
Light The 
Right Fuse
How Leaders Avoid Catastrophe, 
Improve Collaboration, and Regain 
Control Using the Ticking Clock 
Decision Framework



entirely new perspective?*
Are you ready to see your 

problems from an

With This eBook:

Shine a brand new light on your problems

Separate the worthy from the unworthy

Limit wasted time 

Extinguish sparks before they become 

flames 

Take meaningful, value-driven risks, rather 

than compulsory ones

○

○

○

○

○

* Was it over-promise and under-deliver, or...?
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Listen To The Ticking Clock

Even if you do not consider yourself an avid storyteller, 
you may recognize the ‘ticking clock’ plot device. 

The ticking clock is a narrative tool which urges the 
protagonist to action. 

In Charles Dickens’ classic, A Christmas Carol, the ghost of 
his former partner, John Marley, visits Ebenezer Scrooge. 

Heavy chains weigh the neck of Marley’s ghost, a spirit 
forced to wander the Earth unable to enter the kingdom of 
Heaven. 

Marley admonishes Scrooge that such are the consequences for 
living a greedy and self-absorbed life; a fate certain to 
befall Scrooge unless he changes his ways. 

The clock is life itself. Scrooge must resolve his problem 
before he passes, and the consequence for failing to do so 
is a pretty lousy afterlife: 

Even by 2020 standards.

However, the ticking clock device offers much more than a 
formula for storytelling, it presents a blueprint for every 
problem you face. 

If that sounds like an over-simplification, read on…

Takeaway: Ticking Clock
A ticking clock, one that reminds us of our limited 
time to act, drives every decision we make.
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Three Principle

Components
A Fuse, Clock, and Bomb compose every 

pressure you feel and decision you must make
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Fuse 
 
This is a choice that puts two 
people, organizations, or 
principles at odds with each 
other: A vs B. (some fuses are 
desirable, more on that later) 
 
You may belong to an affected 
party or act as a moderator 
between these parties in your 
role as executive.

Clock 
 
At time Y, you cannot avert 
the consequences of lighting 
the fuse. When the clock runs 
out, the bomb goes off. 
 
As you approach Y, the quality 
of your decision-making 
falters and the anxiety shared 
by stakeholders grows.

Bomb 
 
The bomb represents the 
consequences (Z) facing one or 
both parties if the tension 
between them remains 
unresolved.  
 
E.g. marketing’s goal of omni-
channel integration vs. 
product’s goal of feature 
delivery will result in cross-
functional bickering and 
delays.

He lit the fuse himself when he 
chose to be a miser. This choice 
placed Scrooge’s desire for 
wealth (A) in direct conflict 
with the community’s desire to 
remain prosperous, and alive (B).

Scrooge’s Fuse

Scrooge was pushing 60 during a 
time when toothaches were still 
treated with cocaine; he would 
not remain alive for long. 
Therefore, Scrooge’s clock was 
life itself: his dwindling number 
of remaining years.

Scrooge’s Clock

Scrooge’s Bomb

Scrooge faced an eternity 
wandering the Earth as a 
depressed chain-wielding specter 
with rotting cocaine teeth; a 
galvanizing consequence indeed.
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These three elements act in tandem to pressure us into a 
decision. We can represent each pressure by expressing them 
in a sentence:

By acknowledging their existence and probing for their 
specifics, you gain control and confidence in the actions 
you, your organization, and your teams must take (or may 
avoid taking).

Takeaway: Three Principle Components

I must resolve the tension between A and B 

by Y or else Z.

Choose Your Path
At any time, problems exist in one of three states. Jump to 
the material most relevant to you:

ABOUT TO LIGHT 
A FUSE

You plan to take an 
action that may 
lead to a down-line 
problem, or two, or 
a dozen...

Let's Think This Over

APOCALYPSE

SOON(ISH)

You see 
consequences 
coming, and they 
don’t look good.

Take a Deep Breath

No problems behind 
me, and none ahead 
of me either. 

Things look good!

Mai Tai Time!? �

EVERYTHING IS 
NOT FINE

(tap one these buttons, or just keep scrolling!)
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So You Like Starting Fires?
About To Light a Fuse

A single poor choice ignites several down-line problems. 

These are choices that give rise to one or more tensions 
between the goals of two parties; as a leader, you often 
exist at a focal point in these contests — whether you know 
it or not. 

And as a leader, your smallest actions can lead to 
significant tension.

However, you can still do most of what you want while 
averting catastrophes both small and large…

Imagine you chose to ignore a reasonable request made by a 
subordinate. 

In their position, they feel limited in their ability to 
surface this with you… What happens? 

A bomb goes off with none but the subordinate to bear 
witness.

Consequence

Your inaction erodes trust and fosters an ineffectual 
working relationship, all without your recognition. 

Months later, you realize something feels off long after 
several additional bombs erupted.

Example Scenario
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Avoid The Obvious
About To Light a Fuse

The best way to avoid lighting fuses is to follow this 
simple do-not list of commandments. 
 
Each easier said than done. What gets us into trouble as 
leaders is precisely what gets us into trouble in life.

Organizations that regularly violate these commandments make 
mediocre decisions, light bountiful fuses, and eventually 
self-destruct — all to the merriment of their competition.

Do NOT make unilateral decisions affecting 3rd 

parties

Do not make a promise without the intention to 

keep it

Do not change tactics without consulting those 

who execute them

Do not cut corners for which you refuse to claim 

responsibility

Do not lie or omit pertinent information

And finally, do not permit this behavior among 

your peers and reports
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Small choices, compounding consequences 
- As a leader, your smallest action (or inaction) can lead

to cascading, unresolved tensions

Avoid obvious fires 
- Refuse to make unfulfillable promises
- Vilify selfishness, reward candor
- Resist the temptation to act unilaterally

Assuming it’s too late and the fuse is lit, what then?

Recap: About To Light a Fuse
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Is This The Real Life?
Apocalypse Soon(ish)

The fuse is lit and the consequences fast approach. Before 
diving in to solve any problem, stop. 
 
When you feel pressured to run at your problem, your 
eagerness to solve it will tempt you toward quick-fixes. And 
quick-fixes rarely resolve underlying tension; they buy you 
time. 
 
In reality, your worst fears live predominantly in your 
mind. Before relieving the pressure, test reality first. 
Begin that by naming the tension properly.

With the tension properly isolated, you must now imagine a 
bomb.

1. Name The Tension

Tensions represent a (temporarily) irreconcilable conflict 
between the desires of two people, parties, or principles, A 
vs B. 
 
E.g. Your subordinate’s desire for a promotion vs your desire 
to keep her (a highly-effective officer) in her present role. 
 
When labeling tensions, hold both parties harmless by 
assuming their intentions are well-meaning, even when that 
may not be true. This prepares you to understand, rather 
than criticize their perspective.
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Apocalypse Soon(ish)

2. Imagine A Bomb

Bombs represent the worst-case scenario we imagine resulting 
from an unrelieved tension. 
 
E.g. You believe your subordinate will grow impatient and 
begin to seek gainful employment in another department, or 
another organization. 
 
This step requires presumed knowledge to complete. However, 
bear in mind it is your worst-case scenario, not necessarily 
the correct one.

Having imagined the bomb in your mind, you must compare it 
to the one that exists in the real world. 
 
Probing reality and the presumptions we use to construct it 
are critical decision-making components — yet many skip 
straight to judgment and collect their quarterly performance 
bonuses.

3. Test Reality

Seek confirmation or invalidation of imagined consequences. 
 
E.g. After a heart-to-heart, your subordinate reveals her true 
intention was to gain invitation to the company’s annual 
growth retreat, exclusive to presidents & VPs. 
 
Armed with this knowledge, you can find a 3rd path forward 
that satisfies both parties! 
 
You would think this step obvious, but many of us, 
especially successful leaders, assume their version of 
reality is the complete and accurate one.
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Apocalypse Soon(ish)

Separating the real from the imaginary requires candor, 
patience, and awareness that any single individual will 
suffer from a limited understanding of the facts, which 
includes you.

In Anderson’s case, your fears were unwarranted. But what do 
you do when the consequences are both real and serious?

Takeaway: Fact-Finding is a Contact Sport
Would you rather face a jury of 12 peers or a single CEO 
with ‘all the answers?’
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Choose Your Path
Apocalypse Soon(ish)

Some consequences are all too real: Government fines, 
extreme budget cuts, product line degradation, significant 
PR damage, client loss, and many others. 
 
After separating fact from fiction, make a judgment call: 
can you survive the blow-back? Some bombs you must defuse, 
but others you can safely drive into the middle of no where 
and set off yourself.

But what if you find yourself solving the same problem over, 
and over, and over…?

Do Nothing

This choice is a question of 
values, and if your organization 
lacks values, you risk making a 
selfish, protectionist choice.

To pull it off, you must give 
others a chance to process your 
decision and prepare for the 
fallout. 
 
You are far better off sharing your 
choice with them now rather than 
leaving them holding the bag when 
the bomb goes off.

Cascading Collateral

Every bomb ignites a 
series of new, and 
possibly more tragic 
fuses!

Defuse or Disengage

If you’re brave, you will regularly 
jettison clients who vacuum up 
resources, product lines that bring 
diminishing returns, and leaders 
who trade in abstraction and 
busywork. 
 
Disengage by releasing the concern 
entirely.

Peter Drucker’s Question

"If you were starting this 
today, would you?"

Having cast-off the tensions 
unworthy of your time; you are left 
with the energy and focus you need 
to solve problems that matter. 
 
Combine empathy, critical thinking, 
domain expertise, and the ingenuity 
of your team to manifest a proper 
solution.
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Beware of Decoys
Apocalypse Soon(ish)

Even when problems are both real and worthy of solving, they 
can take the form of down-line tensions caused by greater, 
over-arching battles to which you are oblivious. 
 
These are decoys, diverting you from releasing the true 
underlying tensions in your organization. 
 
Here are three distinct traits of a decoy:

1. Repeat Combatants
The opposing people, ideas, or principles seem to reappear 
in conflict again and again… 
 
E.g. You repeatedly resolve an issue between accounting’s 
desire to maintain a standard contract structure and sale’s 
desire to close smaller, a la carte accounts.

2. Up Close & Too Personal
If you are presented with clear fuses, clocks, and bombs, 
then the decision you must make is tactically-oriented, 
parties merely seek a rubberstamp. 
 
These problems are far too granular (high-resolution) and 
should never make it to your desk. 
 
E.g. Marketing wants to upgrade to a vendor’s enterprise tier 
but procurement refuses to accept anything less than 15% off 
base price, the 5% discount expires Monday and marketing needs 
this tool for an upcoming training seminar.
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Apocalypse Soon(ish)

If you refuse to bring these parties together and solve the 
underlying tensions, those that are value and policy-based, 
the parties will continue to lay these decisions at your 
desk and distract you from high-leverage work.

3. Short Fuse
These decisions feature remarkably short ticking-clocks. 
They draw your full attention and demand resolution in a 
month’s time or less.

Test the reality of your concerns 
  - Be open, demand candor, and question your assumptions 
 
If you face a real consequence… 
  - Defuse, disengage, or disregard 
  - Whatever your decision, inform stakeholders 
 
Check for decoys 
  - Keep a log of tensions that make their way to your desk 
  - Repeat A vs B offenders will consume your time until you  
    resolve their deeper tension

Recap: Apocalypse Soon(ish)
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If you find yourself relaxing, your problems shrinking into 
the past, and your days bordering on dull, that is no cause 
for celebration. 

The reason you avoid fuses, defuse your problems, and let go 
of those that needn’t concern you, is not to rid yourself of 
problems. 

By reimagining and confronting your pressures, you get to 
choose your problems, rather than problems choosing you. 

Once you’ve unburdened yourself from down-line tensions and 
rid your day-to-day of careless fuse-lighting, it’s time to 
get back to the meaningful work you were meant to do.

And it just so happens that each of those bold choices you 
make as a team lights a powerful fuse, but not the kind you 
think.

Everything Is Not Fine

Takeaway: A Leader’s Role
To help their people choose the targets worth going 
after, the goals worthy of achievement, and the 
problems worthy of their talent.
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Light Rockets, Not Bombs
Everything Is Not Fine

When you launch a new venture, merge with an existing one, 
embark toward new products or services, you light a powerful 
fuse; you light a rocket. 

These do-or-die decisions pit your team against the world. 

These are the risks you all benefit from, and your team will 
fall in-line behind them because they offer an opportunity 
to achieve something spectacular. 

These rockets may crash to the ground, but those that soar 
toward the heavens can inspire an entire generation. 

These are the fuses you’ll remember, the ones you will be 
proud to have lit yourself.

Takeaway: Lighting Rockets
When you align on values and imbue your people with 
trust, they will take the risks worth taking.

I place the responsibility in your hands. It is up to you to 
apply this strategy and imbue it in your team to quash 
unnecessary squabbles, reduce your stress, and take on the 
big challenges you were meant to take on. 

Get to it.
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