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When Decisiveness Weakens a 
Leadership Team

Matt Paese, Ph.D.

Jordan (not his real name) still remembers the day 
the chair of the board’s Succession Committee 
invited him into a special meeting. He had been 
selected as the company’s next CEO.

Less than a year later, he shared something that 
surprised me.  “I don’t think I’m managing my 
leadership team very well.”

The company had endured wave after wave of 
disruption—downsizing, restructuring, portfolio 
shifts, organizational redesign, and another 
restructuring for good measure. The executive 
team was talented and committed, but cracks had 
begun to appear. Strategic initiatives stalled and 
alignment was becoming increasingly difficult to 
sustain.

As Jordan reflected on those first months, he 
realized the problem wasn’t simply the pace of 
change. It was how he had led the team through it.

“I have a tendency to step in too soon,” he 
admitted.

Like many CEOs, Jordan felt responsible for 
creating clarity whenever his executive team 
reached an impasse. The dialogues were often 
intense – more like debates. Everyone around the 
table was intelligent, experienced, and deeply 
committed to their point of view. He saw his job 
as accelerating progress. So he made calls. Lots of 
them – to the point where it became routine.

Looking back, he realized he wasn’t simply making 
decisions. 

He was unintentionally teaching his team that 
when the conversation became difficult, he 
would finish it for them.

That’s an expensive lesson.

One of the paradoxes of executive leadership is 
that moments of disagreement are often the 
very moments when leadership teams have 
the greatest opportunity to become stronger. 
Wrestling through competing priorities, surfacing 
assumptions, and challenging one another 
respectfully are not obstacles to teamwork—they’re 
how teamwork is built.

Teams rarely commit to decisions they weren’t 
allowed to wrestle with.

Jordan eventually put it this way: “We weren’t just 
changing strategy. We were asking some leaders 
to change what they valued in their work.”

He wasn’t talking about personal values or 
ethics. He meant the priorities that defined each 
executive’s function and identity. Those changes 
couldn’t simply be announced. They had to be 
worked through.

His decisions were usually sound. The process, 
however, often left people aligned with the 
outcome but disconnected from one another.

The irony is that decisiveness isn’t what weakens 
leadership teams. It’s premature decisiveness that 
does so.

There are certainly moments when team leaders 
must decide. That responsibility comes with the 
role. But many of the most consequential decisions 
require something before they require an answer: 
they require the team to do the work of wrestling 
with complexity together.

Jordan’s experience isn’t unique. While the stakes 
may be highest in the CEO role, nearly every leader 
eventually confronts the same dilemma: When 
should I step in and decide, and when should I 
allow the team to wrestle with the issue?
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From our many conversations with CEOs and other senior 
leaders, several principles consistently emerge:

1. To build teamwork, let the team work.

Resist the urge to rescue the group at the first sign of friction. Stay close, 
ask questions, clarify the decision that must be made, and help the team 
remain in the conversation long enough to make progress.

2. Know whether the decision is genuinely open for discussion.

Don’t invite debate around a conclusion you’ve already reached. If the 
decision is yours to make, say so. If the team has room to shape it, be 
equally clear about where that room exists.

3. Offer your point of view last.

A leader’s opinion carries disproportionate weight. Once it’s on the table, 
others begin editing their own thinking to accommodate it. Listen first, 
especially when the issue is complex or emotionally charged.

4. Surface the real tradeoffs.

Team disagreements are rarely about facts alone. They often reflect 
competing priorities, identities, incentives, and deeply held beliefs about 
what the organization should value. Naming those tensions makes them 
easier to work through.

5. Separate productive conflict from personal friction.

Some issues belong in the room. Others require a direct conversation with 
one or two individuals before the broader team can engage productively. 
Avoiding sensitive issues creates dysfunction, but processing every issue 
publicly can create a different kind.

6. Intervene deliberately, not reflexively.

There will always be moments when the leader must make the call. When 
that happens, explain the reasoning, acknowledge the tradeoffs, and make 
clear that the team’s work informed the decision—even when it didn’t 
produce consensus.

Whether CEO or front-line supervisor, a leader’s role isn’t simply to resolve 
tension. It’s to create the conditions where productive tension leads to 
stronger thinking, deeper commitment, and greater trust.

Sometimes the fastest path to a decision is the slower path to 
commitment. And sometimes the best decision a leader makes is resisting 
the temptation to make one too soon.
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