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We have a clear, well 
communicated method of 
prioritisation 

There are high levels of trust 
and methods in place to 
delegate important work

We invest heavily in 
improving our employees 
experience

We operate at a steady and 
effective pace

People are made aware of 
how decisions are made 
and are included in the 
decision making process

Everyone is clear on our 
company strategy and
objectives

Our leadership team 
regularly finds time to give 
feedback to teams

It isn’t clear what we 
prioritise and why

Refer to Card x 
for solutions

There are low levels of trust 
and a few key individuals 

prefer to do important work 
themselves or micro-

manage teams

We haven’t given 
any thought to how our 

employees experience 
the company

We operate at a frantic, 
chaotic pace

People seem to be 
disconnected from 

information on decisions 
made and the reasons why

There is a lack of clarity in 
the company on strategy 

and objectives

Our leadership team rarely 
give feedback to teams

PR

TR

EE

PA

DE

ST

LG

Refer to Card x to 
address this 

before it becomes a 
problem

Keep up the 
brilliant work!



Our leadership team 
regularly receives open, 
honest feedback from 
teams

Our processes and systems 
are fully functional, relevant 
and operational

There is a clear sense of 
purpose that guides all our 
work

Our team members are all 
learning and developing at 
a rapid pace

Our leaders are all learning 
and developing at a rapid 
pace

We are hiring to improve 
the capabilities of our teams

Our organisational 
structure is supporting our 
growth and has adapted as 
we’ve grown

All of our work has learning 
opportunities to improve

Our leadership team rarely 
receives feedback from 

teams

Our processes and 
systems are constantly 

failing, irrelevant and, in 
some cases, non-existent

People are working to 
complete tasks and meet 

deadlines with no clear 
purpose

Our team members 
haven’t developed and 

evolved at the same pace 
as the business has grown - 

we’re carrying people

Our leaders haven’t 
developed and evolved at 

the same pace as the 
business has grown

We hire to fill capacity gaps

Our organisational 
structure  is inhibiting 
our growth and hasn’t  

changed as we’ve grown

We don’t learn in our work
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GUIDE
Purpose of the Toolkit: Sparks for Start-ups
This Card Deck is for entrepreneurs to begin to deliberately design 
their organisation and employees’ experience in support of continued 
and sustainable growth.  

Challenges this Toolkit can Help Solve
This is not a Product Development or Innovation Toolkit - the 
assumption is that you are already there. We further assume that 
people value what you have made and you have created a market for 
what you offer.

This toolkit is for scaling up, not for starting out. 

It is for intentionally designing the system to support your products, 
services and ideas so that you aren’t THAT CEO: the one lying awake 
at night worrying about why people are leaving, why you are always 
in meetings, and why no one is delivering the end result at the speed 
and quality that you initially were so good at supplying. 

The toolkit has nudges to get you to think about the system as a 
whole, with things to look out for, try, test and measure to build the 
kind of organisation that lets you do what you love. 

Using this toolkit
Start by assessing your company, then identify the cards that address 
your immediate needs (the areas in red), then move to the amber 
focus areas and finally start proactively working on the green areas, if 
you feel they may become a challenge.

Prioritisation

Trust

Employee Experience

Pace

Decisions

Strategy

Leaders Give Feedback

Leaders Receive Feedback

Processes

Purpose

Team Development

Leadership Development

Hiring

Structure

Learning in the Work
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PRIORITISATION

“Everything is equal priority; my ‘to-do’ list 
is always full and I am not sure which item/s 
should receive my time and attention first.” 

We have a clear, 
well communicated
method of 
prioritisation 

It isn’t clear 
what we prioritise 

and why

PR



TRY THIS 

BENEFITS

WHAT TO LOOK FOR?

1

2

3

4

5

6

Define key values to assess the priority of your work. You might 
use: improve customer satisfaction = 5, growth = 4, employees = 3, 
general admin = 1.

Assess what you have to do and assign values to each of the 
items you need to get through. 

Address the highest weighted activities first.

Figure out the perfect mix for you but try to get through at 
least 2 lower value activities a day, move any items you don’t get 
to onto a task backlog and assess those that should be kept or 
removed at the end of the week. 

If this method works, introduce it to your team and ask them to 
label requests for your time using the value system. 

If this works for you, try scale this with your teams and their 
work.

Are people thinking before sending you things to do?
Are you getting less non-strategic requests?

In 1 month pause and observe:
If there’s no improvement,  identify what’s stopping you from being 
able to prioritise. It may be that you have an unclear strategy and 
objectives, so you may need to refine those using the Strategy Card.

 time available
 capacity spent on low-value work
 awareness of what you’re able to delegate

Design a System for Prioritisation using this method for 
assessing your task list.

PR

+
-
+



TRUST

“We can’t get started on this unless our 
subject expert/product owner approves.” 

There are high 
levels of trust and 
methods in place 
to delegate 
important work

There are low levels 
of trust and a few 

key individuals prefer 
to do important 

work themselves or 
micro-manage teams

TR



You decision-makers could start documenting by:  

 Developing standards for work for others to use. 

 Hosting a learning meeting with their team members to  
 share how and why they made certain choices each week. 

 Centrally storing decisions made so that there is a repository  
 showcasing “how we make decisions around here”. 

 Incentivise learning behavior with non-financial rewards,  
 such as coffee/snacks for team learning sessions or days off  
 work to show that the world’s most profitable organisations  
 prioritise learning.

TRY THIS 

BENEFITS

HOW ARE PEOPLE RESPONDING?

Are more people taking ownership of their decisions?
Is there less dependence on having key people in the room to make 
all the decisions? 
Listen for “we can’t make this decision unless X is in the meeting”.

Pause and reflect after 3 months 
If there has been no change and the same people are still bottlenecks, 
you may need to understand what it is about the culture that discour-
ages learning from work using the Learning in the Work Card.

delegating
trust
time wasted from bottle necks

+
+
-

Allow team members responsible for critical areas of your business to 
allocate 10% of their time per week to documenting and reflecting 
on their decision-making processes.
 
Giving them this slack in the early stages of your business is 
essential. In the long-term, when they may be unable to juggle doing 
work and sharing how they make decisions, they might bottleneck 
the ability to distribute decision-making capabilities. 

TR



EMPLOYEE 
EXPERIENCE

“People just arrive, jump in and make sense of the 
company - in 6 months we often hear them say 

they’re still orienting themselves and have no idea 
where and how to grow inside the company.” 

We invest heavily 
in improving our 
employees’ 
experience

We haven’t given 
any thought to how 

our employees 
experience the 

company

EE



EE
TRY THIS 

BENEFITS

HOW ARE PEOPLE RESPONDING?

1

2

3

4

5

Map the ideal journey an employee will take in their first 6 
months at the company. Be specific.  

Identify the milestone opportunities to influence their 
successful progression (Onboarding, role clarity and the first 
month’s check-in are important interaction points)

If they are to successfully navigate this, do they have 
everything they need to be successful? 

Underneath each stage, identify opportunities that can 
improve their experience, provide feedback and clarity. 

Instead of yearly reviews, rather plan out their experience 
goals for the year with them, mapping opportunities for them to 
learn, grow and lead. Then, ensure you’re providing them with 
everything necessary to deliver the most value to the company.

Are people more confident to take ownership of work more quickly?
Is there a decrease in employees believing their roles are unclear and 
they’re not sure how to progress in the business?

In 3 months
Survey your teams to ask if they have a clear idea of their value within 
the organisation and how they can grow.

If they say no, to understand what’s blocking this, get a new person to 
document their actual first three months for you and together with 
them identify ways to get their experience closer to the ideal.

clearly defined career progressions and goals
less day to day management
opportunities to learn and grow within the organisation
dependence on yearly reviews as the only time for feedback

Use experience mapping to help explore how employees experience 
your organisation and to see opportunities for improvement. 

+
-

-
+



PACE

“We are chaotic”, “ running around like 
headless chickens”, “jumping in and out of 

projects trying to get everything done”.

We operate at 
a steady and 
effective pace

We operate at a 
frantic, chaotic 

pace

PA



TRY THIS 

BENEFITS

IN 3 MONTHS ASSESS HOW PEOPLE ARE RESPONDING 
TO THE PACE

1

2

3

Ask your teams - “do we build time to learn into our ongoing 
work?” If the answer is “we have no time” you are not working at 
an effective pace.

Follow up by asking “are we improving?” to determine if 
you’re working rapidly while constantly improving the product 
or service, or at the expense of improvement. 

Try the following to spend more time learning:

 Find out what speed of delivery your market is 
 expecting  - does it expect major releases or incremental  
 improvements? 

 What release cycles do your competitors follow?  

 Match your pace to the market and find your 
 company’s cadence for work.
 
 If you need to be continuously innovating try creating  
 a rhythm for innovation cycles, or if it’s continuous  
 small improvements identify a rhythm that allows 
 learning and improving to be built into the work. 
 
 Develop this rhythm deliberately, ask what meetings  
 need to be had in this rhythm, when is the best time to  
 test our thinking with customers and why. 

Is there a clear strategy guiding the work?
You may need to address this using both the Strategy and Purpose 
Cards

rework
known and predictable working cycles
organisational learning
market awareness and expectations

Below are ways to assess if your pace .

-
+

+
+

PA



DECISIONS

“They never have time to talk to us any more 
and we have no idea what’s happening in 

the company.”

People are made 
aware of how 
decisions are 
made and are 
included in the 
decision making 
process

People seem to 
be disconnected 

from information 
on decisions made 

and the reasons why

DE



TRY THIS 
Develop Communication habits early on:

 Instil a habit of communicating the outcomes of your Exco/ 
 leadership meetings to your teams as soon as possible.
 
 While you’re still in the meeting, add an agenda point “What  
 are we sharing and why?” - send this to your managers to  
 share with their teams.

Decode your decisions: 

 Decide on the factors which all decisions that will affect 
 internal staff or customers get evaluated against.

 Give each factor a value rating [1 (low) - 5 (high)]

 Add one extra decision-making measure that is intuitive:
 “intuitively i feel this is a good decision”

 Evaluate your decisions first and then communicate to your  
 teams why this decision was made above others.

 This also empowers people to start to make their own 
 decisions against these factors.

 Once a decision has been made, communicate immediately  
 to avoid myths and rumours.

DE

BENEFITS
trust in leadership
buy-in to decision-making
lack of clarity

+
+
-

IN 2 WEEKS, REASSESS
Are less people outside senior meetings waiting to get information when 
people leave?
Is there a reduction in rumours?

In 3 months, if there is no change
The rate at which leaders make decisions perhaps isn’t the same as the rate 
at which people in the organisation are growing. Perhaps the rate at which 
leaders make decisions isn’t the same as the rate at which people in the 
organisation grow - try using the Team Development Card.



STRATEGY

When you believe that “the best strategy is 
no strategy at all”.

Everyone is clear 
on our company 
strategy and 
objectives

There is a lack of 
clarity in the 

company on strategy 
and objectives

ST



TRY THIS 

Develop a Strategy One Pager Playbook:

 Write your strategy 1 liner for the next 6 months “Our main
 objective is to“

 Underneath that, as leadership, agree on your 3 focus areas  
 for the next 6 months: “To do this, we will”

 Develop leadership behaviours for assessing new 
 opportunities against these 3 focus areas. 

 If an opportunity doesn’t align with these 3 focus areas YOU  
 MUST ask yourselves, what is the consequence of this action  
 relative to our strategic goals?

  As a leadership team imagine the company in 6
  months?

  Ask how this decision may affect reaching other goals?

  Which team aren’t you considering and who will be  
  most affected by this in 6 months’ time?

  Then ask, “Is it worth it for us to deviate, knowing these
  consequences?”

ST

BENEFITS
alignment
clarity
wasted time investigating an opportunity
overcapacity teams
ability to assess opportunities for growth

+
+

+

-
-

IN 6 MONTHS, OBSERVE

Are people still unsure why they are pursuing a course of action?
Are they overcapacity, frantic and continuously saying “we said this 
would happen but no one listened”? 

It may be that ExCo aren’t able to adequately get feedback from their 
teams about the consequences of their choices. You may try using the 
Leaders Receive Feedback Card to see if there are areas to improve 
as leaders.



LEADERS GIVE 
FEEDBACK

“We have smart people, they should know when 
they’re not doing what they’re supposed to” or “I 

hate performance appraisals, can we just get them 
over with and check that box”?

Our leadership team 
regularly finds time 
to give feedback to 
teams

Our leadership 
team rarely gives 

feedback to teams

LG



TRY THIS 

These are methods to continuously review individuals or teams and 
give constructive feedback:

Schedule a quarterly feedback and development town hall:

 In this session share opportunities for growth or where you  
 as a leader believe teams could have been better.

 Approach this feedback with radical candour

 Rotate between groups of people as a leadership team to
 understand the areas they will need to improve in order to
 address this.

 Get commitments from people on what they will work on.

 Get an agreement on how people will measure this.

 At the next quarter, reflect on where people have shown
 improvement before moving on to the next growth
 opportunity.

Find opportunities to give the people in your company feedback on 
where the company is growing and where they should be developing 
themselves.

LG

BENEFITS
honesty
transformative communication
receptiveness to feedback
culture of growth
stagnation
unconstructive complaints

+
+

+
-
-

+

IN 3 MONTHS

Are people still unsure why they are pursuing a course of action?
Are they overcapacity, frantic and continuously saying “we said this 
would happen but no one listened”? 

It may be that ExCo aren’t able to adequately get feedback from their 
teams about the consequences of their choices. You may try using the 
Leaders Receive Feedback Card to see if there are areas to improve 
as leaders.



LEADERS RECEIVE 
FEEDBACK

“I’m too busy chasing growth opportunities for this 
company to have time to see if I’m being the best 

leader to our people.”

Our leadership 
team regularly 
receives open, 
honest feedback 
from teams

Our leadership team 
rarely receives 
feedback from 

teams

LR



TRY THIS 

Ask yourself: 

 If colleagues were paying me to be their leader what would  
 they be paying me for?

 Do my expectations of their performance align with their
 expectations of mine as a leader?

Try introducing an upward appraisal process into the company:

 Develop a (anonymous) survey for your teams that asks them  
 to assess your performance in the areas you can add value to  
 your teams.

 Get them to rate you and ask for suggestions on how you can  
 lead them better.

 Send this out quarterly and see if you improve over a year.

 If you’re brave, you may even attribute a percentage of your  
 bonus to improving as a leader.

Think about leadership as a service people are paying for.

LR

BENEFITS

trust
better leadership 
stagnation 
losing touch with people as the company grows

+
+

-
-

HOW ARE PEOPLE RESPONDING?

Are people expressing their opinions more freely in front of you? 
Is there an increased trust in leadership?

In 6 months, assess 

If there is an improvement in how people rate your leadership using 
the scores of your surveys. 
If their views haven’t changed perhaps you need to review how you’re 
growing as a leader and use the Leadership Development Card to 
explore methods.



PROCESSES

“We went from being so quick to so clunky, 
we now have processes to govern processes, 

to decide on processes.”

Our processes and 
systems are fully 
functional, relevant 
and operational

Our processes and 
systems are 

constantly failing, 
irrelevant and in 

some cases, 
non-existent

PC



TRY THIS 

To determine if a process is meaningful, make a habit of asking “Why 
must we follow this process?”

If no-one can answer this, then:

 Try mapping what you’re trying to achieve with this
 process.

 We like service blueprinting - this looks at the (current) steps  
 in a journey and includes all stakeholders in a single view.

 Underneath the current journey, we add a layer that looks at  
 the conditions that need to be in place to support or enable it.  
 Then, we create another layer to discover if there is a more  
 ideal way of improving the process. If there is, we adopt that. If  
 not, we have a clear understanding, as a business, on “Why this 
 process?”

Introduce a bi-yearly process review:

 To make sure that processes that were necessary at a point in  
 time are still relevant.

 Get your teams to highlight frustrating processes and spend  
 time, twice a year, reviewing these in an attempt to optimise or  
 improve.

PC

BENEFITS

time
frustration
understanding businesses requirements for a process
wasted time

+
-

-
+

IN 3 MONTHS, ASSESS

If people are still complaining about a process? 

It may be that there are low levels of trust/delegation and the 
processes are in place to ensure key individuals are always involved. 

Try using the Trust Card.



PURPOSE

“We’re chasing deadlines, one after another.”

There is a clear 
sense of purpose 
that guides all our 
work

People are working 
to complete tasks 

and meet deadlines 
with no clear 

purpose

PU



TRY THIS 

Try anchoring everyone’s tasks to a collective purpose using a 
purpose board:

 Have the business’ purpose at the top of the board.

 Underneath this, list everyone’s tasks for the week.

 Describe how the task is contributing to this purpose.

 Add the measurements you’re using to determine if you’re
 successfully working towards delivering this purpose.

 If a task isn’t linked to achieving this, make sure you
 understand why it’s part of the set of tasks.

 Each week, review progress relative to this single objective. If  
 you failed to progress identify what will change the next week.

 Use this board as a way to keep track of work in the system,
 measures of progress and a focus on achieving the purpose.

When businesses are growing quickly it can feel like people are just 
doing one task after another without meaning or purpose.

PU

BENEFITS

meaning
context
team work
customer focus
short-term focus

+
+

+
-

+

HOW ARE PEOPLE RESPONDING?

In 3 months do a short survey asking teams if they understand the 
value of their work in achieving the company’s purpose?

If it’s still unclear to them it may be because the purpose is vague or 
unlinked to the strategy of the company. 

Review the Strategy Card and spend time as a leadership team 
ensuring this strategy is closely linked to the purpose of the 
organisation.



TEAM 
DEVELOPMENT

“We needed people to help build the business 
platform, but now we need people with the skills 

to run the business. We don’t have the right 
people.” 

Our team members 
are all learning 
and growing at a 
rapid pace

Our team members 
haven’t developed 
and evolved at the 

same pace as the 
business has grown

TD



TRY THIS 

 As a leadership team assess what capabilities the company  
 needs to deliver on the strategic focus for the next 6 months.

 Develop a set of competencies (technical skills) and 
 capabilities (individuals’ abilities in areas beyond their technical  
 skills such as collaboration, problem-solving, relationship-
 building) to turn into a survey for individuals to assess 
 themselves and rank where they are.

 The areas where they score lower are great opportunities to  
 enhance their skills and abilities in service of the company.

 Ensure that you’ve identified learning content, or courses  
 that align with these competencies and capabilities for those 
 willing to grow to utilise.

 This is important for everyone, even if something is out of  
 your domain but is a priority area for the company, it’s essential  
 for employees to increase their knowledge and understanding  
 of that domain.

As companies evolve it is necessary to ensure that individuals in the 
company are evolving alongside the company growth. To develop a 
culture of continuous growth try doing a capabilities review, relative 
to the strategic focus of the company.

TD

BENEFITS

continuous learning
stagnation
continually need to hire and let go of staff who don’t address 
what the company needs

+
-
-

IN 3 MONTHS

Survey people to identify if they are improving on their self-identified 
learning areas. If not, it may be that the capabilities identified by 
leaders aren’t actually linked to the direction of the organisation.

It may be worthwhile using the Strategy Card and refining the 
company’s objectives to ensure you have an idea of what 
competencies and capabilities will drive this.



LEADERSHIP 
DEVELOPMENT

“I want us to always feel like a start-up/Our leaders 
have no idea what is actually happening inside the 

business.”

Our leaders are 
all learning and 
growing at a rapid 
pace

Our leaders haven’t 
developed and 

evolved at the same 
pace as the business 

has grown

LD



TRY THIS 

Try introducing a reflecting practice into your ExCo meetings:

 Spend 5 minutes once a week with your leadership team
 reflecting on the choices you made that will impact the
 business.

 Ask yourself 4 questions:
 
  What leadership will the business need this week in  
  order to progress?

  Do I have the right skills necessary to guide this?
 
  How will I lead people who see the world differently  
  from how I see it?

  What one thing should I try learn this week to be a 
  better leader?

 Share this with each other and when you next meet, reflect  
 on what you learned and changed this week before moving  
 onto the next reflection.

As you focus on growing the business, spend time understanding what 
you need to develop in order to support this growth.

LD

BENEFITS

mindful leadership
conscious leadership
continuous development
tolerance for adapting
people believing the leaders don’t get them

+
+
+
+
-

1

2

3

4

IN 1 MONTH

Get your teams to assess you on the areas you’ve identified as learning 
and development areas. 

Has their perception of you shifted? 
If not, it may be that you are not getting time to focus on your learning 
areas and may need to review the Prioritisation Card.



HIRING

“Our answer to every issue is: “We need 
more resources!”

We are hiring 
to improve the 
capabilities of 
our teams

We hire to fill 
capacity gaps

HI



TRY THIS 

To ensure you have the right skills you need to become strategic 
about hiring:

 Identify how many key people are working overtime. If there  
 are few people working harder while others are under-capacity  
 first try address this by:

  Ensuring your key people have time to transfer skills

  Share this with each other and when you next meet, 
  reflect on what you learned and changed this week  
  before moving onto the next reflection.
 
 Once you’re certain you do need more people:

  Develop a capabilities spec, as opposed to a job spec.
  This means applying a long-term lens to hiring.

  Ensure your spec addresses the types of capabilities  
  you’ll need in 6 months.

  Make sure those responsible for hiring understand the
  company strategy and can bring this view into the
  interview process.

When businesses are growing rapidly, the most common line is 
more resources will solve our problems (they don’t). 

HI

BENEFITS

getting the most value out of your employees
employees leaving within 6 months
hiring the wrong employees
strategic thinking

+
-
-
+

IN 3 MONTHS

If you’re still struggling to address your resourcing challenges and 
identifying the right individuals, try spending time with the person 
responsible for identifying candidates. Together, review your 
company’s one-page strategy focus and your capabilities review to 
make sure the two are aligned with the recruiting approach. If you 
don’t have a strategic focus, it may be worthwhile investing in 
developing one using the Strategy Card.



STRUCTURE

“They always chuck things over the wall 
for us to work on. It feels like they run their 

division like a business and we’re just a 
supplier and not a partner of theirs.” 

Our organisational 
structure is 
supporting our 
growth and  has 
adapted as we’ve 
grown

Our organisational 
structure is 

inhibiting our 
growth and hasn’t  

changed as we’ve 
grown

SC



TRY THIS 

To assess if your organisation is designed to support its goals you
should:

 Identify your organisation’s customers and the value you
 generate for them.

 Take each value stream and map the stages in a chain of 
 high-level activities which contribute to value generation.

 From the activity stages locate which teams (independent or  
 cross-functional) work together to deliver value.

 Assess each stage to determine if the team working on it is  
 providing sufficient attention to generating value and if   
 cross-functional teams are working successfully together to 
 do so.

 For each stage in the chain and for every relationship you 
 identify ask yourself if there are ways you might create   
 greater advantage in the market.

 Augment this process by collaborating with teams to design  
 ways of creating more value in the market and to identify what  
 could be blocking them from doing so.

Structure always emerges so don’t put it off until it becomes 
unavoidable to address.

SC

BENEFITS

improved orchestration of teams to generate value 
spot opportunities to create competitive advantages in market

+
+

HOW ARE PEOPLE RESPONDING?

Are temporary cross-functional teams emerging, generating new 
ways of increasing value in the market? What could you do to foster 
more of this type of collaboration? 

Are your teams able to align successfully to deliver value or are there 
areas where work is getting stuck? You may want to use the Purpose 
Card to orientate everyone around a collective purpose.



LEARNING 
IN THE WORK

“We don’t have a time for learning, we’re too busy 
chasing growth.”

All of our work 
has learning 
opportunities 
to improve

We don’t learn 
in our work

LW



TRY THIS 

One way to do develop a learning habit is to try journaling: 
 
 Each week individuals should contribute to their team’s (or  
 the business’)  learning journal by answering these questions: 
  
  What did I do this week?

  What went well?

  What didn’t work?

  What did I learn?

  What are things to change for next week?

If you’re focused on chasing sales and not on continual improvement, 
you run the risk of competitors entering the market and replicating 
what you do, only better. Develop a learning culture early, with habits 
built into all work and processes.

Be explicit as a leader about recognising learning opportunities: 

 When you fail to achieve your goals 
 
 When you exceed your expectations

LW

BENEFITS

centralised knowledge 
improvement
working to get better instead of to complete a task
shared learning

+
+
+
+

IN 3 MONTHS ASSESS

If people believed they are progressing towards achieving the 
businesses objectives.

If not, it may be that as individuals they can’t link their own tasks back 
to the broader business purpose. 


