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            HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      Read it like a set of working notes, not a manifesto. Each chapter is short on purpose, so you can pick the one that matches the problem in front of you. Look for the small rules and phrases you can reuse in a doc, a meeting invite, or a handoff. If a chapter stings a little, treat that as a signal that the pattern is active—not that anyone is failing. Try one move for a week before you add another. Keep the focus on ownership, decisions, and closure. When in doubt, reduce performance and increase explicitness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      If you’ve ever watched a simple piece of work turn into a slow-moving parade of reviews, you already know the basic problem this book is about.

      It starts with good intent. Someone wants to reduce risk. Someone wants to prevent surprise. Someone wants to make sure the work is solid before it lands on customers, on partners, or on leadership. In a healthy organization, that instinct is a strength.

      Then the instinct gets encoded.

      A single “quick check” becomes a required sign-off. A reasonable “loop them in early” becomes a standing expectation. A past incident turns into a permanent extra step. Over time, the organization forgets why the chain exists and treats the chain itself as proof of responsibility.

      That’s the approval trap: reviews and sign-offs that were meant to reduce risk start creating it.

      They create risk by slowing decisions until context changes. They create risk by softening quality into “least objectionable.” They create risk by dissolving ownership into a crowd. They create risk by teaching smart people to route decisions instead of making them.

      None of that is about bad actors. Most approval-heavy environments are staffed with capable people doing their best under real constraints. The problem is more basic: when ownership, decision boundaries, and escalation rules are fuzzy, the system will reach for what’s visible. And approvals are very visible.

      This book isn’t arguing against care. It’s arguing for care that finishes.

      The core move is simple: trade gatekeepers for guardrails. Replace “who needs to sign?” with “what conditions make this safe enough?” Keep review rigorous, but stop using review as a proxy for accountability. Name one decision owner. Make the risk boundary explicit. Use escalation as a boundary-crossing mechanism, not a social penalty. Close the loop.

      If that sounds almost too plain, that’s intentional. In real teams under pressure, the solution needs to be boring enough to use on Tuesday afternoon. The goal isn’t a new philosophy. The goal is fewer stalled threads, fewer ambiguous meetings, fewer “I thought you were deciding” moments, and more work that moves with clear responsibility.

      A small suggestion as you read: notice which parts of the approval process in your environment are actually risk controls, and which parts are comfort controls. Real controls have boundaries and checks. Comfort controls have audiences and rituals. Both can feel similar in the moment. Only one reliably reduces risk.

      If this book does its job, it won’t make work louder or more complicated. It will make work simpler to route, easier to decide, and easier to revisit with honesty when it doesn’t go as planned.

      Because clarity doesn’t eliminate risk. It makes risk workable.

      Clarity beats theater.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            THE SAFETY STORY WE TELL OURSELVES

          

          THE STORY SOUNDS RESPONSIBLE

        

      

    

    
      The most reasonable sentence in a risk-aware organization is: “Let’s get a few more eyes on it.”

      It feels careful. It signals maturity. It sounds like learning.

      It also quietly replaces thinking with routing.

      When the work is uncertain, approvals become a comfort object. Safety becomes a story we tell ourselves: more sign-offs means less risk. The story is believable because it sometimes works in small moments—catching a typo, spotting an edge case, preventing a misread.

      But at scale, that story turns into a system. And systems produce output whether or not the original reason still applies.

      

      The myth: more gates, less risk

      The myth isn’t that review is bad. The myth is that adding approvers is the same thing as reducing risk.

      Approvals are an attractive substitute for clarity because they create visible effort. They create a record. They create cover.

      They also create three predictable side effects.

      First, decisions slow down without getting sharper. Second, ownership blurs without anyone intending it. Third, people start optimizing for not being blamed instead of being right. Clarity beats theater.

      A practical way to see the myth in action: notice how often the question becomes “Who needs to sign?” instead of “What would make this safe enough to ship?”

      

      The replacement rule

      Try this rule in place of “add one more approver”:

      One owner, one outcome. Everyone else is either input or escalation.

      That doesn’t remove review. It changes what review is for.

      Review is for improving the work and surfacing risk. Approval is for accepting accountability. When those are mixed, the safest move becomes the slowest move, and the slowest move becomes the default.

      If the work is reversible, decide faster. If it’s reversible, decide faster. If it’s high-risk, slow down on purpose. If it’s high-risk, slow down on purpose. The difference is not “how many people looked,” but “what boundary we set.”

      The boundary can be simple:

      
        
          	
        What are we protecting (customers, money, legal exposure, uptime, reputation)?
      

      	
        What would be an unacceptable failure?
      

      	
        What check reduces the chance of that failure?
      

      

      

      That’s safety. Everything else is choreography.

      

      What approval theater looks like

      Approval theater is not loud. It’s polite.

      It looks like “just in case” attendees on invites. It looks like “no objections?” at the end of a thread. It looks like a document that is “reviewed” by ten people and owned by none.

      It also looks like silence being treated as consent, which is a category error. Input is not approval. Silence is most often bandwidth, not agreement.

      And it looks like teams confusing motion with progress. Updates are not decisions. A status comment is not a resolved choice, even if it’s formatted like one.

      

      A micro-example

      A project lead posts in a chat tool: “Draft plan is in the shared doc. Please review by EOD so we can move.” Three people add comments. Two react with a thumbs-up. One person says, “Looks good,” and tags a director “for awareness.” The next morning, the director asks in a separate thread, “Did Legal sign off?” Nobody knows if Legal was asked, so the doc goes back into “review.” By the time Legal responds, the original plan is outdated, but the team treats the new delay as “being safe.”

      

      The quiet cost of “being safe”

      When approvals expand, risk doesn’t disappear. It moves.

      It moves into hidden queues (waiting for people to look). It moves into vague ownership (“we all agreed”). It moves into late discovery (issues found after handoff because no one felt responsible to decide).

      It also moves into the culture. People learn that shipping requires permission, not judgment. They learn that the safest stance is to request more review. Eventually, the organization can’t tell the difference between caution and avoidance.

      The fix is not bravery. It’s explicitness.

      

      Write the safety boundary once

      Consider a small practice: when work feels “approval-heavy,” write the safety boundary in one paragraph and put it where the work already lives. Write it down once.

      That paragraph answers:

      What decision is being made.

      Who owns it.

      What checks must happen before it’s considered safe enough.

      Now review becomes contribution to the checks, not a vague request for permission. When the checks are complete, the owner can close the loop. Close the loop.

      

      Reflection question: Where in your work does “more eyes” routinely substitute for defining the risk boundary?

      Reflection question: On your current project, if one name had to own the outcome, who would it realistically be?

      

      Key Takeaways

      • Risk goes down when the boundary is explicit, not when the approver count rises.

      • Treat review as a way to improve the work; treat approval as accepting accountability.

      • Use one owner for the outcome; route everyone else as input or escalation.

      • Silence is not consent; if agreement matters, ask for an explicit decision.

      • Name whether the work is reversible or high-risk, and set pace accordingly.

      • Put the safety boundary in one paragraph where the work lives, so it isn’t re-litigated.

      • Next practical step: On the next “please review” request, add one sentence naming the owner and the specific risk check you’re asking people to improve.
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