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Founders and leaders often seek outside advice
to reduce uncertainty, but conflicting counsel
can create hesitation instead. Here’s how to turn
advice into usable input without losing judgment,
speed, or focus.

A familiar scene plays out in companies. The leader is
facing a real decision: pricing pressure, a key hire, a
new market, an acquisition offer, or a cash constraint
that just moved from theoretical to immediate. They do
the responsible thing and ask for input. They call people
they trust, take meetings, listen carefully, and keep
looking for the missing angle. However, instead of
clarity, they get more surface area. One person says
focus, while another says invest harder. A third says
timing is the issue, and, yet someone else says that it’s
about positioning or leadership. 

The abundance of the counsel is no longer a problem --
It's that the advice becomes difficult to use. This
happens not because the people giving it are wrong. It
becomes hard to use because each recommendation
rests on a different view of the business: its constraints,
its objectives, its risk tolerance, and the conditions
under which the advice would work. Those assumptions
are usually left unstated. So, the leader is left trying to
compare answers that were built for different questions.

One response is to keep collecting input, and
sometimes that helps. However, often it dilutes
priorities, reopens decisions that were already made,
and creates hesitation the team can feel almost
immediately. That drift is expensive for any company,
but especially so for founder-led companies, where
accountability still lands on one person.

This piece is about entrepreneurial decision-making.
Managers inside larger firms deal with noisy input too,

but founders face a sharper version of the problem:
more novelty, less complete information, fewer stable
playbooks, and more personal accountability for the
downside. The practical question -- which applies to
business owners and family business leaders as well as
founders -- is simple: How can we get the value of
outside input without letting it destabilize decision-
making? 

Why Advice Becomes Noisy
The problem is rarely that the advice is careless. More
often, the context got lost somewhere along the way. 

Context drops out. Advice can be sound and still
produce poor outcomes because it tends to travel faster
than its context. A recommendation that worked in one
company may have relied on circumstances that don’t
exist in another: pricing power, a sales motion, a capital
cushion, a brand position, a talent bench, a risk
appetite, and other factors. When those conditions are
absent, the same recommendation can be dangerous.
In that sense, the advice is not wrong; it’s incomplete.

Most of those giving advice are reacting to a
partial picture. It’s also worth remembering that even
good advisors are usually reacting to a partial picture.
Most people are not sitting inside the business with you:
They’re reacting to a story, a handful of facts, and
whatever can be communicated in a conversation.
Sometimes leaders can’t share certain details; other
times they haven't yet discovered which details matter.
The advisor then fills in the gaps (often unconsciously)
with patterns from their own experience. That’s not
irrational; it’s how humans make sense of incomplete
information. But it does mean the advice may be
calibrated to a situation that resembles yours rather than
to the one you have.

People optimize for different things. Noise also
shows up because people are often optimizing for
different outcomes without realizing it. Two intelligent,
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well-intentioned advisors can look at the same situation
and push in opposite directions because they are
solving for different objectives: growth versus cash,
speed versus certainty, optionality versus focus, short-
term stability versus long-term position. If those
objectives aren’t surfaced explicitly, the advice can
sound contradictory when it’s just anchored to different
definitions of “good.”

Incentives and style distort signal. Incentives add
another layer. While some advice is offered with nothing
attached, other advice is connected to a worldview or a
preferred playbook. Yet in other cases, the advice is
entangled with a business model (consciously or not)
because the person giving it sells implementation,
services, capital, or sells a narrative that keeps them
central. None of that automatically invalidates what they
say, but it does mean leaders should treat advice as
input rather than instruction and stay curious about why
a person sees the situation the way they do.

The form advice takes matters, too. Advice is often
delivered in a conversational format that rewards
confidence. A crisp opinion is easier to offer than a
careful diagnosis, and under pressure leaders gravitate
to crispness because it reduces uncertainty in the
moment. The problem is that a confident opinion doesn’t
come with error bars. A leader who is trying to be
responsible can end up oscillating between confident
voices rather than integrating information, especially
when each voice is operating from a different set of
assumptions

Entrepreneurship research points in the same direction.
Leaders especially do not search for information in a
vacuum; mentors, industry networks, and professional
forums shape what they notice and how they interpret it.
Ozgen and Baron (2007) found that these social
sources positively affect opportunity recognition, which
is another way of saying that who sits in a leader’s orbit
influences what becomes visible in the first place.

More recent work sharpens that point. Andries,
Clarysse, and Costa (2021) show that founders are
often constrained in seeing which market applications
and external actors matter most at the outset. The
ventures that performed better were more likely to
communicate their capabilities broadly, surface interest
from unexpected corners of the market, and then
validate that interest with additional actors before
leaning too far into it. Burnell, Stevenson, and Fisher

(2023) find something related from the feedback side:
Early-stage founders often resist changing the value
proposition even after negative feedback, but
mentoring, prior entrepreneurial experience, and larger
teams broaden perspective and make pivots more
likely. The practical implication is not to gather more
opinions; it is to make outside input easier to interpret,
compare, and test against the company’s real
constraints.

Before the Conversation, Make the
Decision Legible
When a decision feels urgent, leaders often reach for
conversations first. That instinct is understandable
because advice can feel like the fastest path to clarity.
In practice, though, many advice conversations start
while the decision itself is still blurry. Different people
answer different questions, and the leader walks away
with opinions that are hard to compare.

Advice is not a download; it is a two-person process.
The quality of what comes back depends partly on the
quality of the question, the specificity of the context, and
the discipline with which both sides surface
assumptions. That matters even more in
entrepreneurship, where novelty and time pressure
make mental shortcuts tempting. Busenitz and Barney
(1997) argued that entrepreneurs are more likely than
managers in large organizations to rely on heuristics
such as overconfidence and representativeness. A little
structure before the conversation does not remove
those tendencies for managers, but it can slow them
down enough for better questions to surface.

A simple countermove for the leaders is to start on
paper with a single page that makes the decision legible
to someone outside the business. The page is not
meant to persuade anyone, and it is not a memo or a
deck. It exists to constrain the conversation to what
actually matters. In practice, it usually captures the
decision in one sentence, why it has to be made now,
and which constraints are real. It also lays out the two or
three options that are truly on the table, what a good
outcome would look like six months from now, and what
would change the leader’s mind. At the bottom, one line
clarifies the kind of input being requested: diagnosis,
missed options, second-order effects, execution risk, or
something else.

With that page in hand, the next step is ordinary. Send it
ahead of a short conversation with someone trusted.
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The shared page does more than save time. It gives
both people something concrete to react to, rather than
a vague prompt that drifts into generalities or war
stories. In early conversations, the first questions an
advisor asks can be more informative than the
recommendation itself. Those questions often reveal
what the advisor thinks is fragile, what they suspect is
being underestimated, and which constraint they believe
is binding.

If an advisor jumps straight to a recommendation, the
conversation usually improves once the logic behind it is
brought into the open. That does not have to feel like an
interrogation. The leader can ask what would need to be
true for the recommendation to work under current
constraints, and what evidence would show early that it
is going poorly. Advisors with real pattern recognition
tend to have a good answer to that second question
because they have seen the downside before. Right
after the call, it helps to capture the recommendation in
plain language, the key premise underneath it, and one
early warning sign while the conversation is still fresh.

Once notes exist from a few conversations, the advice
often becomes less mysterious. The disagreement is
frequently not about the decision itself, but about the
world each person assumes the company is in. One
advisor may be assuming more pricing power than
exists, while another may be assuming the organization
can absorb operational complexity when it is already
stretched. A third may be assuming hiring will solve a
problem that is actually strategic. Seeing those
differences shifts the work away from debating
conclusions and toward checking assumptions.

Checking assumptions sometimes takes real time, but
many can be probed faster than expected. If the
disagreement is about willingness to pay, a price test in
a narrow slice of the market can generate signal without
committing the whole company. If it is about demand in
a new segment, disciplined discovery can happen
before headcount. If it is about whether a key role is truly
the constraint, clarity often comes from defining what
should change in the next 60 to 90 days if the role is
filled, and whether the current team can plausibly drive
those outcomes. The goal is not to “experiment” away
responsibility, but to create enough signal that the
decision stops being reopened every time a new opinion
arrives.

This discipline holds up best when it includes a learning

loop. A simple record of major decisions, who was
consulted, what was recommended, what was decided,
and what happened makes it easier to weight inputs
over time. The point is not to grade advisors; it is to
learn which voices help with which kinds of decision.
Done consistently, the approach adds a few minutes at
the front end and returns speed later by protecting
focus, reducing re-litigation, and making it easier to
move from conversation to action.

Know When to Close the Advice
Loop
At some point the leader has enough input to see the
shape of the decision. The options are clearer than they
were at the start and the main assumptions become
visible; the risks feel nameable instead of amorphous.
That is usually the moment when advice becomes most
tempting and most dangerous at the same time,
because it still feels responsible to get one more
perspective, even if the marginal value is dropping. A
useful move is to treat advice like any other input with
diminishing returns. It helps early when the problem is
poorly framed and the founder is still trying to
understand what matters. It helps later only if it
introduces new information, not just a new opinion.
Without a stopping rule, the founder can drift into a
pattern where every new conversation reopens the
decision, not because anything changed, but because
the mind treats novelty as a signal.

The simplest stopping rule is not a calendar deadline,
though deadlines help. The practical threshold is
whether the decision has been reduced to its real
tradeoff. If a founder can state the tradeoff in one
sentence, name the assumption that matters most, and
articulate what would change their mind later, additional
advice tends to add texture rather than clarity. That’s a
good time to stop gathering and start deciding.

Making the decision durable often comes down to how it
is recorded and communicated. A short decision note
can do a lot of work here. It doesn’t need to be polished.
It needs to be clear about what is being done, why it is
being done, and what will be watched. When the team
understands the rationale and the conditions under
which the decision would be revisited, they stop reading
every new external opinion as a sign that leadership is
wavering.

This also protects the leader from a particular form of
whiplash: the after-the-decision advice. Once a decision
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is announced, people often offer late input -- sometimes
because they were not consulted, sometimes because
they are seeing the decision for the first time, and
sometimes because they simply enjoy offering a strong
view. Late advice should not automatically be ignored.
But it should have to clear a bar. Does it introduce new
evidence that changes a key assumption? Does it
reveal a risk that wasn’t considered and is material
enough to warrant a revisit? If not, it can be
acknowledged without reopening the decision.

In practice, the decision note becomes a filter. New
opinions can be compared against the assumptions
already named. If the advice is just a different
preference, it gets treated as such. If it points to
something factual that changes the premises, the leader
has a legitimate reason to adjust course without making
the organization feel like it is drifting.

The last benefit of a clear closing step is psychological.
Many people seek advice because they care about
getting it right, and because the consequences land on
them. That sense of responsibility is admirable. It can
also become a reason to keep searching when the real
work is to choose. A clean end to the advice phase
preserves the best part of advice-seeking, which is
humility, without letting it turn into avoidance.

Advice is not scarce anymore: It is easy to find people
with strong views. The scarce resource is judgment
under constraints, and judgment gets harder when the
leader is surrounded by opinions that can’t be
compared. The goal is not to seek less counsel, but
rather it is to make counsel easier to use. Ten minutes
of framing, a few disciplined conversations, and a clear
end to the advice-gathering phase can prevent weeks of
hesitation. It also gives the team what it needs most in
uncertain moments: a decision they can execute, and
clarity about what would cause it to change.
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