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WAY YOU DO BUSINESS
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Every business takes shortcuts.

A client needs an immediate answer, so you
approve something by text. A contractor
needs access to a system, so you share a
password rather than creating a separate
account. Work needs to begin, so you tell
everyone to move forward while the contract
is still being finalized.

In isolation, these decisions may be
understandable. Businesses cannot operate
effectively if every minor choice requires a
formal process or legal review. Sometimes a
business owner must make a quick, practical
decision with incomplete information.

The problem is not necessarily the first
shortcut. The problem is what happens when
the shortcut works.

Nothing goes wrong. The project is
completed. The client pays. The contractor
uses the password responsibly. Because there
is no immediate consequence, the shortcut
begins to feel safe. The next time a similar
situation arises, you handle it the same way.
Someone else sees you do it and follows your
example.

That is how many business risks develop—not

through one obviously reckless decision, but
through an informal practice repeated so often
that no one questions it anymore.

Your Unwritten Processes Are Still
Processes

Every business has rules, even if those rules
have never been written down.

If employees routinely begin work before
agreements are signed, that is a process. If
pricing or scope changes are approved in
scattered emails, that is a process. If former
contractors retain access to shared files
because no one is responsible for removing
them, that is also a process.

The absence of a written policy does not
mean there is no system. It simply means the
system developed without anyone
intentionally deciding whether it is
consistent, workable or protective of the
business.

These informal practices frequently depend
on institutional memory: one person
remembers what was agreed to, who
approved it and where the relevant
information is stored.
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That may work until the person leaves,
memories differ or the relationship
deteriorates. The business is then left trying
to reconstruct an important decision from
emails, texts, invoices and conflicting
recollections.

That creates more than legal risk. It creates
operational risk. Employees do not know
what they are authorized to do. Clients
receive inconsistent answers. Work must be
redone. Payments are delayed while the
parties debate what was included. Sensitive
information remains accessible to people who
no longer need it.

Even if the issue never becomes a lawsuit, the
business may still lose time, money and trust.

Growth Magnifies Informal Habits

A shortcut that feels manageable when a
business has two people can become
dangerous when it has twenty.

In the early stages, the founder may
personally know every client, approve every
expense and control access to every account.
The founder’s involvement serves as an
informal control. As the business grows,
however, other people begin making those
decisions.

If the founder has not established clear
standards, each person will develop their own

approach.

One employee may carefully document a
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change to a client’s scope.

Another may rely on a phone conversation.
One manager may give a vendor access only
to the files necessary for the project. Another
may provide access to an entire shared drive
because it is faster. One team member may
understand that only the owner can approve a
refund or contract change, while another may
believe that anyone working with the client
has that authority.

The business may appear to be operating
successfully while these inconsistencies
accumulate beneath the surface. The
weaknesses often become visible only at a
transition point: an employee leaves, a
customer refuses to pay, a contractor claims
ownership of work, confidential information
is disclosed, or a potential buyer or investor
begins reviewing the company’s operations.

Growth does not automatically replace
informal habits with formal ones. It usually
multiplies the habits already in place.

Look Beyond Whether the Shortcut
Worked

Business owners often evaluate a decision by
looking at its immediate result. Did the
project get completed? Did the customer
remain happy? Did the problem disappear?

A better question is whether the process
could be repeated safely by someone else.

If a practice works only because the founder
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remembers every detail, personally supervises
everyone involved or relies on a trusted
relationship, it is not yet a reliable business
process. It is a temporary solution dependent
on specific people and favorable
circumstances.

A useful review should examine three things:

¢ Consistency: Would two people handling
the same situation make the same
decision?

e Accountability: Is it clear who has
authority and responsibility?

¢ Documentation: Could the business later
show what was decided, by whom and on
what terms?

If the answer to any of these questions is no,
the shortcut may be creating more exposure
than the owner realizes.

Start With a Few Clear Rules

Managing this risk does not require turning
your business into a bureaucracy. Most small
businesses do not need a policy for every
possible situation. They need a small number
of clear, repeatable rules around the decisions
that matter most.

For example:

e Work does not begin until the agreement
is signed.

e Changes to price, scope, timing or
ownership must be confirmed in one
designated place

e Each person receives only the system
access needed for their role.
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e Access is reviewed and removed when a
working relationship ends.

¢ Only identified people may sign contracts
or make financial commitments for the
company.

¢ Confidential business or customer
information may be entered only into
approved technology tools.

The rules should be easy to understand and
realistic to follow. A process that is too
complicated will be ignored, particularly
when people are busy. The goal is not simply
to write a policy. It is to create a practice that
becomes part of how the business actually
operates.

The Bottom Line

The most dangerous shortcut is not always
the one that causes an immediate problem. It
may be the one that works just well enough to
be repeated without examination.

Business owners should periodically ask:
What are we doing because we intentionally
decided it was the right process, and what are
we doing simply because that is how we have
always done it?

That distinction matters. Strong businesses
are not built by eliminating every shortcut.
They are built by recognizing when a
temporary convenience has quietly become a
permanent source of risk—and replacing it
with a better, more intentional way of doing
business.
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