with different 

understandings of the outcome, and work begins on those understandings. When the issue 

comes back, the work has already committed the organisation to a direction, and no one can 

say when that direction was decided or who decided it. 
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T H E  L I N E  

 

 

W H E R E  D E C I S I O N S  S I T  
 

Decisions don’t sit where people say they do. 

Work moves easily. The call doesn’t. 

People contribute to decisions they won’t carry.  

The outcome forms before anyone names it.  

By the time it’s clear what was decided, no one decided it. 

 

W H A T  P E O P L E  A S S U M E  
 

Formal authority may sit with the board, a committee, the CEO or another executive under 

law and the organisation’s governing documents, reserved matters and delegations. These 

tension points arise when the practical path of a decision no longer matches that authority. 

The common assumption is that the board sets direction, the CEO makes decisions within 

delegated authority, the executive team carries them out, and when something needs a call, 

the person with authority makes it. 
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W H A T  H A P P E N S  
 

W H A T  P E O P L E  
A S S U M E  

W H A T  A C T U A L L Y  
H A P P E N S  

W H E R E  T H E  
D E C I S I O N  S I T S  

The executive team 
owns it. 

They talk it through, then wait. With the CEO. 

The CEO will call it. 
The CEO waits to see where 
the board leans. 

With the Chair. 

The board has already 
decided. 

Directors leave with different 
views. 

Nowhere. 

We’re aligned. People nod. No one commits. Still open. 

The meeting will resolve 
it. 

It gets picked up later in side 
conversations. 

Outside the room. 

This sits with the CEO. 
The founder’s view changes it 
afterwards. 

With the founder. 

Everyone has bought in. 
Each team runs it their own 
way. 

Split. 

We just need more 
detail. 

They ask for more. No one calls 
it. 

With whoever decides to 
stop asking. 

It’s been agreed. 
Someone questions it later. It 
opens again. 

Back in play. 

We’ll escalate if needed. It sits there. No one takes it up. With no one. 

The CEO is leading this. 
The room waits for the CEO to 
signal a view. 

With how the room reads 
the CEO. 

The board gave 
direction. 

The CEO takes it as a 
suggestion. 

With how the CEO reads 
it. 

This is straightforward. 
It was lined up before the 
meeting. 

With whoever set it up. 
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W H A T  P E O P L E  
A S S U M E  

W H A T  A C T U A L L Y  
H A P P E N S  

W H E R E  T H E  
D E C I S I O N  S I T S  

We’ll come back to it. 
They leave it. When it comes 
back, there’s only one way left. 

With what’s left. 

Someone will take 
ownership. 

People wait for a signal. With whoever acts first. 

This sits at executive 
level. 

It gets pushed up when it gets 
uncomfortable. 

With the board. 

The board will challenge 
this. 

No one pushes it. With whoever proposed it. 

The CEO owns the 
outcome. 

Pieces of it sit with other 
people. 

Across a few people. 

This needs a proper 
discussion. 

It gets shaped in quick 
conversations instead. 

With whoever was in 
them. 

The structure is clear. 
People check informally before 
acting. 

With the person they 
check with. 

The CEO will step in if 
needed. 

The CEO holds back. No one 
else does. 

With no one making the 
call. 

 

 

H O W  T H E  P A T T E R N  R E P E A T S   
 

When the next decision comes up, nothing about how decisions are made has changed. The 

same pattern usually appears, and the outcome forms again without anyone making the call. 
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T H E  T E N S I O N  P O I N T S  

12 patterns. Each one recognisable. Each ends with a question to ask before further work 
proceeds. 

01  D E L E G A T I O N  I L L U S I O N  

 

S I T U A T I O N  Work is handed to the executive team. 

W H A T  P E O P L E  S A Y  You’ve got this. 

W H A T ’ S  H A P P E N I N G  
They move it forward, then wait for the CEO’s 
view before the main call. 

W H A T  T H I S  L E A D S  T O  It slows or shifts mid-way. 

T H E  I S S U E  The decision itself was never handed over. 

T H E  Q U E S T I O N  T O  A S K  
Before this moves further - who's making the 
final call on this? 

02  T H E  M E E T I N G  ‘ Y E S ’  

 

S I T U A T I O N  A decision is discussed in a meeting. 

W H A T  P E O P L E  S A Y  Are we all aligned? 

W H A T ’ S  H A P P E N I N G  People nod. No one states a position. 

W H A T  T H I S  L E A D S  T O  Teams move in different directions after. 

T H E  I S S U E  No one said what they would back. 

T H E  Q U E S T I O N  T O  A S K  Before we move on, what is each of us 
supporting? 
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03  D E C I S I O N  D R I F T  

 

S I T U A T I O N  A decision sits open. 

W H A T  P E O P L E  S A Y  We’re getting there. 

W H A T ’ S  H A P P E N I N G  
It forms through side conversations and partial 

moves. 

W H A T  T H I S  L E A D S  T O  It lands without anyone calling it. 

T H E  I S S U E  No one named the decision. 

T H E  Q U E S T I O N  T O  A S K  What decision are we making here, and who 

is making it? 

04  D E C I S I O N  B Y  M O M E N T U M  

 

S I T U A T I O N  Work is already moving. 

W H A T  P E O P L E  S A Y  Let’s just keep going. 

W H A T ’ S  H A P P E N I N G  No one stops to make the call. 

W H A T  T H I S  L E A D S  T O  It becomes hard to stop. 

T H E  I S S U E  Movement replaces a decision. 

T H E  Q U E S T I O N  T O  A S K  Who has approved this going ahead? 

05  R E S P E C T F U L  S I L E N C E  

 

S I T U A T I O N  A decision is discussed. 

W H A T  P E O P L E  S A Y  I’m fine with that. 

W H A T ’ S  H A P P E N I N G  People hold back what they think. 

W H A T  T H I S  L E A D S  T O  Concerns surface later. 

T H E  I S S U E  No one said it out loud. 

T H E  Q U E S T I O N  T O  A S K  What concern haven’t we heard yet? 
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06  E S C A L A T I O N  V A C U U M  

 

S I T U A T I O N  An issue sits unresolved. 

W H A T  P E O P L E  S A Y  Let’s keep working on it. 

W H A T ’ S  H A P P E N I N G  No one takes it up. 

W H A T  T H I S  L E A D S  T O  It stays open longer than it should. 

T H E  I S S U E  No one steps in. 

T H E  Q U E S T I O N  T O  A S K  
This needs to sit with someone - who’s taking 

it? 

07  S H A D O W  A U T H O R I T Y  

 

S I T U A T I O N  A decision is being prepared. 

W H A T  P E O P L E  S A Y  Have you run this past [X]? 

W H A T ’ S  H A P P E N I N G  People check with them before acting. 

W H A T  T H I S  L E A D S  T O  The outcome follows their view. 

T H E  I S S U E  
Their informal view has become an approval 

step. 

T H E  Q U E S T I O N  T O  A S K  
Who has formal authority for this call, and what 

role does [X] have in it? 

08  T H E  P R E - D E C I S I O N  

 

S I T U A T I O N  A decision goes into a meeting. 

W H A T  P E O P L E  S A Y  This should be straightforward. 

W H A T ’ S  H A P P E N I N G  The outcome is already lined up. 

W H A T  T H I S  L E A D S  T O  
The meeting goes ahead and the outcome 
doesn’t change. 

T H E  I S S U E  
The outcome was settled before the meeting, 

which then carries the formal decision process. 

T H E  Q U E S T I O N  T O  A S K  What would change the outcome?  
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09  S P L I T  O W N E R S H I P  

 

S I T U A T I O N  Two people are leading the same decision. 

W H A T  P E O P L E  S A Y  We’re both across it. 

W H A T ’ S  H A P P E N I N G  They act in different directions. 

W H A T  T H I S  L E A D S  T O  Work splits. 

T H E  I S S U E  No single owner. 

T H E  Q U E S T I O N  T O  A S K  Who has the final call and owns the outcome? 

10  T H E  I N F O R M A T I O N  S H I E L D  

 

S I T U A T I O N  A decision is sitting there. 

W H A T  P E O P L E  S A Y  Can we get a bit more detail? 

W H A T ’ S  H A P P E N I N G  They delay the call. 

W H A T  T H I S  L E A D S  T O  It goes around again. 

T H E  I S S U E  
No one has named what further information 

would change the call. 

T H E  Q U E S T I O N  T O  A S K  What are we waiting to see before we decide? 

11  C L E A N  N A R R A T I V E  

 

S I T U A T I O N  A decision has already played out. 

W H A T  P E O P L E  S A Y  That’s what we agreed. 

W H A T ’ S  H A P P E N I N G  No one can point to when that was said. 

W H A T  T H I S  L E A D S  T O  It sounds settled. 

T H E  I S S U E  No one called it at the time. 

T H E  Q U E S T I O N  T O  A S K  When did we decide this? 
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12  E S C A L A T I O N  S U B S T I T U T I O N  

 

 

S I T U A T I O N  A call sits at executive level. 

W H A T  P E O P L E  S A Y  Let’s take this to the board. 

W H A T ’ S  H A P P E N I N G  They pass it up. 

W H A T  T H I S  L E A D S  T O  The decision moves out of the room. 

T H E  I S S U E  No one here is taking it. 

T H E  Q U E S T I O N  T O  A S K  

Is this within executive authority? If it is, who 

owns the call? If it crosses a reserved matter 

or escalation threshold, take it to the board. 
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U S I N G  T H E  G U I D E  O N  A  L I V E  D E C I S I O N  

 

 

Name the decision: Choose one that is open, keeps coming back, or has started moving. 

What decision needs to be made? 

Locate formal authority: Who has authority under the relevant delegation, reserved matter or 

governing document? 

Locate practical authority: Whose view, silence, approval or intervention is currently 

determining what happens? 

Name the pattern: Which tension point best describes what is occurring? 

Ask the question: Ask the intervention question before further work proceeds. 

Close the decision: State what was decided, who owns it, why, what happens next and 

where the decision will be recorded. 

This guide does not determine where formal authority should sit or assess individual 

performance.  

If the pattern keeps coming back 

Look at the delegation behind the decision: who holds it, at what threshold, and when it goes 

to the board. NorthSeat’s Delegation of Authority framework sets that out in writing for your 

organisation. northseat.com.au. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://northseat.com.au/delegation-of-authority/
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Notice 

This guide is provided by NorthSeat as a free governance resource for boards, executive teams and founder-led 
businesses. 

Decisions taken based on this material remain your responsibility. To the maximum extent permitted by law, 
NorthSeat Pty Ltd is not liable for any loss or damage arising from use of this free resource. 

You are welcome to:  

   Share this document with your board, colleagues, or governance networks  

   Reference insights in board discussions or strategy sessions  

   Forward the download link to others who might find it valuable  

   Print or save for personal use 

We ask that you:  

• Attribute content to NorthSeat when sharing or referencing  

• Share the original document (don't alter, rebrand, or misrepresent content) 

Not permitted:  

  Selling or licensing this document  

  Using this as a commercial training product without permission  

  Removing NorthSeat branding or attribution  

  Using this content to create competing products or services 

This guide is a starting point. For structured frameworks or board-ready policies, contact us: 

📧 liam@northseat.com.au | 🌐 www.northseat.com.au  

© 2026 NorthSeat Pty Ltd ABN 67 690 779 072. All rights reserved.  

This document does not constitute legal, governance, or professional advice. Readers should seek independent 
advice for governance, legal, or compliance matters. 


