FOUNDER FIRE CODES™ - ADVANCED FIRE

THE AGGOUNTABILITY
VAGUUM

The standards are real. They’re just stored in your presence — and they
clock out every time you do.

DEPENDENCY TYPE CULTURE
HOW IT SOUNDS  “IT GETS DONE MY WAY ONLY WHEN I’'M WATCHING.”
TIME TO FIRST RELIEF  TWO WEEKS — THE CODE WRITTEN AND ROLLED OUT

FIRE DANGER — HOW FAST THIS ONE COMPOUNDS
I
SLOW BURN STEADY FAST FIVE ALARM



© THE SCENE

You were out for three days. Not even a vacation — a conference and a travel day. And
walking back into the business, you can feel it before you can prove it: things slid.

Nothing broke, exactly. But the client report that went out Thursday was fine instead of excellent,
and nobody flagged the difference. A deadline moved without anyone deciding it moved — it just
softened, the way deadlines do when no one’s holding them. The morning check-in happened
Monday, got thin Tuesday, and by Wednesday quietly didn’t happen. Three days. That's all it took
for the place to exhale.

And here’s the part that actually stings: everyone worked hard while you were gone. Nobody
slacked. They just worked to a different standard — a softer one — because the real standard was
never written anywhere. It lives in you. It's enforced by your eyes on the work, your raised eyebrow,
the particular quiet you go when something’s not right. Your team has learned to read you like
weather, and they’re good at it. Which means your company doesn't have a culture. It has your
moods, interpreted — a forecast everyone checks before deciding how careful to be today.

You know it, too, in the moments you let yourself look at it. Why else does the pace change when
your status light goes green? Why else does “is she in today?” matter so much?

YOU KNOW THIS FIRE IS BURNING WHEN
Quality visibly dips when you travel — and snaps back the day you return.

Corrections happen only when you personally notice; nobody flags a teammate’s slipping work,
ever.

Deadlines are solid when you’re watching them and soft when you're not.

Your feedback is the only feedback — work is “done” when you've seen it, not when it meets a
standard.

After you get visibly frustrated, everything tightens for about a week. Then it relaxes on
schedule.

New hires learn “how we do things” by watching how you react, because there’s nowhere to
read it.

The team manages your mood more carefully than they manage their outcomes.

Asked what the company’s values are, your team would describe your personality.
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o WHAT'S ACTUALLY BURNING

This is Culture Dependency: the culture of your company is “how the founder handles things,’
enforced by presence and mood rather than by anything written. Your standards are real and
probably excellent. They're just stored in the least scalable container available — your attention —
and your attention only covers the rooms you're in.

] 3 DAYS 6-8

INTERVENTIONS THAT REVEAL YOUR HOW LONG STANDARDS HOLD ON ENTRIES IN THE ENTIRE CULTURE
REAL RULES MEMORY ALONE CODE

Understand what your team is actually doing, because it isn't laziness. In a company with
unwritten standards, the standard genuinely is “whatever the founder reacts to.” Your people aren't
failing to meet the bar when you leave; the bar physically leaves with you. They're navigating by the
only instrument they've ever been issued — your reactions — and when the instrument goes to a
conference, they're flying on memory. Three days is about how long the memory holds. You've
watched that experiment run every time you travel.

The common fixes fail in two opposite directions. The values-poster fix: a retreat, a whiteboard,
five nouns — Integrity, Excellence, Care — framed on a wall or pasted in a handbook. Nouns don't
adjudicate anything. When the report is fine-but-not-excellent on a Thursday, “Excellence” doesn’t
tell anyone what to do about it. The surveillance fix runs the other way: more check-ins, more
dashboards, more oversight — which is just your presence, franchised. It scales your watching, not
your standards, and it teaches the team that accountability is something done to them, which
corrodes the exact ownership you need.

Here's the insight that makes this fire fixable, and it's the one founders resist because it sounds
too simple: the pattern in your last five interventions is the unwritten culture. Every time you
stepped in — rewrote the deliverable, tightened the deadline, winced at the client email — you were
enforcing a rule. You have rules. You've been enforcing them for years, one reaction at a time.
They've just never been written down where someone else could enforce them — or better, where
people could meet them without enforcement.

FIRE 08 - THE ACCOUNTABILITY VACUUM - 3



The disguise on this fire is “high standards.” Founders wear it with pride: I'm just exacting;
the team needs me to hold the bar. But look at the mechanism. If the bar only holds when
you hold it, you don't have high standards — you have private ones. A standard that lives in
your reactions is a secret the team has to keep guessing at. Actual high standards are
written, taught, and held by everyone — especially in the rooms you're not in. That's the
whole difference between being demanding and being clear.

Your team isn't ignoring the standard. The standard leaves the building when you do.

FOUNDER FIRE CODES™

4 THE RESPONSE PLAN

The response is an extraction: write the culture you've been enforcing by hand, turn it into a code
that holds without you, and transfer the enforcement to owners and norms. First relief in about
two weeks — the first time a correction happens and you only hear about it afterward.

AUDIT FIVE WRITE THE CULTURE ~ WRITE LEADER SET THE PEER ROLL IT OUT RETIRE THE MOOD
INTERVENTIONS CODE PRINCIPLES NORMS HONESTLY

B AUDIT YOUR LAST FIVE INTERVENTIONS

Get specific and recent. The last five times you stepped in — rewrote something, pulled someone
aside, fixed a thing at 9pm rather than let it ship — what exactly triggered you, and what rule were
you enforcing? If you can’t remember five, keep a note on your phone for a week; they'll arrive on
schedule. Write each as a pair: what happened, what the rule was. “The client email buried the bad
news in paragraph four = we say hard things first, plainly.” “The deliverable went out with a typo in
the client’'s name — names, nhumbers, and dates get checked twice, every time.” Five interventions
usually yield four or five rules, and those rules are your actual culture — not the aspirational one,
the operating one. This audit is the whole foundation; do it before anything else.



EX WRITE THE CULTURE CODE — VALUES AS BEHAVIORS

Now convert. A culture code entry isn't a noun; it's a behavior with edges — what we do, what great
looks like, what's unacceptable, each with a real example. The examples are non-negotiable,
because a standard without examples is just a vibe with punctuation:

WE DO THIS GREAT LOOKS LIKE UNACCEPTABLE LOOKS LIKE

Hard things first, “The launch is delayed one week. Here's Bad news softened, buried, or

plainly why, and here’s the new plan.” — line one of saved for after the pleasantries
the email

Deadlines are Risk flagged the moment it's smelled, witha A date sliding quietly because

promises proposed new date nobody said it out loud

Client-ready Names, numbers, dates verified twice; a “It's probably fine” on anything a

means checked second set of eyes on anything high-stakes client will read

We flag each “Hey, this doesn’t look client-ready yet” said Watching a teammate’s work slide

other’s slips peer to peer, kindly, same day and saying nothing

Six to eight entries is the whole code. Keep every sentence in language your team actually talks in
— the moment it sounds like a consultant wrote it, it stops being yours and starts being wallpaper.

Draft it with your senior people in the room, not alone. Partly for accuracy — they’ve been on the
receiving end of your enforcement for years and can tell you which rules you actually hold versus
which ones you believe you hold. Partly for adoption: a code your ops lead co-wrote is a code your
ops lead will defend in rooms you're not in, which is the entire job description of a culture code.

B WRITE THE LEADERSHIP PRINCIPLES

Whoever holds others accountable — your ops lead, your senior people, eventually every owner
from the Installation Guide — needs their own short list, because holding a standard is a skill with
its own failure modes. Four or five principles: address slips within a day, privately first — staleness
reads as ambush. Correct against the code, never against your personal irritation — “the code says
client-ready means checked” lands different than “I don't like this.” Praise code-keeping publicly,
especially when it happened with nobody watching. And escalate patterns, not incidents — one
miss is a conversation; the same miss three times is a package problem or a fit problem, and both
deserve daylight.
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W SET THE ACCOUNTABILITY NORMS

Culture holds when accountability runs peer to peer, not hub and spoke through you. That takes
explicit permission, because your team currently believes correcting a colleague is your job —
you've demonstrated it for years. So say the norms out loud and write them down: anyone may
flag anyone’s work against the code, kindly and directly — including flagging yours. Every outcome
has one owner (Installation Guide, Chapter 1), and the owner — not the founder — is the first stop
when their outcome slips. Flags are contributions, not conflict; the person who says “this isn't
client-ready yet” is protecting the company, and gets thanked, not managed.

Give the team the actual words, because “flag each other’s work” without language is a norm
nobody uses — most people would rather let a slip slide than improvise a confrontation. The script
is deliberately small:

THE PEER FLAG — GIVE YOUR TEAM THESE WORDS

“Hey — before this goes out: the code says names, numbers, and dates get checked twice, and
| spotted a date thing in section two. Flagging it now so it's an easy fix instead of a client
email.”

And the receiving side, which matters just as much: “Good catch — thank you. Fixing it now.”
No defense, no essay. The whole exchange is twenty seconds, and the twenty-second version
is the one people will actually run.

B3 ROLL IT OUT AS AN EXTRACTION, NOT A CRACKDOWN

Frame matters enormously here. Announced wrong, a culture code sounds like new rules
descending — and teams brace against descending rules. Announced honestly, it's the opposite:
rules that already existed, finally visible.

SAY THIS WHEN YOU ROLL OUT THE CODE

“l want to own something. This company has real standards, and I've been keeping them in the
worst possible place — my head. You've had to guess at them by reading my reactions, which
isn’t fair to you and doesn’t work when I'm not here. So we wrote them down. Nothing in this
document is new — you'’ll recognize every line, because you've watched me enforce all of it.
What's new is that it's no longer mine. It's ours. Anyone can point at it — including at me, and |
mean that. The goal is that this place runs exactly this well whether I'm in the room, on a plane,
or on a beach with my phone off.”
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I3 RETIRE MOOD AS AN ENFORCEMENT TOOL

This step is yours alone, and it's the hardest one: stop enforcing with your face. The eyebrow, the
loaded pause, the pointed “interesting choice” — every one of those keeps the old system alive
underneath the new one, and the team will keep reading weather as long as weather keeps
carrying information. Ask someone you trust to tell you your tells, because you genuinely may not
know them — founders are usually the last to learn that the whole office can read their “hm.” When
something slips now, you route it: to the owner if it has one, to the code if it needs naming. Out
loud, in words, referencing the standard — “this one doesn't meet the client-ready line; who owns
the fix?” — and never as a mood the room has to decode. It will feel underpowered for a month. It's
the only version that works when you're not there.

© THE PREVENTION PLAN

The code exists and enforcement has left your face. Prevention is making the culture self-feeding
— so it recruits, teaches, and repairs itself without your presence as an ingredient.

THE REWIRE — FROM MOOD TO CODE

TODAY AFTER THE REWIRE

THE CULTURE CODE

- ' . Owners hold it Peers flag peers
Quality Deadlines Check-ins

holds while you watch — exhales when you leave You point at it too

Presence-enforced standards evaporate the moment you travel. A written code, held by owners and flagged peer to peer, is the
version that works in rooms you’re not in.

WIRE THE CODE INTO EVERY HANDOFF

From now on, no work transfers without its Standard layer: what great looks like and what
unacceptable looks like, with examples, drawn from the code. This is where Culture Dependency
and the Rework Loop hold hands — most “quality problems” are standards that never shipped with
the work. When you build handoff packages with the playbook template in your toolkit, the
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Standard section should quote the culture code directly. One source of truth, restated everywhere
the work happens.

WHEN THE CODE MEETS A REAL PERFORMANCE PROBLEM

Be honest about one thing the code will surface: sometimes the pattern isn’'t a missing standard —
it's a person who's seen the standard, has the full package, and still doesn’t hold it. The fix-the-
package rule covers the first miss and the second. By the third documented miss against a
written, taught, example-rich standard, you're no longer looking at a package problem, and
pretending otherwise quietly punishes everyone who does hold the bar. That conversation is a
management conversation — direct, private, with dates and specifics the code makes easy to cite.
The code doesn't replace hard calls. It makes them cleaner: nobody’s arguing about your mood
anymore, because the standard was never a mood.

HIRE AND ONBOARD AGAINST IT

The code becomes your filter. In interviews, test for it with real scenarios: “you spot a small error in
a teammate’s client deliverable an hour before it ships — walk me through what you do.” In
onboarding, the code is week-one reading, and the new hire’s buddy points at it constantly — so
the standards arrive as the company’s, from documents and peers, never as founder-weather to be
learned by getting caught in it. A hire who learns the culture from paper and peers in week one
never has to unlearn founder-reading later, because they never needed it.

KEEP IT ALIVE ON A CADENCE

RITUAL CADENCE OWNER WHAT HAPPENS

Code moment in Weekly, two Rotating team One real example from the week where the
team meeting minutes member code held — especially founder-absent ones
Code review Quarterly Ops lead What entries need sharpening, adding,

retiring — based on this quarter’s actual

slips
Founder-absence After each Ops lead Honest read: did pace and quality hold?
check founder trip Gaps become code or package fixes

That first ritual matters more than its two minutes suggest. What gets celebrated is what the
culture learns to repeat — and celebrating the correction that happened while you were gone
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teaches everyone the point of the whole system: it's not compliance. It's the company at its own
standard, unsupervised.

And keep your own name in the rotation. The week the code moment features someone flagging
your deliverable — and you thanking them in front of everybody — is the week the whole team
finally believes the code outranks the founder. One good public example of that is worth a quarter
of reminders.

FIRE MARSHAL’S NOTE

Schedule a deliberate two-day absence within a month of the rollout — announced, on the
calendar, on purpose. A planned absence is the cheapest stress test the code will ever get:
gaps surface while everything is calm, and the team gets a supervised rep of holding the bar
without you before a real trip forces an unsupervised one.

MAKE IT YOURS

t4t

YOUR INTERVENTION AUDIT

My last five step-ins, and the rule each was enforcing:

YOUR FIRST CODE ENTRIES

Three behaviors, in our words — we do this / great looks like / unacceptable looks like:

YOUR ENFORCERS

Who holds the code day to day besides me, and which outcomes they each own:
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YOUR TELL

The mood-enforcement habit I'm personally retiring (the eyebrow, the pause, the

“interesting”):

YOUR ROLLOUT

Date of the code rollout conversation: — and the first founder-absent

stretch we'll check it against:

©
O
O
O
O
O
O

PROOF IT’S OUT

A correction happened while you were out, handled peer to peer, and you heard about it
afterward — past tense, already resolved.

Someone quoted the code in a discussion instead of quoting you.

A team member flagged your work against a standard — and it felt like the system working,
because it was.

A new hire described “how we do things” accurately in week two, without a founder anecdote
in the answer.

You came back from a week away and found nothing slid — pace, quality, and check-ins all
held.

The quarterly code review changed something — proof it's a living document, not a laminated
one.

Relight warnings: things tighten noticeably when you walk in — that’s presence-enforcement

creeping back, and it means corrections have started routing through your reactions again. The

weekly code moment gets skipped twice in a row. Or you catch yourself deploying the eyebrow

instead of the code, because the eyebrow is faster. It is faster. It's also a lease renewal on the

exact dependency you just escaped. Point at the code and keep your face out of it.
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Culture isn’'t how it runs when you're watching. It’s how it runs when you're on a

plane.

FOUNDER FIRE CODES™
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