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EXECUTIVE LEAD
The board that receives a complete account of a problem may still receive it too late. 
The issue is not simply reporting frequency or the accuracy of the numbers. It is the 
time between the first credible indication that a consequential assumption may fail and 
the moment the board can act on it. During that interval, funding, customer 
relationships, project commitments and management capacity can become harder to 
change.

Early signals are usually incomplete. Management has good reasons to check them 
before escalating. Yet a system that waits for certainty can transfer uncertainty to the 
board only after the options for governing it have closed. An effective board therefore 
needs more than results and explanations. It needs to know which assumptions are 
under pressure, how quickly the decision window is narrowing and which choices 
require its attention now.

Management implication: the board and executive team should define escalation by the decisions that may soon 
become unavailable, not solely by the size of a confirmed variance.

A good report can arrive after the useful 
decision
Consider a growing manufacturer whose sales and order book remain broadly on plan. 
A major programme begins to consume more working capital than expected. Rework 
rises, promised delivery dates slip and a large customer takes longer to approve 
invoices. Each signal has a plausible individual explanation. The finance team sees the 
cash pressure; operations sees the rework; commercial management sees the 
customer discussion. No single report yet describes a decisive failure.

Management reviews the pieces, tests whether the deviations are temporary and works 
on remedies. The next board pack contains an accurate summary of the deteriorating 
cash forecast. By then, the company has already committed capacity to further orders 
and allowed its financing headroom to shrink. The board can demand a recovery plan. 
It can no longer make the earlier decision on the same terms: pace the programme, 
reserve cash, reprice the work or approach funders before the need becomes urgent.

This is an illustrative scenario, not a claim about a particular company. Its point is the 
difference between a report that explains what happened and information that permits 
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governance while choices remain open. The board does not need to instruct plant 
managers on rework. It may, however, need to reconsider a capital commitment or 
approve the use of financing headroom. That is why the same information can be 
routine for one audience and urgent for another.

Why reasonable steps can create a late board
An operating team notices a deviation and checks the underlying data. Managers want 
to understand whether it is a pattern. Executives prefer to present a coherent view and 
an initial response. The board receives the matter when the effect can be quantified. 
Each stage improves accuracy. Each stage also takes time.

The delay becomes material when the organisation treats proof of damage as the 
trigger for escalation. A forecast assumption can be threatened before a reported 
result has missed plan. A customer relationship can deteriorate before a contract is 
lost. Liquidity can tighten before an obligation is missed. In each case the board may 
have a legitimate decision to make while the evidence is still provisional.

Escalating every anomaly would overwhelm the board and blur accountability. The 
answer is therefore not to forward raw operational noise. It is to distinguish an 
ordinary variance from a signal that puts a board-level choice on a clock. Management 
should show what it knows, what it does not yet know, what it is testing, and when 
waiting changes the available response. The strongest early warnings describe a 
plausible mechanism rather than claim certainty: rework delays acceptance, slower 
acceptance delays cash collection, and a planned capacity expansion could then 
consume the remaining headroom. If the mechanism is wrong, a scheduled review can 
close the issue. If it is right, waiting for the quarterly result may be costly.

The decision window is the governing test
A decision window opens when a credible signal brings a material assumption or 
commitment into question. It closes, or narrows sharply, when delay removes an 
option, raises its cost or shifts the company into a forced response. The length of that 
window depends on the decision. Refinancing may require more lead time than a 
change in production sequence. A potential acquisition issue may need attention 
before a binding commitment. An emerging customer problem may call for a 
conversation long before its financial effect appears in monthly accounts.
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The board should ask four connected questions. What assumption is now uncertain? 
Which board-level decision could the answer affect? What is the latest responsible point 
for making that decision? What evidence is needed by then, and what can remain 
uncertain? This test gives timing its proper place alongside materiality. It also keeps the 
board focused on its own choices rather than drawing it into routine management.

A recurring report can support this discipline, but its calendar cannot govern an urgent 
decision. If an assumption fails between meetings, the escalation route must work 
between meetings too. Conversely, a weak signal with no near-term governing 
consequence may belong in monitoring rather than an extraordinary board discussion. 
The threshold is therefore a combination of plausibility, consequence and time. Severity 
alone is insufficient. A potentially large loss in five years may permit measured review; a 
smaller loss that closes a financing option next week may require immediate attention. 
The board and management should calibrate these thresholds to their actual approval 
rights and commitments, not to a universal colour code. Figure 1 shows why timing has 
to be tested alongside evidence strength.

AI-generated diagram for explanatory purposes.

FIGURE 1 | Schematic relationship, not measured data: evidence can strengthen while available choices narrow.
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What the board needs to see
A conventional board pack tends to organise information by function and reporting 
period. For time-sensitive issues, the useful unit is the threatened decision.

A concise escalation should identify the signal and its source, the assumption it 
challenges, the possible company consequence, the options currently available, and the 
point at which one of those options becomes impractical. It should name the 
responsible executive and the next evidence update.

This changes the quality of discussion. Instead of asking management to certify a 
conclusion prematurely, the board can authorise an investigation, set a decision 
threshold, preserve liquidity or reserve capacity while evidence develops. It can also 
decide explicitly to wait, provided it understands what waiting costs and when the 
matter returns.

None of this excuses vague escalation. “There may be a problem” without an affected 
decision, an owner and a review point transfers anxiety rather than usable information. 
Equally, a polished explanation of a confirmed loss may contain little governing value if 
the relevant commitments have already been made. An effective escalation can fit on a 
single page.

For example: customer acceptance is taking longer than assumed; forecast liquidity 
remains above the agreed minimum, but the next capacity commitment reduces 
flexibility; management is testing the causes and will update the figures on Friday; the 
board may need to decide on the commitment by Monday. This note is provisional, yet 
it tells directors what is at stake and when their judgment may be required. Figure 2 
presents the same signal as a decision-ready escalation note.
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AI-generated diagram for explanatory purposes.

FIGURE 2 | An early signal becomes useful when the decision, deadline and next evidence are explicit.

An integrated response, not a larger 
reporting pack
The executive team and board should begin with a small set of consequential decisions: 
funding headroom, major customer exposure, capital commitments, transformation 
milestones or other dependencies specific to the company. For each, they identify the 
assumptions on which the current plan relies and the earliest credible signs that those 
assumptions may fail.

Next, they agree an escalation threshold linked to time and choice. The owner of the 
signal raises it when a board-level option may disappear before the next ordinary 
meeting, even if the final financial effect is not established. The initial communication 
separates observed facts from estimates and sets a date for the next update. 
Management remains responsible for diagnosis and execution; the board retains the 
decisions and oversight that belong to it.

Finally, they review a few actual cases. When did someone first see a meaningful signal? 
When did management connect the pieces? When did the board receive them? Which 
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options existed at each point? This retrospective is more revealing than simply adding 
another dashboard.

A late board decision can also reveal a problem upstream of escalation: the company 
may have failed to notice the signal, combined incompatible forecasts or overlooked a 
dependency between a project and its financing. In that case, changing only the board 
timetable cannot solve the delay. The route must be repaired where information first 
lost its meaning. This review tests whether the organisation can move consequential 
uncertainty to the right decision-makers at the right time. Where the test fails, the 
remedy may be an earlier trigger, a direct route from the responsible executive to the 
chair, or a clearer distinction between information for awareness and matters requiring 
approval. The adjustment should be narrow enough to preserve the board’s attention. 
An indiscriminate flood of exceptions would recreate the problem in another form.

The board also shapes what it hears
A board cannot demand early warning and then punish every well-founded concern 
that later proves harmless. Nor should it accept a culture in which management 
withholds difficult information until it has a complete remedy. Directors set 
expectations through the questions they ask and the way they respond to uncertainty. 
They should welcome a clearly framed provisional signal, require disciplined follow-up 
and distinguish responsible early escalation from poor preparation.

The standard must be reciprocal. Management should not use early escalation to shift 
normal operating decisions upward. The board should not turn provisional reporting 
into intrusive daily supervision. Both sides need a shared understanding of the 
decisions reserved for the board, the evidence appropriate at each stage and the speed 
with which choices can close. Chairs can test this understanding by asking 
management what has changed since the last meeting that could affect a future board 
decision, even if it has not yet affected reported performance. That question makes 
room for uncertainty without making every concern a crisis.

A practical way to test the gap
VIET Transformation Advisors offers a Board Decision Window Review. We trace 
selected consequential decisions from the earliest material signals to the board 
discussion, comparing when information became available with when choices 
narrowed.
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The review examines signal ownership, connections between finance, operations and 
commercial information, escalation thresholds and the timing of board communication. 
It compares a case in which the board acted in time with one in which an option had 
already narrowed.

The result is a decision map: which signals need to reach the board, through whom, by 
when and with which choices still open. Targeted changes are assigned to owners and 
tested in the next reporting cycle.

The review does not replace directors’ judgment or management’s accountability. Its 
scope and escalation routes must fit the company’s governance structure, reserved 
decisions and applicable duties. A faster reporting route cannot repair a signal that no 
one detected; a clearer approval threshold cannot resolve deliberate concealment 
without changes to accountability and assurance.

Figure 3 provides a structure for comparing the two cases. It is a review template, not 
evidence from completed client assignments.

AI-generated diagram for explanatory purposes.

FIGURE 3 | Illustrative review structure for locating the first avoidable delay; not documented company cases.
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Know in time to govern
The measure of board information is not whether the eventual report is correct. It is 
whether the board learns enough, early enough, to exercise the judgment for which it 
is responsible. Once a relevant option has closed, an accurate report can explain the 
past but cannot restore that choice.

The practical test is straightforward: identify the next decision that will be difficult to 
reverse, then ask what could change its basis before the board meets again. Trace who 
would notice, who would connect the evidence and how quickly directors would hear it. 
If no one can answer that path, the decision window is exposed.

Which critical development would your board learn about only after the decision it 
could have shaped has effectively been made?

VIET Transformation Advisors Co., Ltd. | www.viet-ta.com

Basis and scope

The governance baseline is the G20/OECD Principles of Corporate Governance 2023, V.D.2 and V.F: board oversight 
of risk and access to timely, relevant information. The decision-window test and review structure are VIET TA’s 
analytical synthesis. Examples and figures are illustrative; this article does not state jurisdiction-specific legal duties.

OECD 2023 | The responsibilities of the board | V.D.2 and V.F

Prepared with AI assistance. Editorial responsibility: VIET TA.

https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/g20-oecd-principles-of-corporate-governance-2023_ed750b30-en/full-report/component-8.html
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