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When Latitude 

Becomes Entitlement 

Why generous flexibility sometimes backfires with your best people, 

and how to protect the company without taking the freedom away 

 

By Bryan D. Stafford           
 

Most founders land on the same philosophy without ever writing it 
down. Give good people room. Let them build the job around what they're 

good at and what they actually care about. Ask what they think, then use it. Say 

yes to the schedule request. Treat them like whole human beings, not a job 

description with a pulse. 

In a small, growing company, this often delivers exactly what it promises: 
engagement, effort nobody asked for, loyalty, people who act like the 
company's success is their own. 

And then sometimes it turns. 

The person who thrived on all that freedom starts to change. Room hardens 
into a right. Their way becomes the only legitimate way. A routine request 
lands like an intrusion. Collaboration turns into stubbornness, gratitude turns 
into expectation, and the warmth of the early years curdles into something that 
feels a lot like disrespect. 

If you've been running a company for more than a few years, you probably 
already have a name in your head. 

What follows is partly about that person. It is more about your first obligation: 
protecting the company and everybody else while deciding what to do with 
them. 
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One Story, Start to Finish 

A composite drawn from my years in a founder-led, multi-location specialty retail 
company. Details have been changed and combined to protect identities. 

 

“Dana” was somewhere around the fifth employee. Curious, capable, hungry 
for responsibility, which is exactly the hire this model is built for. Given wide 
latitude, she used it well. She built her role around product buying and 
merchandising, developed the vendor relationships that mattered, and ended 
up with a job that didn't exist before she created it. We asked for her input and 
often took it. When she asked for flexibility, she got it. A custom schedule. An 
exemption from store duties. A run of exceptions that piled up over years 
without anyone ever saying out loud what they added up to. 

For a long stretch, this was everything the model promises. 

Then it shifted. Gradual, and then sudden. 

Dana's part of the business became the place where things got stuck. Vendor 
terms lived in her head. Cross-training was deflected by the phrase every 
founder recognizes: "it's faster if I do it." Colleagues learned to keep their 
hands off merchandising. A new hire made a suggestion, got corrected hard, 
and never made another. Accommodations that used to come with a thank-you 
now came with nothing, because they had stopped being accommodations. 
Somewhere in there, Dana started telling the story of her expanded role as 
something she had earned single-handedly. None of that showed up on a 
report. What showed up was reorders that ran late because one person had to 
touch every step, a season planned around her calendar instead of the store's, 
and two managers who quietly stopped raising merchandising problems 
because raising them cost more than living with them. 

The break came over something completely ordinary. The founder decided to 
take part of the product line in a different direction and asked Dana to write 
down her vendor processes so other people could help carry the load. A 
Tuesday decision. Nothing dramatic. 

Dana took it as betrayal. Someone was walking into territory that belonged to 
her. What came next was resistance, then information that stopped moving, 
and finally the sentence said out loud: this business cannot function without 
me. What the founder heard was disrespect from the person the company had 
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bet on the hardest. What the company had, underneath the hurt feelings, was a 
single point of failure in the function that decides what it sells, and no way to 
route around it. 

Here is the uncomfortable part. This story may not be mostly about 
Dana's character. 

The same conditions that produced her best years also helped produce the 
wreck. Freedom without a boundary can let entitlement grow from the 
relationship's design. That changes the question. It stops being only a moral 
one, how did I misjudge this person, and becomes a design one: what did we 
leave undefined, what did our generosity teach, and what is hers to own once 
the line is clear? 

There is a third question, and it does not wait politely for the first two to be 
settled. What is this costing the company right now, and what do I owe the 
people absorbing that cost? Blame and obligation are separate accounts. You 
can be entirely responsible for the ambiguity you created and still be obligated 
to act on it Monday morning, because the buying calendar does not care whose 
fault it is. Neither does the manager who has quietly stopped bringing you 
problems. 

Two things I want to be careful about here. Flexibility isn't the villain. 
Autonomy still drives real engagement and real contribution. And not every 
strong opinion, hard-fought negotiation, or forceful request is an entitlement. 
The pattern is most likely to show up when latitude keeps growing inside a 
structural vacuum, and that is most common in founder-led, fast-growing 
companies that never got around to building much structure. 

One more thing, and it runs underneath everything after this. Understanding 
how someone arrived at a behavior is not the same as deciding the company 
can live with it. The first is diagnosis, and it can take as long as it takes. The 
second is your job, and it comes with a deadline the diagnosis doesn't have. 

The fix isn't to claw the freedom back or start policing people. It's to make the 
relationship legible. Say what's owed, what's conditional, and what stays your 
call. Name who decides what, open up the closed domains, and get the critical 
knowledge out of one person's head. Keep asking for input while being clear 
that input isn't a veto. Then watch what happens the next time you draw a 
reasonable line. Every one of those moves is something the company needed 
anyway, whether or not anybody had ever behaved badly. 
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The prescription isn't to give less. It's given within 
a frame. 

 

 

Why Giving People Room Works So Well 
Decades of motivation research keep landing in the same place. People 
generally function better and feel better when three needs are met. 
Autonomy, meaning real control over how the work gets done. 
Competence, meaning responsibility that grows as they prove they can 
handle it. Relatedness, meaning they're dealt with as a person rather than a 
function. A latitude-rich company can feed all three at once. That is why the 
model works as well as it does. 

When employees reshape a role around their own strengths, researchers call it 
job crafting, and it's a documented source of meaning at work. Asking for real 
input strengthens what the literature calls "voice" and makes people believe 
the process is fair. A warm, individual relationship with the person in charge 
builds trust and creates a felt obligation to give more than the paycheck strictly 
requires. 

That relational exchange explains Dana's early years. The company gave her 
room, and she repaid it with initiative, loyalty, and work no one had to assign 
to her. 

It also grew something else. Psychological ownership is the felt sense that a 
role, a project, or a slice of the business is mine. Most of the time that's a gift. 
It's the reason owners-at-heart notice the thing that clock-punchers walk right 
past. Under the wrong conditions, the same attachment can turn defensive. 

 

What Actually Breaks 
Resist the urge to reach for a single verdict. The term "difficult employee" is a 
diagnosis that explains nothing and treats nothing. What looks like one 
problem is usually four, with different causes and different fixes. 
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Entitlement expectations. The person's sense of their own value 
inflates past what their performance and circumstances support, and 
they start expecting privileged treatment on that basis. Some people 
bring this orientation with them into every job. Others learn it inside one 
particular relationship. 

Territoriality. They start marking and defending turf. Researchers 
describe a few different forms of this, but the expensive one is defensive: 
information stops moving, people stop entering the domain, and the 
work gets worse. 

Knowledge hiding. Someone asks for information, and it gets 
withheld or concealed on purpose. Vendor terms, a process step, a 
contact, the institutional memory of why something is done the way it's 
done. 

Reduced openness. People around the person quietly stop asking 
questions or floating ideas. This one is easy to miss because nothing 
happens. That's the whole problem. 

 

Alongside those four sits the change you feel most personally: respect for 
legitimate authority seems to be eroding. Keeping them separate keeps you 
from delivering a single, sweeping moral judgment and highlights what each 
piece actually needs. 

Notice who pays for each of them. Territoriality and knowledge hiding exact a 
price in operational risk; in work, only one person can do it, and only one 
person can fix it. Reduced openness is paid for by everyone in the room, in 
ideas that never get said and problems that surface too late to be cheap. 
Entitlement expectations get paid in fairness when people watch one set of 
rules apply to one person and a different set apply to them. That last bill is the 
one founders find out about last, usually when a good employee resigns and 
gives a reason that never mentions the person everyone assumed was the 
problem. 

Which is worth saying plainly before we go looking for causes. Latitude is not 
yours to give in the abstract. You hand it out on the company's behalf, and it 
gets paid for with the company's stability and with the patience of people who 
don't have the same arrangement. Be as generous with that as you like. You 
cannot hand off responsibility for the cost. 
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Six Forces That Turn Freedom Into 
Expectation 
So why would generosity contribute to any of this? Six research-informed 
forces, working together. None of them requires a bad person. Each one can 
start as a perfectly normal response to a situation nobody drew a line around. 

1   The unwritten contract keeps growing 

Every employment relationship carries a psychological contract: what the 
employee believes each side owes the other. In a high-trust relationship, most 
of that contract never gets said out loud. It gets inferred from how they've been 
treated, over and over. 

That inference is the trap. You grant a flexible schedule, hand over broad 
discretion, adopt a suggestion. You experience all of that as a choice you made. 
They may experience it as a promise you made. Give it a few years and what 
feels like generosity from your chair may register on their side as simply what's 
owed. Then one day you exercise an ordinary prerogative, and what they 
experience may not be management at all. It may be a broken promise. 

Dana may have sincerely believed the company had promised her more than it 
ever actually said. Years of exceptions, adopted recommendations, and control 
nobody contested had written a contract in her head. Her grievance can be 
completely genuine even though nobody ever made the promise. 

 

WORT H AS KING  

What have you granted three times in a row without ever 
naming it discretionary? 

 

2   “Mine” turns territorial 

Psychological ownership grows out of three things: control over something, 
intimate knowledge of it, and personal investment in it. Broad latitude hands 
somebody all three. That's why deep commitment and fierce attachment grow 
out of the same soil. 
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Ownership gets expensive when the person starts defending the domain 
against what they read as intrusion. To the founder, asking Dana to document 
her vendor process was routine. To Dana, it may have come across as a 
transfer of ownership or a demotion in significance. That explains how a small 
request could produce such an enormous reaction. It doesn't buy any time. 
Vendor terms sitting in one head is an exposure the company has to close on a 
schedule, and the schedule gets set by the business, not by how ready the 
person is to feel differently about it. 

Expect the fiercest resistance exactly where the person has invested the most. 
And expect documentation, cross-training, and shared decision-making to 
draw the most fire, especially when they threaten an exclusive claim. 

3   The baseline keeps rising 

Expectations are learned. Say "yes" enough times, and people learn to expect 
"yes". They also adapt to good conditions fast. Last year's generosity is this 
year's floor, and going back to the old floor doesn't feel neutral. It feels like 
something got taken. 

A self-serving story can finish the shift: I earned all of this, because this place 
depends on me. The company's investment drops out of the telling, and asking 
for more starts to feel like justice. None of this means you manufactured a 
personality. You may have taught a set of expectations, so some of them may 
need to be retaught. 

4   The structure vacuum 

Not having a formal structure doesn't eliminate power. It makes power 
informal, hard to challenge, and concentrated in whoever happens to be 
positioned to collect it. In a growing company, someone with a broad self-
authored role, deep tacit knowledge, and the relationships that keep the 
business running can become a powerholder in practice, whatever the org 
chart says. 

So Dana's claim of indispensability wasn't entirely a delusion. Vendor terms 
did live in her head. Those relationships did run through her. The company let 
a genuine structural dependency form, then treated her reaction as though it 
were purely about attitude. 
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Read that fact the right way around, though. A real dependency is worse news 
for the company, not better news for the employee. It means the business is 
carrying an unhedged failure point in work that everything downstream 
depends on. If she quits, gets sick, or digs in, the same hole opens either way. 
A genuine dependency raises the urgency of closing it. It doesn't raise the 
standard of proof you need before you start. 

This is the force founders most often underrate because it points back to their 
own decisions. 

 

WORT H AS KING  

If your most autonomous employee gave notice tomorrow, 
what couldn't you rebuild? 

 

5   Power changes how people behave 

Research on formal leaders finds that a heightened sense of power can 
increase verbal dominance, reduce inhibition, reduce attention to others, and 
make teammates less willing to speak up. Stretching those findings to cover an 
informally powerful employee is a plausible conjecture, not an established 
conclusion. It's still a useful one. Some of the dismissiveness, and some of the 
silence around the person, may flow partly from the position they occupy, and 
not only from malice. 

That's the hopeful reading, because you can change a position. Redistribute 
the power base. If the behavior recedes, the situational explanation gets 
stronger. If it doesn't, the dispositional explanation, the one that points to 
more enduring personal traits, gets harder to dismiss. 

6   Special deals add up 

Researchers call personalized arrangements that sit outside standard policy 
idiosyncratic deals: the custom schedule, the tailored set of duties, the 
standing exception nobody remembers formally granting. They can be 
genuinely valuable. They also carry two risks. The person who has one may 
come to treat a conditional concession as a permanent right. And coworkers 
may read it as a status marker, which changes what they believe about 
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fairness. That belief isn't a soft cost. What people conclude about whether the 
rules are evenly applied shows up later in what they're willing to do and say, 
and whether they stay. 

Long-tenured contributors may also accumulate what researchers call 
idiosyncrasy credit, an earned license to break norms that would still bind a 
newcomer. So the people holding the most special arrangements tend to be the 
people you least want to confront. This part of the literature is younger than 
the work on psychological contracts and ownership, so treat its full 
implications as a well-grounded hypothesis rather than a settled fact. 

 

WORT H AS KING  

Which of your people have already concluded the rules apply 
differently to different people, and when did you last give 
them a reason to think otherwise? 

 

 

The Turning Point Is an Event, Not a Drift 
The mature version of this problem often becomes apparent at a single 
identifiable moment: the latitude-constraining event. A project gets 
redirected. A schedule request gets declined. A decision right gets asserted. 
Documentation gets required. 

Until that day, ownership, expectations, and informal power all accumulate 
quietly because nothing has tested them. The boundary is the test. 

With Dana, the fight was ostensibly about product direction and writing down 
a process. Underneath it sat something much bigger: ownership, identity, 
recognition, fairness, autonomy, status, and the fear of losing influence. The 
reaction was never really about the Tuesday request. 

Then a feedback loop raises the stakes. When someone resists a reasonable 
boundary and wins, and the redirect gets dropped, the documentation gets 
forgotten, the consequence never arrives, the win strengthens the territorial 
claim and expands the informal power. Every standoff you don't resolve makes 
the next one cost more. 
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And the next standoff isn't the whole cost. There's also an audience. 
Boundaries are set in private and graded in public, and the people around the 
person quickly discern the difference between a rule and a suggestion. What 
they learn from a boundary you announced and then dropped is that 
requirements here are negotiable if you push hard enough. That lesson spreads 
to people who were never part of the argument. 

 
 

Constraint reveals what accumulation concealed. 
 

WHAT  T HI S  FRAMEWORK IS  BUILT  ON  

This framework stitches together established research on psychological 
contracts, psychological ownership and territoriality, entitlement, power, 
and individualized employment arrangements, plus a lot of watching it 
happen. Many of the individual links rest on strong studies. The full 
sequence from latitude to entitlement has not been tested end-to-end, 
and where I'm reaching beyond the evidence, I've said so. It fits founder-
led, fast-growing, lightly structured companies best and heavily 
bureaucratic ones worst. Use it as a lens, not a law. 

 

 

Designing Latitude That Lasts 
If part of the diagnosis is relationship design, then the remedy is autonomy 
with a frame around it. 

▪ Say the unwritten contract out loud. Name what's owed, what's 
conditional, and what's your call. Have the conversation again whenever 
the role changes in a meaningful way. 

▪ Separate respect for the person from deference to the role. You 
can treat someone as a whole human being and still hold their job to 
ordinary accountability. These were never in tension. 

▪ Build legitimate structure before you need it. Decision rights, 
documented processes, cross-training, succession. Do it while the 
bottleneck is still just a bottleneck and not yet a power center. 
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▪ Decide what the company can't afford to lose. Knowledge of how the 
business runs, relationships the company owns, the ability to change 
direction. Be generous with freedom around those. Don't route it through 
them. 

▪ Turn recurring exceptions into arrangements everyone can see. 
Name the business conditions that make the accommodation work, and 
name when you'll look at it again. 

▪ Watch what an arrangement teaches everyone else. Whatever you 
grant one person is a statement to the whole team about what the rules are 
and who they apply to. Which is no reason to refuse, and every reason to be 
able to explain the yes. 

▪ Voice, yes. Veto, no. Consultation should be real. It still doesn't hand 
over the decision. 

▪ Say the quiet thing early. A candid conversation, plus a structural 
correction, is far easier before defensive habits set in. 

 
Do this, and you change what the next boundary means. When expectations 
and decision rights are already explicit, a redirect can be received as ordinary 
authority. In a relationship that never had a shape, the identical act can feel 
like betrayal. It also buys you something worth more than a smoother 
conversation. A company that has written down who decides what, and how 
the work actually gets done, can lose people without losing capability, and that 
is the only position from which you can afford to be genuinely generous. 

 

When You're Already In It 
Prevention is the better game. Most leaders get here after the pattern has 
already formed. 

No single behavior is a verdict. You're looking for a cluster that persists after 
you've addressed it, not a bad month. 

READING THE SIGNALS 
▪ Gratitude has turned into expectation. Accommodations are 

assumed rather than requested or acknowledged. 
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▪ The domain is closing. Documentation is resisted, cross-training is 
deflected, and critical knowledge stays in one head. 

▪ People get corrected out of the territory. Colleagues learn not to 
touch it, and not to make a second suggestion. 

▪ The origin story got rewritten. The role's growth is credited entirely to 
personal indispensability. The company's contribution has vanished from 
the telling. 

▪ Ordinary management lands as an intrusion. Feedback, redirection, 
and a declined request all get treated as violations rather than as legitimate 
authority. 

▪ The team has gone quiet. Information moves less, and people defer to 
the dominant person instead of engaging with the work. 

ENTITLEMENT, OR JUST A STRONG ASK? 
Three situations can look alike from a distance and are very different up close. 
Telling them apart keeps you from indulging real entitlement and from 
punishing healthy assertiveness. 

HEALTHY LATITUDE  
They use the freedom fully, keep information moving, argue their 
position honestly, and take a redirect as a normal part of working 
somewhere. 

UNCLEAR EXPECTATIONS  
They believe something was promised, because your repeated behavior 
suggested it was. That's an ambiguity problem you helped build, so 
clarity comes first. First in sequence, though, not instead of 
accountability, and it shouldn't take longer than one conversation and a 
written follow-up. 

GENUINE ENTITLEMENT EXPECTATIONS  
Privileged treatment is expected regardless of performance or 
circumstance, concessions have become permanent rights, and the 
company's contribution is no longer visible to them. 

 

Three tests will usually sort it. 
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▪ Framing. Is this presented as a proposal that acknowledges you get to 
decide, or as a claim to a right? 

▪ Conditionality. When the answer is "no" or "yes," do they engage with 
the condition, or react as though they've been wronged? 

▪ Attribution. Can they still name what the company contributed to their 
growth, or has the story become entirely self-made? 

 
 

A reasonable request survives a no. An entitled 
expectation treats the no itself as the offense. 

 

THE CONVERSATION 
By the time you're seeing obstinacy, they may believe you were the one who 
breached first. Opening with ingratitude and disrespect confirms the betrayal 
story they're already telling, and ignores the ambiguity you helped create. This 
goes better as a reset than a prosecution, but the reset has a test: can this 
person work inside what the company requires? Reset doesn't mean soft. Say 
what the business requires, by when, and what happens if it doesn't arrive. 
Leaving those out isn't kindness, and the people absorbing the problem will 
read the omission accurately. 

Here's roughly how the founder might open with Dana: 

“ 

What you've built here is real, and I'm not going to minimize 
it. We also let this role grow for years without ever defining 
its boundaries, and that's on us. Where we've landed isn't 
workable anymore, and it's costing people other than you. 
Two of your colleagues have stopped bringing merchandising 
problems to anyone, and we can't run a buying function that 
only one person can operate. So: vendor processes 
documented by the end of next month, a second person 
trained on the account list by the end of the quarter, and 
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product direction stays a company decision. I still want your 
judgment and your expertise. I also need you working inside 
those accountabilities, and I'd rather tell you that now than 
pretend it's optional. 

 

That opening is doing several things at once. It affirms what she built while 
owning the company's share of the ambiguity. It names observable behavior 
rather than attacking character, keeps respect for the person separate from 
accountability for the role, and sets expectations in the future. It also does 
what these conversations usually skip: naming the cost other people are 
carrying and putting dates on what has to change. A reset with no dates is a 
pleasant conversation you will be having again in six months. 

Then make the contract explicit. Name what the company genuinely owes, 
which accommodations stay conditional on business needs and performance, 
which choices remain yours alone, and who holds which decision right. Agree 
on visible next steps with dates. State consequences calmly. And don't 
announce a boundary you aren't willing to hold. 

TAKE BACK THE MONOPOLY, NOT THE FREEDOM. 
Don't strip out every form of autonomy. It's still doing real motivational work, 
and a punitive overcorrection will destroy what made this person valuable in 
the first place. Restore the frame instead. 

The opposite error costs just as much and announces itself more slowly. 
Under-correcting feels like patience from the inside. From the outside, it looks 
like the company is deciding that one person's comfort outranks everyone 
else's, and it gets priced in accordingly: fewer suggestions, slower information, 
and eventually a resignation from somebody you weren't worried about. 
Overcorrection wastes a good employee. Undercorrection teaches the rest of 
the staff what the company actually rewards. 

Leave them discretion over how the work gets done. Dismantle the structural 
monopoly. Documentation, cross-training, and redundancy aren't 
punishments. They make essential work shareable, teachable, and survivable. 
A sentence that lands well: your work is too important to exist only in your 
head. That framing helps, and be clear with yourself that it is a framing rather 
than a request. The company would need this control if the person were a 
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delight to work with. Resistance to it is information, not a veto, and the 
timeline belongs to the business. 

This also gives you a fair test. If the behavior was substantially driven by 
concentrated power and murky expectations, restructuring the role should 
cause it to recede. If the person keeps hiding knowledge, defending turf, or 
rejecting legitimate authority after you've owned and corrected the ambiguity, 
the situational explanation weakens. Give the test a window and say it out loud 
to yourself, if not to them. A quarter is usually enough to see whether 
documentation is moving and whether colleagues are being let back in. An 
open-ended test isn't really a test at all, just a way of postponing the decision 
while the company keeps paying for it. 

AFTER THE CONVERSATION 
▪ Put the reset in writing, and revisit it when the role changes. 

▪ Set documentation and cross-training milestones with dates and names 
attached. 

▪ Formalize the accumulated special arrangements or end them. Don't let 
silence turn them into rights. 

▪ Run the continuity work on its own schedule. Documentation and cross-
training aren't contingent on how the relationship is going. The company 
needs that knowledge out of one head whether this ends well or badly, and 
it's far easier to build while the person is still there. 

▪ Keep asking for input. Withdrawing voice can feel retaliatory and throw 
away real value. 

▪ Watch the next ordinary boundary. That's where the truth shows up, not in 
the calm between incidents. 

▪ Watch the rest of the team, too. They'll tell you whether the reset was real. 
If information starts moving and people start raising things directly, it 
worked. If everyone is still routing around the same person, it didn't, 
however the conversation felt. 

•    •    •  
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Can Trust Be Rebuilt? 
Often, yes. The structural account gives you a reason for guarded optimism. If 
a relationship with no edges helped produce the behavior, then changing the 
relationship can change the behavior. Character isn't the whole story. 

Guarded is doing a lot of work in that sentence, so let me be blunt about the 
objective. The objective isn't to save the relationship. It's a company that runs 
well, and in most cases the best available version of that includes this person, 
working inside a clearer frame, still doing what they're good at. Sometimes it 
doesn't. Repair is the right call when it can be done without the business 
incurring further damage in the meantime, and it stops being the right call the 
moment those two things come apart. 

Picture the next ordinary boundary with Dana. The founder declines a 
proposed purchase, or sends a colleague to a vendor meeting. Dana may 
disagree, maybe strongly. If she treats the decision as legitimate, hands over 
what's needed, and keeps working without converting a disagreement into a 
betrayal, this is recoverable. Every boundary that gets accepted rebuilds trust 
in both directions. 

If, instead, she renews the territorial defense, withholds knowledge, or treats 
every decision she dislikes as a personal violation, the evidence starts to move. 
A situational explanation examines the conditions surrounding the behavior. 
A dispositional one looks at more durable tendencies in the person. Clear 
structure gives you a fairer basis for deciding which one fits. 

WHAT REAL PROGRESS LOOKS LIKE 
▪ Redirection is absorbed as normal management instead of litigated as 

betrayal. 

▪ The domain opens. Processes are documented, knowledge moves again, 
and colleagues are welcomed in rather than corrected out. 

▪ Asks go back to being requests, with room for a conditional answer or a flat 
no. 

▪ The origin story regains its second author. They can again name what the 
company contributed. 

▪ The team's voice returns. Somebody makes a second suggestion. 
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Don't confuse progress with the performance of progress. The test is behavior 
at the constraining moments, not how pleasant things are in between. 

COACH, OR ACT? 
Coaching is a good investment when you caught the pattern early, the person 
is moving on the markers above, and the entitlement looks at least partly 
taught by the relationship. But some people carry entitlement from one job to 
the next, and no employer can coach away every durable pattern. 

Stronger corrective action becomes appropriate once the contract is explicit, 
the power base has been restructured, expectations and consequences have 
been stated plainly, and the defending, the knowledge hiding, or the refusal of 
legitimate authority continues anyway. At that point, the damage is no longer 
about one relationship. Information isn't moving, the team has gotten quieter, 
and tolerated defiance compounds. 

That sequence assumes you have time, and sometimes you don't. If people are 
resigning, if a season's buying has stalled, if a vendor relationship the company 
depends on is being managed as personal property, you act on the facts in 
front of you and repair the design in parallel. Fixing your own ambiguity is an 
obligation you owe. It was never a gate the rest of the company has to wait 
behind. 

It helps to know what the rungs actually are, because founders tend to think in 
terms of coach or fire and then avoid both. Between them sit narrowing the 
role to what the person does well, moving specific accounts or decision rights 
to someone else, putting expectations into a written plan with dates, and 
reassignment to a job where the same strengths do less damage. Each is 
smaller than separation and larger than another conversation, and each one 
returns information the previous one couldn't. 

Whichever rung you're weighing, run it through the same questions, and run 
doing nothing through them too. What does this choice do to the work getting 
out the door, to the people who have to absorb the change, to the customers 
and vendors who notice when something slips, to the money, and to what 
everyone concludes about whether standards mean anything here? Then ask 
all of it again about leaving things exactly as they are, because that's a decision 
too, and it was never the free one. Founders are good at imagining the cost of 
acting, since it's vivid and it arrives on a date they picked. The cost of waiting is 
quieter and usually larger. It shows up as a resignation nobody saw coming, a 
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buy that missed, an operating problem that went unflagged because flagging it 
was no longer worth the trouble. 

Separation belongs on that list and deserves the same treatment as everything 
else, rather than being either the unmentionable option or the fantasy one. 
Ending it removes the behavior and walks real capability out the door, 
sometimes including knowledge the company hasn't recovered yet, which is 
another argument for starting the documentation months earlier. Keeping 
someone whose conduct you've already decided you can't change costs you the 
confidence of everyone who watched you make that decision. Both are losses. 
The judgment you're being paid for is knowing which one the company can 
carry. 

Whatever else happens, don't let the confrontation end as a win for the 
pattern. The person in front of you will remember how it went. So will 
everyone who was watching to find out how much a rule is worth around here. 
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Takeaways for Leaders 
 

▪ Latitude isn't the problem. Unbounded latitude is.  Keep the 
freedom. Build the frame. 

▪ Write down the unwritten contract.  Perceived obligations 
expand in the gaps, especially as roles and accommodations pile up. 

▪ Watch domains, not just attitudes.  An undocumented 
bottleneck is informal power accumulating and an operating risk 
sitting unhedged, no matter how good the mood in the room is. 

▪ Voice is not veto.  Keep asking for input. Keep decision rights 
explicit. 

▪ Expect the eruption at the boundary.  The constraining event 
reveals what the calm was hiding. 

▪ Judge recovery at the boundaries.  Progress looks like 
redirection absorbed, domains opened, and requests that survive a 
no. 

▪ Respect the person, hold the role.  These were never in tension. 

▪ Audit the conditions before you blame the character.  Ask 
what you left undefined. Then hold the person responsible for 
whatever is left, and don't let the audit become the reason nothing 
happens. 

▪ The company is the client.  Latitude gets granted on its behalf. 
Being generous with it is your call. Being responsible for what it costs 
isn't. 

▪ Doing nothing is a decision.  Price inaction the way you price 
action: in morale, in information that stops moving, and in how much 
your next boundary will be worth. 

 

The relational, high-latitude model is worth keeping. It builds engagement, 
loyalty, initiative, and a sense of ownership that no policy manual will ever 
manufacture. 
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But generosity without definition isn't kindness. It's ambiguity, and ambiguity 
eventually presents its bill. It's worth being clear about who pays it. Not you, 
mostly, and not the person whose latitude went unmanaged. It gets paid by the 
colleagues who stopped speaking up, by the customers who noticed something 
slip, and by a company that ends up less able to withstand the loss of anyone. 

None of which is an argument for running a tighter ship out of fear. The 
leaders who get this right aren't the cautious ones. They're the ones who 
understood from the start that the freedom they were handing out belonged to 
the company, and who built enough structure to keep handing it out without 
holding their breath. 

 
 

Invest in people as much as you ever did. Just say 
what the investment means. 
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