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WHAT'S INSIDE

How to Read This Book

Three composite businesses, the paper trail first, then the finished playbook.

Example One — The Renewal Scramble

A group-coaching practice where renewals only close when the founder gets on the call.

Example Two — The Scope Creep Spiral

An agency where every project grows, because only the founder can say no.

Example Three &mdash; The Launch-Week Meltdown

A course business where the tech and the emails both bottleneck on the founder.
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© HOW TO READ THIS BOOK

The method guide teaches the six steps. This book shows you what they produce.

Three businesses, three custom fires — none of them among the nine classics, which is the point.
These are the fires no off-the-shelf playbook was ever going to cover, handled with the same
method you now own.

To be plain about it: these are composite example scenarios, built to teach. The businesses are
invented, assembled from patterns that show up across founder-run companies. The people are
role titles, not people. What's real is the method — every example runs the actual six steps, in
order, and every finished playbook is complete enough that you could lift its structure for a fire of
the same shape.

Each example shows you the paper trail first — the incident capture as the founder wrote it, the
naming, the trace — because the paper trail is where the quality comes from. A finished playbook
always looks obvious in hindsight; what teaches you is watching an ordinary, slightly annoyed
capture turn into one. Then comes the complete playbook in the standard anatomy: the scene, the
response plan, the prevention plan, the owner and their boundaries, and the proof-it's-out criteria.

As you read, watch for three things. Where each founder pushed back on the Al's draft — because
that's where the judgment lives. Where the thresholds came from — always the founder's call,
never the machine's. And how every escalation path ends somewhere that isn't the founder —
because that's the difference between a playbook and a prettier version of the problem.

One more thing before you start. All three of these founders were good at their jobs. The coaching
founder closed 10 of 12 renewals; the agency founder's clients loved her enough to keep asking
for more; the course founder built a funnel sophisticated enough that breaking it required
expertise. Their fires weren't evidence of failure — they were evidence of skill that never got
extracted. That's worth sitting with, because the fire burning you right now probably has the same
shape: something you're genuinely excellent at, wired so deep into the business that your
excellence became the bottleneck. The method doesn't ask you to be less good at it. It asks you to
put what you're good at on paper, where your company can finally use it without using you up.

Each example runs the full paper trail in order — capture, name, trace, then the drafting session
with the Al, then the finished playbook, then what actually happened when it went live. The rollout
sections matter as much as the playbooks. A plan is a claim; the first quarter is the evidence.
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Why composites instead of real client stories? Two reasons, and honesty is the smaller one. The
bigger reason is teaching value: a real story comes with a real business's noise — the org-chart
quirks, the half-relevant history, the details that make you think "well, that wouldn't work for me." A
composite lets each example carry exactly one fire, cleanly, with every detail chosen because it
teaches something. The scenarios are engineered the way a flight simulator is engineered: not a
transcript of a real flight, but built strictly from how real ones go. Every capture reads the way
founders actually write at 11pm); every pushback in the drafting sessions is one I've watched
founders need to make; every relight in the rollout sections is the kind that actually happens in
week two. Trust the mechanics, not the biography — there is no biography.
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G EXAMPLE ONE — THE RENEWAL SCRAMBLE

COMPOSITE EXAMPLE GROUP-COACHING PRACTICE - SEVEN FIGURES TEAM OF SIX

The business: a group-coaching practice, low seven figures, built around a flagship 12-
month program at $18,000 a year. The team: a program director, a client success
manager, two coaches, an ops lead, and a marketing coordinator. The fire: renewals only
close when the founder personally gets on the call.

10 OF 12 SI60K 25-30

RENEWALS THAT NEEDED THE RECURRING REVENUE GATED ON ONE FOUNDER-HOURS A YEAR OF
FOUNDER TO CLOSE CALENDAR RENEWAL RESCUE

THE PAPER TRAIL — STEP 1: THE CAPTURE

Written by the founder on a Thursday evening, twenty minutes after the call that broke the camel's
back:
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THE INCIDENT, AS THE FOUNDER WROTE IT

"What happened: [Client] is up for renewal on the 30th. The client success manager has been
on it for three weeks — sent the renewal packet, followed up twice, got 'let me think about it.'
Yesterday she asked me to just hop on a quick call’ with them. I did, today, 4pm. Renewal
closed in 25 minutes. This is the fourth time this quarter I've been pulled in as the closer of last
resort.”

"Who brought it to me: the client success manager — apologetically, which almost makes it
worse. She did everything right and still needed me."

"What | did: reviewed the client's results from the year, got on the call, spent ten minutes on
their wins, ten on next year's focus, five on logistics. Didn't discount. Didn't need to. They just
wanted to hear the plan from me."

"What it interrupted: my only deep-work block this week — | was supposed to be finishing next
quarter's curriculum. Also every renewal now quietly waits in a ‘'waiting on me' pile, which
nobody calls it, but that's what it is."

"How often: at least 10 of our last 12 renewals needed me on a call to close. The two that
didn't were clients who'd already decided.”

THE PAPER TRAIL — STEP 2: THE NAME

Pattern test: ten of twelve renewals, predictable to the month, and the client success manager
visibly braces before every renewal window. Pattern, confirmed. The founder named it The
Renewal Scramble and priced it: roughly 20 renewals a year, one founder call each plus prep and
scheduling drag — call it 25-30 founder-hours annually, sitting directly on top of $360,000 of
recurring revenue. Worse than the hours: renewals stall in the founder's calendar bottleneck, and
two had lapsed past their date last year while waiting for a slot.

THE PAPER TRAIL — STEP 3: THE TRACE

What was the founder supplying on that call? Not information — the client success manager had
sent the results summary already. Not a discount. The founder was supplying herself: the
reassurance that next year, the person they trust is still holding their outcome. The clients weren't
buying the program again; they were re-hiring her, personally.

Primary: Relationship & Brand — "the client only trusts me with it." The renewal conversation only
carries weight from her mouth.
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Secondary: Revenue — "it only works when I'm the one selling." The renewal process itself — the
case for next year, the framing of results, the ask — had never been extracted into anything anyone
else could run. There was no renewal sales process; there was a founder with good instincts and a
calendar.

Cause, stated structurally: clients met the founder first, were sold by her, and experienced the team
as delivery support rather than as experts. No trust transfer was ever designed into the client
journey, and no renewal process was ever documented. Nobody on this team is failing. The
structure is missing.

THE PAPER TRAIL — STEPS 4 & 5: THE DRAFTING SESSION

The founder opened the Fire Codes GPT on a Saturday morning and gave it the whole trail: the
capture, the name, the numbers, the trace, plus the roster — program director, client success
manager, two coaches, ops lead, marketing coordinator — and two constraints: “the client success
manager is excellent but has never carried a sales conversation," and "l will not discount to avoid
getting on calls."

The GPT asked five questions before drafting. Three mattered: When in the client year does the
founder currently first mention renewal? (Answer, uncomfortably: whenever the client success
manager panics — usually 30 days out.) What do renewing clients say on the closing calls? (Answer:
some version of "l just wanted to hear the plan from you.") Who does each client interact with most
in months 6 through 12? (Answer: their coach — by a mile.) That third answer became the spine of
the whole playbook: the trust already existed on the team. It just wasn't being pointed at the
renewal.

The first response-plan draft came back competent and wrong in one load-bearing place: it kept a
"founder touchpoint call" at 45 days for every client, described as "a light relational check-in."
Twenty clients, one founder — that's the Renewal Scramble with a nicer calendar name. She
flagged it: "Step 4 is the fire. Replace individual founder calls with something that scales to all
clients at once." The GPT came back with the quarterly all-client session, which she kept.

Second pushback: the draft had the client success manager making the ask at 30 days out — the
same panic window as the old process. She moved it to 60, with the results review at 75, because
the whole point was giving trust time to move before money entered the room. Third: the draft's
escalation line read "complex renewals may be escalated to the founder as needed." She rewrote it
herself — defined conditions, program director as gatekeeper — because "as needed" is how her
calendar got eaten in the first place.
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On the prevention side, the GPT proposed the extraction plan — recording her next three renewal
calls — and drafted the interview questions for turning the transcripts into the conversation guide.
It scaffolded the guide's structure but marked the six recurring hesitations as [FOUNDER TO
CONFIRM], since it had no way to know what her clients actually say. She filled those from
memory that day and corrected them against the transcripts three weeks later; two of her
remembered hesitations turned out to be rare, and one she'd never have named ("my team thinks
we can run this in-house now") turned out to be the most common. Receipts beat recall, again.

Total drafting time: about 70 minutes across two sittings, plus the three recorded calls that were
already on her calendar. Her own estimate of what this document would have taken her solo, on
nights: a month of maybes.

FIRE MARSHAL’S NOTE

What to notice in this build: the playbook didn’t create trust — it redirected trust that already
existed, from the coaches, at the moment it was needed. Before you build any structure
from scratch, look for where the thing you need already pools in your business. The
cheapest prevention structure is one you already have, pointed the wrong way.

THE FINISHED PLAYBOOK — THE RENEWAL SCRAMBLE

PRIMARY: RELATIONSHIP & BRAND SECONDARY: REVENUE OWNER: CLIENT SUCCESS MANAGER

THE SCENE

Renewals stall until the founder personally gets on a call — 10 of the last 12 closed that way. The
team runs the process perfectly right up to the moment that matters, then hands it up. Renewal
revenue is effectively gated on one person's calendar, and the relationship that closes the deal
lives with the one person who can't scale.

THE RESPONSE PLAN

What happens for every renewal entering the 90-day window, starting now:
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B AT 90 DAYS OUT, THE CLIENT SUCCESS MANAGER OPENS THE RENEWAL FILE

Results summary drafted from the client's tracked outcomes, wins quoted in the client's own
words from session notes, and a draft focus plan for next year prepared with the client's assigned
coach. No renewal enters its window without this file existing.

EX AT 75 DAYS OUT, THE ASSIGNED COACH LEADS A RESULTS REVIEW SESSION

A normal coaching session with a purpose: the coach walks the client through the year's progress
and co-builds next year's focus — the coach, not the founder, is the expert voice attaching next
year's outcome to the team. The renewal ask does not happen in this session. Trust first, ask later.

H AT 60 DAYS OUT, THE CLIENT SUCCESS MANAGER MAKES THE RENEWAL ASK

Live call, using the renewal conversation guide (built in the prevention plan): results recap, next-
year focus, the ask, and the logistics. She holds authority to offer the standard renewal terms and
the early-renewal bonus — no founder check-in required.

n THE FOUNDER APPEARS ONCE, ON PURPOSE, FOR EVERYONE

A quarterly "state of the program" session for all current clients — vision, curriculum, wins. Every
client gets founder contact on a schedule the founder controls, instead of twenty clients pulling
one-off calls through the back door.

H ESCALATION — DEFINED, AND RARE ON PURPOSE

If a client is undecided 30 days out after the ask, the program director (not the founder) runs a
follow-up call to surface the real hesitation. The founder joins a renewal conversation only when
the program director requests it for a specific reason — a genuine at-risk situation, a program-fit
question, or an account above $25,000 — and that request goes through the program director
every time, never directly from client success to founder.

THE PREVENTION PLAN

What removes the fuel, over the next two quarters:

Extraction (Revenue): the founder records her next three renewal calls — the last three she intends
to take. The Al turns the transcripts into the renewal conversation guide: how she frames a year's
results, how she connects wins to next year's plan, her answers to the six recurring hesitations ('l
got what | came for," "budget,’ "maybe six months off," and the rest), and how she makes the ask
without a discount. The client success manager and program director edit it together; the founder
approves the final. The instincts become an asset that doesn't need her calendar.
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Trust transfer (Relationship & Brand): the client journey gets rewired so renewal-time trust already
exists. From onboarding forward: each client's coach is introduced by the founder as the expert
who owns their results ("she's who I'd want on my own business"); the coach leads the quarterly
progress reviews from day one; and the founder's presence moves to the scheduled all-client
sessions. Trust transfers through exposure and demonstrated competence across the whole year
— not through a handoff announcement at day 275, which is what the old renewal call was quietly
trying to be.

Standards and triggers: the 90/75/60-day cadence runs off the program calendar automatically —
the trigger is the date, not anyone noticing. The renewal file has a written standard: what a results
summary must contain, with one great example and one thin example attached. Renewal status is
visible on the team dashboard, so a stalling renewal is seen by the program director in the normal
weekly review — not discovered by the founder in month eleven.

Voice layer: the founder hand-wrote the guide's language rules herself — the phrases she always
uses ("next year is about compounding, not repeating"), and the ones the team must never use

("re-up,’ "contract," anything that makes a transformation sound like a subscription).

OWNER & BOUNDARIES

DECISION WHO OWNS IT ESCALATES WHEN

Running the renewal cadence Client success Client undecided 30 days after the ask =
and making the ask manager program director

Standard renewal terms and Client success Any non-standard terms or discount
early-renewal bonus manager, alone request — program director

Results review sessions and Assigned coach Client questions program fit for next year
next-year focus plans — program director

Requesting founder involvement Program director, At-risk account, program-fit question, or
in a renewal alone account above $25,000

Renewal pricing and program Founder — kept deliberately; this is strategy, not
structure changes scramble
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PROOF IT'S OUT

["] Two consecutive renewal windows have run the full 90/75/60 cadence with no ad-hoc
founder calls.

[ ] Atleast six renewals have closed on the client success manager's ask alone.

O

Renewal close rate is within ten points of the founder-era baseline (10 of 12), measured over a
quarter — and no renewal has lapsed past its date waiting on anyone's calendar.

O

The founder's renewal involvement for a full quarter: the scheduled all-client sessions, plus at
most one program-director-requested call.

O

A client has said some version of "my coach and | already planned next year" — the sentence
that means the trust moved.

WHAT THE FOUNDER PUSHED BACK ON

The Al's first draft had the founder joining every renewal above $18,000 — which was every
renewal. She caught it in the involvement check, reset the line at genuinely exceptional
accounts, and routed even those through the program director. The draft also proposed
announcing the change to clients in a mass email; she killed that. The trust transfer
happens client by client, coach by coach, inside the work — announced trust isn't trust.

THE ROLLOUT, AND THE FIRST QUARTER

The owner briefing ran 40 minutes instead of the planned 20, because the client success manager
pushed back — usefully. She didn't want to make the ask armed with a guide she'd never seen
work, so they added a bridge: for the first three renewals, she'd run the call with the founder
listening silently on the line, debrief after, then solo from renewal four. The founder took the edit.
The person about to run a process sees holes the person escaping it can't.

The team heard it at Monday's meeting, from the founder, in under two minutes — including the
redirect: "Renewal questions go to [client success manager]. If a client asks me to hop on a
renewal call, I'm going to warmly hand it straight back through [program director], so it's better for
everyone if the process just works."

First renewal window under the new playbook: the coach ran the results review at 75 days, the ask
happened at 60, and the client renewed by email two days later without a founder call — the first
time that had happened in two years. One relight in the first quarter: a longtime client replied to the
renewal packet by emailing the founder directly, "can we just do our usual call?" The founder felt
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the pull, forwarded it to the program director instead, and the program director offered a call with
the client's coach — which the client took, and which closed. The relight went into the log traced to
a thin When layer: the packet email hadn't mentioned the coach session, so the client defaulted to
the old ritual. One sentence got added to the template. That client's next touchpoint came through
the right door.

Quarter one score: six renewals in the window, five closed — on pace with the founder-era rate —
zero ad-hoc founder calls, and the founder's curriculum block survived intact for the first time in
four quarters. The fire isn't fully retired until the second consecutive clean window, and she's held
the "retired" label back on purpose. The scoreboard says it's coming.
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e EXAMPLE TWO — THE SCOPE CREEP SPIRAL

COMPOSITE EXAMPLE BOUTIQUE DONE-FOR-YOU AGENCY TEAM OF NINE

The business: a boutique done-for-you brand and web agency, high six figures, projects
running $30,000 to $80,000. The team: an ops lead, two project managers, three
designers, a developer, a copywriter, and a part-time bookkeeper. The fire: every project
grows past its scope — because only the founder can say no to a client.

9 S19K 60F9

SCOPE DECISIONS ON THE UNBILLED ADDITIONS EATEN IN TWO REQUESTS THAT BECAME FREE WORK
FOUNDER’S DESK IN ONE QUARTER QUARTERS

THE PAPER TRAIL — STEP 1: THE CAPTURE

THE INCIDENT, AS THE FOUNDER WROTE IT

"What happened: [Client project], a S45K brand-and-site build, week 9 of a 12-week timeline. On
Tuesday's check-in the client asked the project manager for ‘'one more landing page while we're
in there' — the third addition this project. The PM said she'd ‘check and get back to them,’ which
is what she always says, and it landed in my inbox. | sat on it for two days because | was
slammed, then wrote a carefully-worded email approving a smaller version of it for free
because by then saying no felt like a fight | didn't have time for."

"Who brought it to me: the project manager. Same as every scope question on every project.
Both PMs do it — neither one believes they're allowed to tell a client no, and honestly I've never
told them they are."

"What | did: read the request, checked the contract myself, checked the hours budget myself,
drafted the client email myself. Forty-five minutes of my day for a decision the contract already
answered."

"What it interrupted: two sales calls' worth of prep. New business waits while | defend old
business."

"How often: | counted this quarter — nine scope decisions across six projects came to me. We
ate the cost on six of them, mostly because my answer came late and guilt-priced.”
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THE PAPER TRAIL — STEP 2: THE NAME

Pattern test: nine occurrences in a quarter across every active project, fully predictable — the ops
lead can name the project week when it starts (usually week 3, again around week 9). The team
already had a bitter nickname for the free work: "the while-we're-in-theres." The founder named the
fire The Scope Creep Spiral and priced it: roughly three founder-hours a week in deliberation and
email-drafting, plus the eaten cost — the bookkeeper put unbilled additions at about $19,000 over
the last two quarters. Slow yeses were quietly repricing every project.

THE PAPER TRAIL — STEP 3: THE TRACE

What was the founder supplying? Not knowledge — the contract answered most of these, and the
PMs could read it as well as she could. She was supplying permission to say no. Every scope
question routed to her because nobody else had — or believed they had — the authority to give a
client an answer the client might not like.

Primary: Direction & Decision — "the team checks with me before deciding or moving forward."
There was no decision architecture around scope: no thresholds, no defined authority, no
principles for the gray areas. Escalating to the founder was the only safe move, so it was the only
move.

Secondary: Quality & Risk — "l have to review, fix, catch." The founder was also the only person
who could judge what an addition would do to the project — hours, timeline, margin — because no
standard existed for assessing a change request. Every request was priced by founder instinct or
not priced at all.

Cause, stated structurally: scope authority was never defined and change-assessment was never
standardized, so every "one more thing" became a founder decision by default. The PMs aren't
timid. The structure made asking the only safe option, and the founder's two-day turnaround made
every answer a guilty one.

THE PAPER TRAIL — STEPS 4 & 5: THE DRAFTING SESSION

The founder ran the drafting session on a Friday afternoon with the ops lead in the room — a smart
variation, since the ops lead was the likely owner and knew where the bodies were buried. They
fed the GPT the capture, the trace, the roster, the bookkeeper's $19,000 figure, and one constraint
that shaped everything: "we are a relationship business; I'd rather eat some small requests than
nickel-and-dime clients."
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The GPT's clarifying questions surfaced two facts the founder hadn't written down. What does the
contract actually say about changes? Answer: there was a change clause — a decent one — that
nobody had invoked in two years, because invoking it felt like escalating. The structure existed on
paper and had no process attached, which is the same as not existing. And: what did the nine
escalated decisions have in common? Working through them out loud, the founder and ops lead
realized seven of nine would have been obvious calls under any written threshold — only two were
genuinely hard. The fire wasn't hard decisions. It was undefined authority over easy ones.

The first draft came back with a clean tier system — and two problems. Every change order above
$1,000 required founder approval "given the revenue implications,” which at agency rates meant
essentially all of them; the involvement check caught the fire being rebuilt with paperwork, and Tier
2 moved wholly to the ops lead. And the draft banned free work outright — "all additions are billed"
— which read as tidy and would have played as petty with clients used to a little grace. The
founder's fix became the playbook's best feature: the one-per-project Tier 1 courtesy-yes, explicitly
flagged to the client as included this once. Generosity, budgeted and visible, instead of leaking and
resented.

On the prevention side, the GPT drafted the change request form and proposed extracting the
founder's decision principles from her own history: it had her narrate the last nine scope decisions
— what she decided, and what she was weighing — then drafted candidate principles from the
pattern. Six came back; she kept three, rewrote one, and threw two out as "things | say but don't
actually do," which she noticed only because the principles were sitting next to her actual
decisions. The rate card was hers alone — the GPT got project types and rough hours, proposed a
structure, and every number in the final card came from the founder and the bookkeeper.

Drafting time: one 90-minute session, one 30-minute revision pass midweek. The proposal's new
"how changes work" section — the upstream fix — was drafted by the GPT from the finished
playbook in four minutes, and edited by the founder in ten.

FIRE MARSHAL’S NOTE

What to notice in this build: the contract already held the fix — a change clause nobody
invoked for two years. Audit what you already have in writing before drafting anything new; a
clause with no process attached is furniture. Every policy you have but never use is a
playbook waiting for its trigger.

FIRE CODES IN ACTION - 16



THE FINISHED PLAYBOOK — THE SCOPE CREEP SPIRAL

PRIMARY: DIRECTION & DECISION SECONDARY: QUALITY & RISK OWNER: OPS LEAD

THE SCENE

Every client request beyond the contract routes to the founder, ages in her inbox, and comes back
as a slow, guilt-priced yes. Nine scope decisions hit her desk last quarter; six became free work —
roughly $19,000 of it in two quarters. The team can build anything and decline nothing, so every
project grows until the founder personally stops it, late.

THE RESPONSE PLAN

What happens the next time a client asks for anything beyond the signed scope:

BB THE PROJECT MANAGER ANSWERS WITH THE HOLDING LINE — SAME DAY, EVERY TIME

No more "I'll check and get back to you," which the client hears as "probably yes." The new line
acknowledges, values, and routes: the request goes into the change process, with an answer
inside two business days. Said warmly and identically by every PM.

EX THE PM RUNS THE CHANGE ASSESSMENT — 15 MINUTES, SAME DAY

The one-page change request form: what's being asked, hours estimate (pulled from the rate card
with the relevant designer or developer), timeline impact, and which tier it lands in. What used to
be founder instinct is now a form anyone can run.

X THE TIER DECIDES WHO DECIDES

Tier T — under 3 hours and no timeline impact: the PM decides yes or no, on the spot; up to one
Tier 1 courtesy-yes per project, flagged to the client as included this once. Tier 2 — 3 to 15 hours or
any timeline impact: the ops lead decides, and a yes is always a paid change order at rate-card
pricing. Tier 3 — over 15 hours, strategy changes, or anything contract-adjacent: goes to the
founder as a structured brief with the assessment attached, decision due in 48 hours.

n THE ANSWER GOES BACK IN THE PLAYBOOK'S LANGUAGE

Yes answers quote the change order — scope, price, timeline shift — from the template. No
answers use the decline script: what we can't add and why, what we can do instead (parking-lot it
for phase two, swap it for something in scope), delivered by the PM, not the founder. Saying no is
now a process, not a personality trait.
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B3 ESCALATION THAT ISN'T THE FOUNDER

Client pushes back on a decline or a change-order price = ops lead takes the call. Client threatens
the relationship or the review — ops lead brings it to the founder as a Tier 3 with a
recommendation attached. The founder enters with a briefing in hand or not at all.

THE PREVENTION PLAN

What removes the fuel, over the next quarter:

Decision architecture (Direction & Decision): the tier system is the core — written decision rights,
thresholds in hours and dollars, and a 48-hour decision clock at every level so no request ages into
a guilty yes. Behind it, the founder wrote four operating principles for scope gray areas, extracted
by the Al from her own last nine decisions and hand-edited — among them: "we protect the
timeline before we protect the feeling of the moment" and "a yes that isn't priced is a no to our own
team." The principles let PMs decide cases the tiers don't cover the way she would.

Assessment standard (Quality & Risk): the change request form plus the rate card make impact-
judgment a standard instead of a founder sense. The form carries two worked examples — one
real Tier 1 courtesy-yes done right, one real "while-we're-in-there" that should have been a $4,200
change order and became free work instead. Standards without examples are just vibes; these
examples are the agency's own receipts.

Upstream fix: scope boundaries move into the sales process — the proposal now includes a "how
changes work" section, and the kickoff call walks the client through the change process in two
minutes, framed as protection for their timeline. Clients who know the rules at week zero don't test
them at week nine nearly as often.

Trigger: any client request beyond signed scope, in any channel, opens a change request the same
day — the trigger is the request itself, written as fact, not "when the PM feels it's getting out of
hand."

OWNER & BOUNDARIES

DECISION WHO OWNS IT ESCALATES WHEN
Tier 1: under 3 hours, no timeline Project manager, on the Second courtesy request on the
impact spot same project - ops lead
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DECISION WHO OWNS IT ESCALATES WHEN

Tier 2: 3—15 hours or timeline Ops lead Client disputes price or declines to
impact — priced change orders pay — ops lead call, then Tier 3
Tier 3: over 15 hours, strategy Founder, within 48 hours, — kept deliberately; this is the
shifts, contract questions from a written brief genuinely-hers category

Declining a request and offering Project manager, using Client escalates the relationship —
the alternative the decline script ops lead

Rate card and change-order Founder sets quarterly; -

pricing ops lead applies

PROOF IT'S OUT

O

O]

O O

Two consecutive projects have closed with every scope request tiered, decided, and
documented — and zero scope decisions in the founder's inbox below Tier 3.

At least three change orders have been priced and paid at rate-card rates — the "while-we're-
in-theres" are now revenue.

A PM has delivered a decline, using the script, and the client relationship survived it — the
proof that no is sayable without the founder.

Unbilled addition cost for the quarter is under $2,000, against a $9,500-a-quarter baseline.

The founder's scope involvement for a full quarter: Tier 3 briefs only, each decided inside 48
hours.

WHAT THE FOUNDER PUSHED BACK ON

The Al's first draft made every change order a founder approval "given the revenue
implications" — the involvement check caught it rebuilding the exact fire with paperwork.
She moved Tier 2 fully to the ops lead. She also rejected the draft's hard "no free work ever"
rule as too brittle for a relationship business, and replaced it with the one-per-project Tier 1
courtesy-yes — generosity by design instead of generosity by fatigue. That distinction is the
whole playbook.
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THE ROLLOUT, AND THE FIRST SIXTY DAYS

Two briefings, because two kinds of owners. The ops lead got the full playbook and the escalation
authority; her first question — "what do | do when a client calls you directly to go over my head?" —
produced the playbook's final line: the founder forwards it back with "[ops lead] runs this and has
my full backing,' no exceptions, including for the two clients most likely to try it. The PMs got a
working session instead of a memo: they rehearsed the holding line and the decline script out
loud, on real past examples, until it sounded like them and not like a policy. One PM asked for a
plainer version of the decline script; her edit shipped.

The founder rolled it out to the whole team the same week and then did the part most founders
skip: she told the clients. Every active project got two minutes at its next check-in — here's how
change requests work now, here's why it protects your timeline. Framed that way, not one client
blinked.

The first sixty days produced the moment the whole playbook was built for. Week 3 of a S60K
project, the client asked for "a quick extra template while you're in there." The PM ran the form: four
hours, Tier 2. The ops lead priced it off the rate card — $1,400 — and the PM delivered it with the
alternative attached: swap it for the in-scope social kit, or add it as a change order. The client paid
it. The whole exchange took one day, touched zero founder-hours, and the PM who'd never said no
to a client in two years reported it at the team meeting like a fishing story.

Relight log, first sixty days: two entries. One client emailed the founder directly with a request —
forwarded back per the script, absorbed cleanly. One PM reflexively said "let me check" instead of
the holding line — caught in the weekly review, traced to a thin How layer (the holding line wasn't
pinned where PMs actually work), fixed by putting it in the project template. Unbilled additions for
the quarter: $600 — one deliberate Tier 1 courtesy-yes — against the $9,500 baseline. The
founder's scope inbox: two Tier 3 briefs, both decided inside 48 hours, both genuinely hers. The
Spiral is one clean project away from retirement.
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4 EXAMPLE THREE — THE LAUNCH-WEEK MELTDOWN

COMPOSITE EXAMPLE COURSE BUSINESS - MID SIX FIGURES TEAM OF FOUR

The business: a course creator running two signature programs, mid six figures, four
launches a year. The team: an operations manager, a community manager, a part-time
marketing assistant, and a contract designer. The fire: every launch week, the tech stack
and the emails both bottleneck on the founder — at the same time.

40F4 60 60 HRS

LAUNCHES THIS YEAR THAT MELTED BUYERS LOCKED OUT AT CART OPEN FOUNDER-HOURS A YEAR OF LAUNCH
DOWN RESCUE
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THE PAPER TRAIL — STEP 1: THE CAPTURE

THE INCIDENT, AS THE FOUNDER WROTE IT

"What happened: cart opened Monday 10am. By 10:20 the checkout was live but the tagging
automation hadn't fired, so 60 buyers got no welcome email and no course access, and the
community manager was fielding 'did my payment go through' messages with no way to
check. | was the only one who could get into the funnel builder to see what broke — the
automations live under my login, and I built them, so I'm the only one who knows the tag
names mean anything. Fixed it by 11:05 from my phone. Then spent Monday night writing
Tuesday's cart email because — separately — no emails were done, because launch emails
don't get written until | write them."

"Who brought it to me: the operations manager, by text, at 10:14: 'buyers aren't getting access
and | can't see why. Are you near a laptop?' That sentence is the whole problem."

"What | did: diagnosed the automation (a renamed tag broke the trigger — | renamed it, three
weeks ago, told no one), rebuilt the trigger, manually granted access to the 60, drafted the
apology note, then wrote emails until midnight.”

"What it interrupted.: launch-day promotion. | went dark on the actual selling from 10am to
2pm. On cart-open day."

"How often: some version of this has happened all four launches this year. The breakage
rotates — tags, checkout, replay page — but the shape never changes: something only | can
see breaks, while emails only | can write pile up."

THE PAPER TRAIL — STEP 2: THE NAME

Pattern test: four for four launches this year, predictable to the day, and the operations manager
now pre-blocks the founder's launch-week calendar for "emergencies" — the structure admitting
the fire out loud. The founder named it The Launch-Week Meltdown and priced it: per launch,
roughly 15 founder-hours of unplanned tech rescue and night email-writing, times four launches —
60 hours a year, all of them during the highest-revenue weeks, all of them displacing the founder's
actual launch job: being the face and voice of the promotion. Plus the near-misses: 60 buyers with
no access at 10am is a refund wave that hasn't happened yet.
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THE PAPER TRAIL — STEP 3: THE TRACE

Two supplies at once, which is why launch weeks melt down instead of merely wobbling. When
the tech broke, the founder was supplying context: what the tag names mean, how the
automations chain together, what "fixed" looks like — none of it written anywhere. When the emails
piled up, same thing: the sequence logic, the offer framing, the voice, all in her head.

Primary: Knowledge — "I'm the only one who knows the context." The system's map exists only in
the founder's memory; the operations manager wasn't unable to fix the automation, she was
unable to see it.

Secondary: Systems & Infrastructure — "if | vanished for a week, things physically couldn't
happen.” The funnel builder, the email platform, and the checkout all live under the founder's
personal login. Even with perfect knowledge, the team physically could not have gotten in. A
renamed tag took the launch down because the wiring itself routes through one person's
accounts.

Cause, stated structurally: the stack was built by the founder, in founder-only accounts, at a size
where that was fine — and the business outgrew the wiring. Nothing was ever extracted, and
nothing was ever re-permissioned. The team isn't non-technical. The system is invisible and
locked.

THE PAPER TRAIL — STEPS 4 & 5: THE DRAFTING SESSION

The founder drafted in two sittings, and the first one started with a confession to the GPT: "l don't
fully know what's in my own funnel builder anymore." That sentence, typed out, did half the
diagnostic work — a Knowledge dependency where even the founder's knowledge has gaps is a
documentation emergency, not a training problem.

She fed it the capture, the trace, the roster — operations manager, community manager, part-time
marketing assistant, contract designer — the tool stack, and the launch calendar with the next
launch six weeks out. The GPT's best clarifying question was the simplest: if the operations
manager had had admin access on launch day, could she have fixed the tag? The founder's honest
answer — "no, because she couldn't have known what the tag names meant" — and its follow-up —
and if she'd had the documentation but no access? — "also no" — proved the trace: two
dependencies, stacked, each one able to take the launch down alone. The playbook had to cut
both wires or it would fix nothing.

The first response-plan draft leaned too hard on heroics: it made the operations manager the
launch-week fixer without first making the system visible to her, which just relocates the meltdown
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to a different phone. The founder pushed back — "she can't be first responder on a system only |
can see; sequence the extraction before the responsibility" — and the plan re-ordered itself around
the two walkthrough recordings and the test-launch rebuild. Second pushback: the draft scheduled
her email review pass at T-minus 3. She moved it to T-minus 7. Anything reviewed three days out
drifts to the night before; she knew her own gravity by now.

The prevention draft earned its keep on the extraction design. Rather than "document your tech
stack" — the advice that had failed her for three years — the GPT structured the two recordings
with prompt lists: for the tech walkthrough, walk the buyer's path from click to course access and
narrate every system it touches; name every tag out loud and say what would break if it vanished;
show the last three things that broke and exactly what you did. For the email walkthrough: take the
last two launches and explain, email by email, what job each one does and how you'd know it
failed. Talking, not writing — which is why it actually happened. The GPT drafted the map, the
troubleshooting guide, and the email playbook from the transcripts; the operations manager's
eleven corrections and the founder's hand-written voice rules finished them.

One thing the founder added that no draft suggested: the change log. The renamed tag that
started the whole capture had been her own three-weeks-earlier "quick cleanup.” The Al kept
proposing structures to catch the team's mistakes; the receipts said the founder was the
untracked variable. She wrote the rule to bind herself first.

FIRE MARSHAL’S NOTE

What to notice in this build: the sequencing. The draft wanted to hand the ops manager
responsibility before visibility, and the founder reordered it — extraction first, then the keys,
then the title. When a plan gives someone a job, check what it gave them first.
Responsibility without visibility is just a schedule for blame.

THE FINISHED PLAYBOOK — THE LAUNCH-WEEK MELTDOWN
PRIMARY: KNOWLEDGE SECONDARY: SYSTEMS & INFRASTRUCTURE

OWNER: OPERATIONS MANAGER
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THE SCENE

Every launch, two fires ignite together: something in the tech stack breaks that only the founder
can see or reach, while the launch emails sit unwritten because only the founder can write them.
Sixty founder-hours a year burn during the four highest-revenue weeks on the calendar, and each
launch runs one renamed tag away from a refund wave.

THE RESPONSE PLAN

What happens for the next launch, and every launch after:

n T-MINUS 14 DAYS: THE OPERATIONS MANAGER RUNS THE PRE-FLIGHT CHECKLIST

Every automation in the launch path test-fired with a test purchase: checkout, tagging, welcome
sequence, course access, replay page. Every item checked against the launch tech map (built in
the prevention plan). Nothing is assumed working because it worked last launch.

n T-MINUS 10 DAYS: ALL LAUNCH EMAILS DRAFTED, ON THE STANDARD

The marketing assistant drafts the full sequence from the launch email playbook — sequence
anatomy, voice rules, offer details from the launch doc. The founder gets one scheduled 60-minute
review pass at T-minus 7 for voice and emphasis. She may edit; she may not rewrite from scratch
— and nothing is due the night before it sends, ever again.

Bl LAUNCH WEEK: THE OPERATIONS MANAGER IS FIRST RESPONDER ON ALL TECH

She has admin access and the tech map. Anything in the documented launch path, she diagnoses
and fixes directly. The freeze rule holds all week: no renames, no rewiring, no "quick
improvements" to anything in the launch path by anyone — founder included. Especially the
founder.

¥ 1F BUYERS ARE AFFECTED, THE CARE PROTOCOL RUNS WITHOUT WAITING FOR THE FIX

The community manager posts the acknowledgment from the pre-written templates within 15
minutes, and manual access-granting starts immediately — the buyer experience gets rescued in
parallel, not after the plumbing.

B3 ESCALATION — NARROW, AND DEFINED IN MINUTES

Undiagnosed after 45 minutes with buyers affected, or anything touching payments themselves —
the operations manager calls the platform's support line first and the founder second, with a
specific ask: "l need X" — a fact she has, an access she lacks — not "are you near a laptop?" The
founder's launch-week job is the promotion. The plan defends that out loud.
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THE PREVENTION PLAN

What removes the fuel, over the next 60 days:

Extraction (Knowledge): two recorded walkthroughs. First, the tech walkthrough: the founder
screen-records herself touring the entire launch stack — every automation, every tag and what its
name means, every connection, what "working" looks like at each step, and the three most likely
failure points with their fixes. The Al turns the recording into the launch tech map: one diagram,
one automation inventory, one troubleshooting guide. The operations manager edits it while
rebuilding the test launch herself — the edit is the training. Second, the email walkthrough: the
founder talks through the last two launches' sequences — what each email does, how she frames
the offer, what she always checks — and the Al drafts the launch email playbook. She hand-writes
the voice rules herself, with six real example lines: three keepers, three never-agains.

Re-wiring (Systems & Infrastructure): the single points of failure close first. The funnel builder,
email platform, and checkout move to team accounts with role-based access; the operations
manager becomes co-admin on all three; credentials move to a shared vault; backup two-factor
codes stop living on one phone. The operations manager becomes the named tooling owner for
the launch stack — access requests, renewals, and "why is this broken" all route to her. And a
standing change-log rule: any change to any launch-path automation, by anyone, gets one line in
the log — what changed, by whom, why. The renamed tag that took down a launch becomes
structurally impossible to repeat silently.

Standing capture: after every launch, a 30-minute debrief: what broke, what the map was missing,
what the email playbook got wrong. Fixes go into the documents that week. Each launch makes
the paper smarter, so the knowledge keeps leaving the founder's head as a byproduct of normal
work.

OWNER & BOUNDARIES

DECISION WHO OWNS IT ESCALATES WHEN

Launch tech: pre-flight, Operations manager 45 minutes undiagnosed with buyers

diagnosis, fixes in the affected, or anything touching payment

documented path processing — platform support, then
founder
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DECISION WHO OWNS IT ESCALATES WHEN

Launch email drafts, Marketing assistant Misses the standard twice — operations

scheduling, and sends manager reviews the brief and the
standard

Buyer-facing incident Community manager, Refund requests exceed five on one

communication from templates incident - operations manager

Changes to launch-path Operations manager; Structural funnel changes — founder,

automations (with change- frozen for everyone between launches only

log entry) during launch week

Offer, pricing, launch Founder — kept deliberately

calendar, and the voice rules

PROOF IT'S OUT

"] One full launch has run with zero unplanned founder tech-hours — every incident handled by
the operations manager from the map.

All launch emails for a full sequence were drafted by T-minus 10 and sent on schedule, with
founder involvement capped at the one scheduled review pass.

The operations manager has diagnosed and fixed at least one real launch-path failure without
the founder finding out until the debrief.

The vanish test passes for launch week: every launch-critical system reachable and runnable
by at least two people, with the change log current.

O O 0O O

The founder spent cart-open day on promotion — visible, selling, phone in her pocket for the
right reasons.
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WHAT THE FOUNDER PUSHED BACK ON

The Al's first draft named the founder as launch-week tech escalation point "given her
system knowledge" — the exact dependency, restated as a compliment. The involvement
check caught it; the escalation now goes to platform support first, and reaches her only as a
specific, briefed ask. She also overruled the draft's suggestion to rebuild the whole stack on
new tools "for a clean start" — a quarter of migration to avoid an afternoon of re-
permissioning. The dependency was the wiring, not the tools. Fix the wiring.

THE ROLLOUT, AND THE FIRST LAUNCH

The rollout had a deadline built in: the next launch was six weeks out, which turned the prevention
plan into a countdown. Week one, the access re-wiring — team accounts, co-admin, shared vault —
took the operations manager and the founder one afternoon, exactly as predicted. Weeks two and
three, the founder recorded both walkthroughs; the tech one ran 70 minutes and produced, in her
words, "a document I'd have sworn would take a month." The operations manager rebuilt a test
launch from the map, logged eleven gaps — tag names the founder had explained wrong from
memory, one automation she'd forgotten existed — and the edits went in. The edit was the training;
by the end of it, two people could see the system for the first time in the company's history.

The team rollout was short and specific. The founder announced the ownership change at the
weekly meeting and said the redirect out loud: "Launch-week tech goes to [operations manager] —
she has the map and the keys. Emails run off the playbook and the calendar. And nobody,
including me, touches a launch-path automation during launch week without a change-log line."
Naming herself in the freeze rule got the laugh it deserved, and made it stick.

The next launch, by the numbers: pre-flight at T-minus 14 caught a broken replay-page trigger — on
a Tuesday, calmly, ten days before it would have been a cart-open emergency. All five emails were
drafted by T-minus 10; the founder's review pass ran 50 of its 60 minutes and she rewrote exactly
one subject line. Cart-open Monday, one real incident: a payment-plan buyer tagged into the wrong
sequence at 11:40am. The community manager posted the acknowledgment from the template at
11:52 while the operations manager traced it on the map and had it fixed by 12:15. The founder
learned all of this at the Friday debrief — which is the entire playbook, working, in one sentence.

The relight log carries one entry from that week: a checkout question the ops manager texted the
founder out of habit before catching herself and answering it from the troubleshooting guide

twenty minutes later. The debrief added that answer to the map's FAQ. Founder's unplanned tech-
hours for the launch: zero, against a 15-hour baseline. Her cart-open day went to two livestreams
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and the promotion calendar — the job only she can do, done at full attention for the first time in a
year. One more clean launch and the Meltdown gets retired by name.

WHAT ALL THREE HAVE IN COMMON

Different industries, different fires, different dependency pairs — same machine underneath. Every
capture was written warm, in the founder's own words, and every playbook quotes it. Every trace
ended at structure, never at a person. Every response plan gave the founder's old job to a named
owner with real authority, and every escalation path ends somewhere that isn't the founder's
phone. And in all three, the Al's first draft tried to wire the founder back in somewhere polite — and
the two checks caught it, every time.

Start with the traces, because they're where most self-taught diagnosis goes wrong. All three
founders' first instincts about their fires were partly off. The coaching founder assumed her fire
was a sales-skill gap on her team — the trace said the skill gap was real but secondary, and the
trust wiring was the load-bearing problem, which is why "send the client success manager to sales
training" had already failed once before she bought this system. The agency founder had spent a
year describing her fire as "clients who push boundaries" — the trace relocated it entirely inside her
own business, in the missing decision architecture, where it was actually fixable. The course
founder thought she had a tech problem and a copywriting problem; the trace showed one
Knowledge dependency wearing two costumes, plus a wiring issue no amount of documentation
alone would have touched. In all three cases, the fix that worked was aimed by the trace, not by the
founder's first theory. That's the argument for step three in one paragraph: your first theory about
your own fire is usually the most flattering available explanation, and the trace is how you find the
true one.

Notice, too, what the finished playbooks have in common structurally. Every response plan fits on
a page and starts before the founder's involvement, not after it. Every prevention plan pairs an
extraction (getting what's in the founder's head onto paper) with a structure (making the paper
operational) — extraction without structure produces documents nobody uses, and structure
without extraction produces processes that run on guesses. Every owner got real authority with
real boundaries, in writing, and got to edit the playbook before it went live. And every "Proof It's
Out" list is checkable by a stranger — no vibes, no "things feel better," just events that happened or
didn't. If your own playbooks hit those four marks, they're built right, whatever the fire.
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HOW TO STEAL FROM THESE EXAMPLES

Don't copy the playbooks — your thresholds, roster, and fire are different, and a transplanted
playbook fails exactly where it doesn't fit. Steal the moves instead. From the coaching practice: the
scheduled founder touchpoint that replaces twenty unscheduled ones, and the gatekeeper role
between the team and the founder's calendar. From the agency: the tier system — any recurring
decision that routes to you can be tiered by size and reversibility, with real authority at every level
below the top — and the budgeted courtesy-yes, generosity made deliberate instead of leaky. From
the course business: the narrated-walkthrough extraction (talking beats writing, every time), the
freeze rule for high-stakes windows, and the change log that binds the founder first. Those seven
moves cover a startling share of founder-dependency fires, whatever the industry.

And steal the pushback pattern above all. In all three drafting sessions, the founder's most
valuable contributions were refusals: no, that step recreates the fire; no, that role doesn't exist; no,
that's too brittle for how we treat clients. The Al supplied speed and structure. The founders
supplied the no. Run your sessions the same way, and your fire — whatever it is — will run the
same road: captured, named, traced, drafted, checked, handed to an owner, and retired by name at
a team meeting, with your judgment in every load-bearing sentence.

TIFFANY LOPEZ

Business Systems Architect - Luxe Business Backend™
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