1. Understanding the Reality of Operational Leadership
1. What distinguishes operational decision‑making from strategic or planned decision‑making in your experience?
1. When have you had to make a decision before you fully understood the situation?
· What pressures most significantly shape your decisions in real time — time, resources, expectations, or something else?
· When you look back at difficult decisions, how fair is hindsight judgement compared to what you knew at the time?

2. Accountability Without Control
1. Where in your role do you feel most accountable but least in control?
1. How does this imbalance influence your decision‑making behaviour?
3. More cautious?
3. More directive?
3. More defensive?
· Have you ever changed a decision primarily because of how it might be judged later?
· To what extent is leadership behaviour shaped by fear of scrutiny rather than operational need?

3. Authority vs Reality
1. When has your formal authority not translated into actual control or capability?
1. What creates the biggest gap between “authority on paper” and “authority in practice”?
· Who or what really enables decisions to happen when formal authority is insufficient?
· What matters more in your context — formal authority or practical authority?

4. Practical Authority and Influence

1. Think of a leader you would follow in a high‑risk situation — what gives them influence?
1. What behaviours build or destroy practical authority quickly?
1. How much of your influence is based on:
8. trust,
8. competence,
8. reputation,
· or position?
· When under pressure, do you rely more on authority or credibility?

5. Discretion and Judgement
1. Recall a time when policy or procedure didn’t fit the situation — what did you do?
1. How did exercising discretion affect:
10. your confidence,
10. your stress,
10. your perception of risk?
· Do you feel supported or exposed when making discretionary decisions?
· Is discretion in your organisation treated as:
1. a strength,
1. a risk,
1. or a failure of compliance?

6. Risk, Ethics, and Decision‑Making
1. Have you experienced a situation where all available options carried risk or harm?
1. How do you decide between competing harms rather than right vs wrong?
· When is inaction riskier than action?
· How do you justify decisions when you know criticism is likely whatever you choose?

🔹 7. Immediate Impact of Decision‑Making
1. What happens to you immediately after a high‑stakes decision?
16. Physically?
16. Mentally?
16. Emotionally?
1. Have you ever noticed tunnel vision or reduced thinking capacity during or after decisions?
· How quickly are you expected to “move on” to the next problem?
· How might these short‑term effects influence your next decision?

8. The Burden and Cost of Leadership
1. Have you carried a decision beyond the incident itself? How did it affect you?
1. Do you recognise “leadership residue” — where past decisions shape current judgement?
· Have your decision‑making habits changed over time (more cautious, more decisive, less tolerant of uncertainty)?
· What is the personal cost of leadership in your role — and who recognises it?

9. Organisational Context and Responsibility
1. To what extent do leaders in your organisation inherit risks they did not create?
1. How well does your organisation:
21. support discretionary judgement,
21. understand decision context,
· recognise leadership impact?
· Are leadership failures in your organisation treated as individual error or systemic issue?

10. Case Reflection (Hillsborough)

1. What does the Hillsborough case tell us about:
22. decision‑making under constraint,
22. limits of situational awareness,
22. hindsight and accountability?
· How does it challenge the idea that better leadership alone prevents failure?
· How should leaders be judged:
1. by outcome,
1. by process,
1. or by context?

🔹 11. Integration: Authority, Discretion, and Risk
1. In your own role, how do authority, discretion, and risk interact?
1. Which causes you the greatest tension?
· Do you feel these are aligned… or constantly in conflict?
· What does “good leadership” look like when these three elements cannot be reconciled?

12. Final Reflective Question

What has decision‑making under pressure done to you as a leader?
Follow‑ups:
1. How has it shaped your confidence?
1. Your tolerance of risk?
1. Your willingness to act?


