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circumstances. Teel & Company disclaims any liability arising directly or indirectly from the use of this material.
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FORWARD-LOOK ING STATEMENTS

This guide includes general observations about enterprise-leader dependence and the structural conditions of

institutional resilience. Such observations describe structural conditions and do not constitute predictions of any

particular leadership transition, succession outcome, transaction, market condition, or financial result. Actual

outcomes depend on factors specific to each enterprise and may differ materially.
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publication and operating governance.
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PART  ONE  ·  THE  M ISREAD

The plateau and the model

An enterprise that has grown reliably and then

stops rarely stops for the reasons first proposed.

Demand has not disappeared; the team has not

lost its capability.

A plateau is read as a market problem. It is a signal that the enterprise has outgrown the

operating model that built it.

A condition that cannot be explained by the things leaders are trained to examine is read, by default, as a

harder version of those same things—a sales problem, a pricing problem, a competitive problem. It is none

of those. A plateau that holds while demand, capability, and opportunity remain available is a structural

signal:1 the enterprise has reached the limit of the operating model that carried it to this point.

The distinction matters because the two readings lead in opposite directions. Read as a market problem,

the plateau invites more effort against the market. Read as a structural signal, it directs attention to the

operating model itself—where the constraint actually sits.

A plateau is where the operating model

reaches the limit of what it can carry.

See Map No. 01-D · See Field Note No. 01-A 1 Olson, van Bever & Verry, “When Growth Stalls,” Harvard Business Review (March 2008).
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PART  TWO ·  THE  CONDITION

What dependence actually is
The most common structural cause of the plateau is dependence on a single leader. The term is routinely misread—and the misreading is the reason the

usual remedy fails.

WHAT  IT  LOOKS  L IKE

A leader holding on

Read as temperament: a leader who will not delegate, a principal who keeps too

much control. The remedy follows simply—the leader should delegate more.

Framed this way, dependence is a habit to be corrected, and the correction is a

matter of will.

WHAT  IT  ACTUALLY  IS

A function with no structural home

An enterprise requires a continuous synchronizing function—keeping

interpretation, priorities, and decisions aligned across the organization. In a

dependent enterprise that function runs through one person rather than the

structure. “Delegate more” redistributes work; it does not transfer the function.

The dependence persists because the thing depended upon was never a workload

—it was the enterprise’s coherence, supplied by one person.

See Map No. 01-A · See Field Note No. 01-B
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PART  THREE  ·  THE  COST

What the dependence compounds to
The cost of leaving the synchronizing function in a person is not paid at the moment of transition. It is set years earlier, and it compounds—each year the

enterprise grows around the leader rather than the structure.

——   CARR IED  BY STRUCTURE

Transferred through the growth years

Built into structure as the enterprise grows.

Resilience compounds; a leadership change is a

transition, not a rupture.

–  –  TRANSFER  STARTED  LATE

Begun only once the plateau is felt

Possible but partial: years of accumulated

dependence unwound under time pressure.

Resilience arrives incomplete.

· · ·  NEVER  TRANSFERRED

Left in the leader to the end

Resilience stays flat. The cost is invisible while the

leader is present—and total at the moment the

leader is not.

INST ITUT IONAL  RES IL I ENCE

high

low

The leader’s absence

exposes the gap

EARLY

Growth years

PLATEAU

The signal arrives

TRANSIT ION

Leader changes or exits

See Map No. 01-D · See Field Note No. 01-D
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PART  FOUR  ·  THE  READING

Reading the dependence: the Five Enterprise Domains™
Leadership is not one of the domains; it is the synchronizing function that runs across them. Absorbed into a person, one condition surfaces in five places

—and is paid for in Economics + Metrics.

01 People + Alignment
Where the dependence is primary

Shared interpretation does not stabilize on its own. It holds while the leader is present to hold it, and scatters when the leader’s

attention moves elsewhere.

02 Processes + Integration
Where the architecture does not renew

The architecture that carries work is maintained by the leader’s judgment about what to fix and when—not by structure that adjusts

on its own.

03 Execution + Intelligence
Where motion slows to one person Decisions route to the leader. Execution moves at the speed of escalation rather than the speed of the work itself.

04 Customer + Interaction
Where the cost surfaces outward

The same enterprise responds at different speeds and standards depending on whether the leader was in the path—inconsistency the

customer can feel.

05 Economics + Metrics
Where the condition is paid for

Margin absorbs the compensatory effort the enterprise expends to stay coordinated around a person—the standing cost of

synchronization never made structural.

See Map No. 01-A · See Field Note No. 01-B
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PART  FIVE  ·  THE  CORRECTION

Why the symptoms mislead
Each symptom presents as a recognizable problem with its own remedy. Each remedy reaches a registration of the condition—not the condition. The

enterprise manages one cause five times, in five places, at five times the cost.

READ  AS  A  PR IC ING  PROBLEM

Inconsistent profitability
Repricing improves the surface and leaves the cause untouched. The synchronizing function is still lodged in a person, not

the margin structure, so the variance returns at the next cycle.

READ  AS  A  PROCESS  PROBLEM

Slow decisions
A new process redistributes steps but does not relocate the decision that still routes to one person. Velocity returns to the

speed of escalation as soon as the process meets a case the leader has not pre-decided.

READ  AS  A  COMPENSAT ION  PROBLEM

Talent attrition
A retention program treats the symptom of capable people with no structural authority—the authority the synchronizing

function never released to them. They leave to find rooms where their judgment carries weight.

READ  AS  A  CONCENTRAT ION  PROBLEM

Fragile customer relationships
Diversifying the book does not change that the enterprise responds through the leader. Customers feel the variance in

standard and speed; the relationship is with a person, not an institution that holds without them.

READ  AS  A  SYSTEMS  PROBLEM

Process fracture under growth
New systems fracture again at the next scale, because the architecture is still renewed by one person’s judgment rather than

by structure. Each rebuild buys time, not resolution.

See Map No. 01-B · See Field Note No. 01-C
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PART  S IX  ·  THE  DETECTION

How the condition is seen before it is reported
Dependence is visible before it is named, if one knows where to look. The markers are not in the financials first—they are in how the enterprise behaves

when the leader is, and is not, in the room.

WHAT  THE  LEADER  CAN  OBSERVE

Decisions route inward

The calendar fills with decisions that should

resolve elsewhere—each small, all routed to

the leader.

Nothing new moves

Progress slows whenever attention turns

elsewhere; the existing work needs the leader

to keep moving.

The standard lives in a person

The team asks for direction on cases it has

seen before, because the standard is in

judgment, not structure.

Absence accrues a backlog

Time away is not restful—it builds a backlog

only the leader can clear on return.

WHAT  THE  BOARD  CAN  OBSERVE

Reporting that narrates

Management updates that read as the leader’s account of the enterprise rather than the enterprise’s

account of itself.

One voice in the room

The second tier is present but deferent; structural questions return to a single person regardless of

whose function they touch.

Continuity that cannot be described

No clear answer to what happens to coherence if the leader is unavailable for a quarter—only that it

would be “difficult.”

See Map No. 01-E · See Field Note No. 01-C
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PART  SEVEN ·  THE  TRANSLATION

Building synchronization into structure
Reducing dependence is the translation of what is held in the leader into what is held in the enterprise—and the difficulty of that translation, not the

leader doing less, is the structural project. Some translations are mechanical; some take years.

HELD  IN  THE  LEADER HELD  IN  THE  ENTERPR IS E

Operating standards

Decision flow

Enterprise  memory

Alignment

Customer trust

Reducing dependence is the translation of what is held in the leader into what is held in the enterprise. The difficulty is the structural project: the longer the bar, the more the transfer takes time rather than instruction.

See Map No. 01-C · See Field Note No. 01-E
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PART  EIGHT  ·  THE  SEQUENCE

The transfer sequenced
Because the hardest translations take years, the transfer must be sequenced—the mechanical work first, the structural work next, the work that only

time can do begun earliest of all. The horizon dictates when each must be in place, not when it begins.

BEGIN  EARL IEST

What only time builds

Second-tier judgment that holds without

the leader

Customer trust transferred to the

enterprise

Self-stabilizing alignment around

reference points

BU ILD  THROUGH

The structural work

Decision authority placed where the work

sits

Institutional memory in consultable

records

Renewal on a structural cadence, not by

notice

RESOLVE FIRST

The mechanical work

Operating standards documented and

legible

Decision rights written down

Reporting the enterprise produces of

itself

THE TEST

Coherence in absence

The enterprise holds through a quarter

without the leader

Standards survive a change at the top

Resilience precedes the transition that

requires it

See Map No. 01-F · See Field Note No. 01-E
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PART  NINE  ·  THE  BOARD ’S  V IEW

What the board has standing to require
From the board’s seat, dependence is a continuity risk, not a management style. The most capable leaders produce the most acute dependence—it is

frequently a consequence of leadership that has worked.

THE  BOARD’S  STRUCTURAL  QUEST IONS

Does the enterprise’s coherence hold in the leader’s absence—or does it slow, scatter, or stall?

Where does the synchronizing function sit: in a person, or in the structure?

What is the enterprise worth beyond the tenure of the person currently running it?

Is institutional weight beyond the leader being built—or assumed?

WHAT  THE  BOARD  CAN  REQUIRE

Coherence in absence

Interpretation and decisions that hold when the leader is unavailable—the function built into

structure.

A sequenced transfer

Evidence the translation is underway on a horizon, not deferred to the moment it is needed.

Institutional weight

Value that survives the person currently running the enterprise—the condition a board has standing

to require.

See Map No. 01-A · See Field Note No. 01-F

Leader Dependence No. 01: Building the Enterprise That Outlasts Its Leaders

© 2026 Teel & Company. All rights reserved.
Teel & Company

STRATE G I STS  A ND  C PA s

https://teelandco.com/work-product/leader-dependence/01/maps#map-01-a
https://teelandco.com/work-product/leader-dependence/01/field-notes#field-note-01-f


Teel & Company
S T R AT E G I S T S  AND  C PA s

 
The seat at the principal’s table

FOR  OPERATING  RELATIONSHIP  INQU IR IES

teelandco.com

C H I C A G O

+1  312  873  1300

N EW  Y O R K

+1  646  762  7400


