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Introduction

You are reading this because decisions pile up on your desk and your team waits for your green

light on things they should handle alone. That pattern has a name: you are the bottleneck.

According to McKinsey, the opportunity cost of poor decision-making processes in a typical

Fortune 500 company equals roughly $250 million a year in lost managerial time. You do not

need to be Fortune 500 for that dynamic to choke your growth.

This toolkit gives you four concrete, interlocking systems — not a list of theories — that turn

your team into an autonomous operating unit. Each worksheet produces a real artifact you can

hand to your team on Monday. Work through them in order, fill in every blank, and you will have

a delegation architecture that protects quality, controls spending, maintains strategic alignment,

and defines exactly when problems should reach you.

How to use this document: Print it or open it in a PDF editor. Fill in the fields. Start with one

worksheet, test it for two weeks, then layer on the next.



Quick Check: The 3 Biggest Delegation Blockers

Before you build anything, diagnose what is currently stopping your team from deciding without

you. Check each box only if you can honestly confirm the blocker is resolved. Any unchecked

box is your actual first priority — fix it before building the systems below.

☐ Information access is open. My team has direct access to the same dashboards, reports,

CRM data, and financial snapshots I use to make decisions. (If not, delegation is guesswork —

they will either guess wrong or ask you anyway.)

☐ Failure is survivable. A team member who makes a reasonable decision that turns out

wrong is debriefed, not punished. (If mistakes trigger blame, every decision will be escalated to

you as a risk-avoidance strategy.)

☐ Authority boundaries are written down. Each person knows exactly which decisions they

own, which they contribute input to, and which are not theirs. (Ambiguity does not produce

caution — it produces paralysis.)

Score yourself:

3 boxes checked → You are ready to build the systems below.

1–2 boxes checked → Fix the unchecked items this week, then proceed.

0 boxes checked → Stop here. Your team cannot use delegation systems without these

foundations.



Worksheet 1: The "If-Then" Playbook

What this is: A written rulebook that tells your team exactly what to do in recurring, predictable

situations — so those decisions never reach you again.

Where to start: Pick one high-volume, low-risk decision area. Good first candidates: customer

service responses, sales discount requests, social media replies, scheduling conflicts.

Decision area I am systematizing: ______________________________________________________

Scenario 1 — The Standard Case

Situation (a common request or problem that happens frequently):

Example: A customer asks for a refund within 14 days.

My situation: ____________________________________________________________________________

If... (the specific condition that must be true):

Example: The purchase was made less than 14 days ago AND the product is undamaged.

My condition: ____________________________________________________________________________

Then... (the exact action to take, without asking anyone):

Example: Process a full refund immediately using Template X.

My action: ____________________________________________________________________________

Scenario 2 — The Edge Case

Situation (a slightly more complex variation of the same area):

Example: A customer asks for a refund after 14 days.

My situation: ____________________________________________________________________________

If... (the condition that distinguishes this from Scenario 1):

Example: The purchase was between 15 and 30 days ago.

My condition: ____________________________________________________________________________

Then... (the action, which may involve a different person or a different response):

Example: Offer store credit equal to 100% of the purchase price.



My action: ____________________________________________________________________________

Scenario 3 — The Boundary Case

Situation (where does this playbook end and escalation begin?):

My situation: ____________________________________________________________________________

If... (the condition that means this playbook no longer applies):

My condition: ____________________________________________________________________________

Then... (the instruction is to escalate — see Worksheet 4):

Escalate to: ____________________________________________________________________________

Outcome: When this worksheet is complete, your team has a written guide for handling the most

common situations in this area without needing your input. Revisit it after 30 days and add any

new scenarios that came up.

Typical mistake: Writing playbooks that are too vague. "Use good judgment" is not an If-Then

rule. If you cannot describe the condition and the action in one sentence each, the playbook is

not specific enough for someone to follow confidently.



Worksheet 2: The "Tiered Approval" Financial Framework

What this is: A table that defines who can spend how much, on what categories, and who (if

anyone) must approve. This removes you from every minor purchase decision while keeping

financial control where it matters.

Important: The spending limits you set here depend entirely on your company's size, revenue,

and risk tolerance. There is no universal "correct" number. A $500 limit that works for a 10-

person agency would be paralyzing for a 200-person company. Start with limits that feel slightly

uncomfortable — if no one ever hits the ceiling, the ceiling is too low to be useful.

Tier / Role

Spending

Limit (per

transaction)

Approved Categories
Requires Approval

From

Individual

Contributor

€

____________

e.g., office supplies, pre-approved

software licenses
______________________

Team Lead
€

____________

e.g., team training, contractor invoices,

marketing spend
______________________

Director /

VP

€

____________

e.g., new hires, capital expenditures,

vendor contracts
______________________

Custom

Tier 1:

____________

€

____________
_____________________________________________ ______________________

Custom

Tier 2:

____________

€

____________
_____________________________________________ ______________________

Guardrails (fill in what applies to your business):

☐  All purchases must be logged in ______________________ (tool/system) within ______ hours.

☐  Monthly spending per tier is capped at ______ × the single-transaction limit.



☐  Any single expense exceeding € ____________ triggers automatic review by

______________________.

☐  Categories explicitly excluded from delegation (always require founder approval):

______________________________________________________

Outcome: Financial authority is distributed with clear, written boundaries. Your team can move

fast on operational spending. You retain control over strategic and high-risk commitments.

What most people underestimate: Cumulative spending. A team lead with a €2,000 per-

transaction limit can spend €20,000 in a month through ten separate purchases and technically

stay within the rules. Build in a monthly cap or a reporting trigger, not just a per-transaction limit.
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Worksheet 3: "Commander's Intent"

What this is: Commander's Intent is a concept from military leadership — a single, clear

statement of the ultimate goal that allows people on the ground to make good decisions when

the plan breaks down and no one is available to ask. For your team, it is the strategic North Star

that answers: "When nothing in the playbook covers this situation, what should I optimize for?"

Choose your most important current project or initiative:

Project name: ____________________________________________________________________________

Draft your Commander's Intent using this structure:

Our goal is to [ACTION] by [DATE or MILESTONE] in order to [MEASURABLE IMPACT], which will

[ULTIMATE PURPOSE for the business].

Example:

Our goal is to redesign our client onboarding process by the end of Q3 in order to reduce new

client churn by 20%, which will solidify our reputation as the easiest solution to adopt in the

market.

My Commander's Intent:

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

Quality check — does your statement pass all three tests?

☐ Clarity test: Could a new team member read this and understand the priority without further

explanation?

☐ Decision test: If two options are on the table and one serves this intent better, does the

statement make the choice obvious?

☐ Boundary test: Does it implicitly tell the team what to say "no" to? (If it tries to include

everything, it guides nothing.)
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Outcome: Your team now has a tie-breaker for novel situations. When the If-Then Playbook runs

out and the decision is not big enough to escalate, Commander's Intent tells them which

direction to lean.



Worksheet 4: The "Escalation Path"

What this is: Your delegation safety net. This worksheet defines the specific conditions under

which a problem must come to you — and the exact format in which it must be presented.

Without this, you get one of two failure modes: everything gets escalated (you are still the

bottleneck) or nothing gets escalated (you find out about disasters too late).

A problem must be escalated to me if it meets ANY of these criteria:

1. System failure: It falls completely outside the If-Then Playbooks AND cannot be resolved by

applying the Commander's Intent.

My specific example: ____________________________________________________________________________

2. Cross-functional conflict: It involves a resource, priority, or timeline conflict between two

departments or teams that the respective leads cannot resolve between themselves.

My specific example: ____________________________________________________________________________

3. High-risk / high-consequence: The outcome could significantly impact any of the following

(check all that apply to your business):

☐  A major client relationship (annual value above € ____________)

☐  Legal or regulatory compliance

☐  The company's public reputation or brand

☐  Budget variance greater than ________ %

☐  Employee safety or wellbeing

☐  A contractual obligation or partnership agreement

☐  Other critical risk: ____________________________________________________________________________

The escalation format (non-negotiable):

When someone escalates a problem, they must present it in this structure. This prevents

"dumping" a problem on your desk and forces the person to think through it first.



Required Element What It Contains

One-sentence summary What happened, in plain language.

Impact assessment What is at stake if this is not resolved, and by when.

At least one proposed

solution
What the person would do if they had to decide right now.

The specific decision

needed from you

The exact question you need to answer — not "what should

we do?" but a concrete choice.

Outcome: You have created a formal system that prevents both micromanagement (you only see

what genuinely needs you) and preventable disasters (the team knows exactly when to pull you

in).



A Note on What Most People Underestimate

Information asymmetry (the gap between what you know and what your team knows when

making the same decision). A talented team member with incomplete information will make a

poor decision — not because they lack judgment, but because they lack context. Before you

delegate a new area of responsibility, ask yourself one question:

"Does this person have easy, direct access to the same dashboard, report, or data that I would

use to make this decision?"

If the answer is no, your first step is not to delegate the decision. Your first step is to delegate

access to the information.

This is also the single biggest hidden cost of delegation systems: the time it takes to set up

shared dashboards, document tribal knowledge, and grant system access. Budget

approximately one to two weeks of setup time per major decision area you delegate, depending

on how much of your current process lives in your head rather than in shared tools.



Why This Matters for Building a Business That Runs Without

You

The core transformation here is not about productivity hacks or management theory. It is about

building an organization where your absence does not create a crisis. Every hour you spend

approving routine expenses, answering questions your playbook could answer, or resolving

conflicts your escalation path could filter is an hour you are not spending on strategy, growth, or

the work only you can do. Research cited by Gartner and McKinsey indicates that empowered

organizations see approximately 26% higher revenue per employee and are nearly 4x more

likely to outperform industry peers financially. According to data reported by Forbes, inclusive

decision-making teams make decisions roughly twice as fast with half the meetings, yielding

approximately 60% more favorable outcomes. The four systems in this toolkit are not optional

extras — they are the infrastructure that turns delegation from a leap of faith into a repeatable,

scalable process.



The Data Behind Delegation (Reference Card)

Keep this page visible. Use these numbers when making the case for delegation to your

leadership team, board, or co-founders.

Metric Finding Source

Revenue per

employee

Empowered organizations see approximately 26%

higher revenue per employee
Gartner

Financial

outperformance

Leaders who empower through coaching are nearly

4x more likely to outperform peers financially
McKinsey

Decision speed
Inclusive teams make decisions approximately 2x

faster with half the meetings
Forbes

Decision quality
These faster decisions yield approximately 60%

more favorable outcomes
Forbes

Employee

engagement

High-empowerment employees score at

approximately the 79th percentile for engagement

(vs. 24th for low empowerment)

Wharton

Turnover
Empowered organizations report approximately

50% lower turnover rates

Harvard

Business

Review

Cost of

bottlenecks

Opportunity cost of poor decision processes in a

typical Fortune 500: approximately $250

million/year in managerial time

McKinsey

Note: These figures are drawn from survey-based research and cross-industry analyses. Your

specific results will vary based on industry, company size, team maturity, and how consistently

you implement and maintain these systems. Treat them as directional evidence, not guarantees.



Looking Ahead: AI and the Future of Delegation

As AI tools and autonomous agents (software that can execute multi-step tasks independently,

like scheduling, data analysis, or draft communications) become more capable, your delegation

systems will need to expand to include non-human decision-makers.

This is not science fiction. Organizations are already integrating AI agents into operational

workflows. Governance frameworks from NIST (National Institute of Standards and Technology,

a U.S. agency that develops technology standards) and Microsoft now address a concept called

"Excessive Agency" — the risk that an AI agent takes actions beyond what it was authorized to

do.

What this means for your toolkit:

Your If-Then Playbooks will increasingly be executed by AI, not people. The playbook itself

becomes the AI's instruction set.

Your Tiered Approval framework will need a row for AI tools: what can they spend, and what

triggers human review?

Your Escalation Path must define when an AI-initiated action gets flagged for human

oversight.

Your Commander's Intent becomes the alignment layer that keeps both human and AI

decision-makers pointed in the same direction.

You do not need to act on this today. But as you build and refine your systems over the coming

quarters, design them to be readable and executable by both people and software.



Your Next Steps

You now have the foundational blueprints for your Autonomous Operations system. Here is how

to activate them.

Step 1 — Start small and specific. Pick the single worksheet that addresses your most painful

bottleneck right now. For most founders, that is Worksheet 1 (the If-Then Playbook) applied to

one narrow decision area.

Step 2 — Test for two weeks. Introduce the system to the relevant team members. Observe

where it works, where people still escalate unnecessarily, and where the playbook has gaps.

Revise.

Step 3 — Layer the next system. Once the first worksheet is running smoothly, add the next

one. Build in sequence: If-Then Playbook → Tiered Approval → Commander's Intent →

Escalation Path.

Revisit quarterly. Your business changes. Your delegation systems must change with it.

Schedule a 30-minute quarterly review of each active worksheet.

Build your full delegation system → Use the interactive delegation planner on patrick-

thoma.com to map your team structure to these four pillars and generate customized playbook

templates. [patrick-thoma.com/delegation-planner]

Get outside perspective. If your bottleneck is deeply embedded or your team is resistant to the

transition, work with a leadership coach or organizational consultant who specializes in

operational delegation. A structured external assessment typically accelerates the process by

several months compared to self-implementation alone.

Save or print this document. It is designed to be written in, revised, and used — not read once

and forgotten.
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