
© 2026, André Stämpfli  www.staempfli.net 

The role of the Board of Directors in the context of decisions left 
structurally open 

Why Boards Must Govern Decision Closure in Capital‑Intensive Organizations 
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In capital‑ and safety‑intensive industrial companies, risk rarely emerges from reckless decisions. 
Much more often, it emerges from decisions that are never fully closed. Investments are 
phased, initiatives put “on hold” or postponed, pilots extended, or footprint decisions deferred. 
Operationally, this can appear prudent and flexible. From a governance perspective, it often 
creates unowned, accumulating risk. 

 

The hidden risk: decisions that never end 
Incomplete decisions consume capital, attention, and leadership capacity while remaining 
outside the formal risk framework. Accountability becomes diffuse, and risk is carried implicitly 
rather than deliberately. Over time, reversible optionality turns into structural dependency, 
without a single explicit board decision ever having been made. 

In many organizations, this pattern is reinforced by: 

 staged CAPEX approvals without a final commitment point 
 long‑running unfinished pilots that quietly become the operating model 
 temporary workarounds treated as permanent solutions 
 safety or compliance measures deferred pending clarity 

None of these choices are wrong in isolation. Together, they create structural risk by indecision. 

 

Indecision is a governance issue 
From a board perspective, the relevant question is not whether management is careful, but 
whether risk remains explicit, bounded, and owned. Decisions that remain open over extended 
periods are not neutral; they continue to shape operational exposure every day. 

When decisions are not closed: 

 capital is implicitly committed without explicit approval 
 escalation thresholds remain unclear 
 corrective action becomes progressively harder 
 responsibility shifts silently from owners to operators 

That is a governance issue. 
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What effective boards do differently 
1. They distinguish between deliberation and deferral. Boards allow time for informed 

deliberation, but explicitly govern when deliberation must end and a decision —  commit, 
stop, or consciously carry risk — must be taken. 

2. They require explicit risk ownership. If a decision remains open, boards ensure that the 
associated risk is named, consciously tolerated, and assigned to a clear owner. 

3. They define decision expiry points. Boards insist on clear review thresholds before open 
decisions silently become irreversible. 

4. They treat not deciding as a risk category. Indecision is assessed alongside financial, 
operational, and safety risks. 

 

A practical board question 
Which of our current open decisions would be hardest to reverse if we were forced to decide 
tomorrow? 

 

Why this remains evergreen 
Industrial organizations will always need flexibility under uncertainty. What does not change is 
the board’s responsibility to ensure that flexibility does not quietly transform into unexamined 
commitment. Governing decision closure preserves intentional choice before constraints make 
choice impossible. 


