
W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S

Autonomy isn't a preference. It drives performance.
Autonomy is control over task, time, technique, and team† — ownership delegated across the team, so people can decide and
act without continually seeking approval. It's a human need, and for entrepreneurial teams it pays off three ways.

Brainpower and horsepower
More minds on hard problems, and enough
people to share the load and the lead.

Scale
Parallel effort across the team — growth isn't
limited to what fits in one leader's head.

The people you need most
It attracts and retains the creators,
innovators, and problem solvers who disrupt
the status quo.

T H E  H A R D  P A R T

You can't grant your own autonomy.
It must be granted — repeatedly.
Autonomy must be granted — not just once, but repeatedly in the face of setbacks and epic
fails. Leaders who lack a system for autonomy ride a pendulum. Passive management is
ineffective abdication — "hire great people and let them work" — and it builds a culture
that's highly autonomous and mediocre. When things go off the rails, they swing the other
way. Micromanagement is nonscalable disruption — the removal of agency. Riding the
pendulum from one to the other is a false choice.

Passive
management

Micro-
management

One failure mode — not two
ends to balance.

T H E  R E F R A M E

Build a system for trust.
Many leaders predicate autonomy solely on trusting a person to deliver. That's fragile. Leaders who think this way
pendulum-swing from "this person is awesome" to "this person can't be trusted." Here's the reality: if someone has a 95
percent success rate at a task, there's a 5 percent chance of error. What's there to catch that error? Leaders must be
systems engineers: engineer the system to build trust, and coach the participants.

The right kind of trust — trust in a system of peers and practices designed to guide distributed decision-making and
self-correct errors. The extent to which you don't trust in autonomy is the extent to which you're not comfortable with
the system you've built.

T H E  M I N D S E T  —  F I V E  P R I N C I P L E S Get these right and autonomy survives the hard days.

Alignment, not
adherence
Alignment isn't a
euphemism for
obedience. Mandates
and intrinsic motivation
are mutually exclusive.

Engineer the
system
Don't blame the
people. Individual
performance aside, get
the system right, and
the rest follows.

Grant it
repeatedly
Don't pull autonomy at
the first sign of trouble.
Instead, coach people,
and improve the
system to identify and
self-correct errors.

It's a two-way
contract
Autonomy is not
unaccountability.
Everyone should seek
input, answer
questions, and be open
to feedback.

Have a
perspective
The job isn't to guess
correctly. The job is to
do the work. Don't play
decision divining rod.

Culture is what you do, not what you say. www.keithvlucas.com  ·  keith@keithvlucas.com

A  F R A M E W O R K  F R O M  I M P A C T

Aligned Autonomy
People need autonomy. Teams need aligned autonomy.
Keith V. Lucas, PhD  ·  Built on the book IMPACT



Aligned Autonomy — how to unlock it Keith V. Lucas, PhD

Autonomy without alignment is chaos. Alignment without autonomy is soul-crushing bureaucracy. Entrepreneurial teams live in
the middle band — and for them, the funnel never fully collapses, because certainty never reaches 100 percent.

E N T R E P R E N E U R I A L  T E A M  O P E R AT I N G  S PA C E
Unconstrained creativity Directed ideation Channeled execution Uniform production

0% Bounded by mission and vision Bounded by the uncertainty of disruption 100%

Certainty

T H E  I N G R E D I E N T S  O F  T R U S T Three practices, built on a foundation of people.

See clearly

Share what's necessary and sufficient
— too little breeds mistrust; too much
signals you can't focus. Keep it two-
way. And if people pay an unreasonable
price for being transparent, your culture
becomes opaque regardless of other
values.

Focus and drive

Core alignment — vision, mission,
values — is the long-term rudder,
largely set from the top. Execution
alignment — strategy, goals, metrics —
is codeveloped to foster ownership and
leverage front-line wisdom.

Self-correct

Plan to create alignment. Steer to
tweak it. Disrupt to break momentum
when a hypothesis gets busted.
Retrospect to improve performance.
Monitor to sound the alarm. Knowing
issues will be identified and addressed
creates space for greater autonomy.

Mission Athletes
Peers fueled by purpose, living the team's values, pursuing mastery — who inspire and elevate each
other. They're the best error-correctors in a distributed system, and alignment is ultimately
created by the behaviors you cultivate and who you hire, develop, and retain.

C O M M O N  P I T F A L L S

Passive management → autonomous and mediocre Micromanagement → a team capped at one leader

Alignment as obedience → a culture of inauthenticity Belabored planning → bureaucracy, not agility

The test: Can everyone on your team answer three questions?
What are we doing? Why are we doing it? How do we know we're making progress? On small teams, unlocking autonomy
is primarily about what leaders do in each interaction. Past thirty or so, it needs structure — proportional to the team's
size, never heavier.

B R I N G  I T  T O  Y O U R  T E A M

This is one framework from a larger system.
I teach Aligned Autonomy live — as a keynote and working session for
leadership teams navigating the scaling chasm. If your team is there, stuck
between letting go and taking back control — reach out. No forms. No
funnels. Just a note.

Keith V. Lucas, PhD — thirty years
building teams in tech, a decade at
Roblox from employee #7 to CPO and
CTO. Advisor. Author of IMPACT.

Reach out: keith@keithvlucas.com
Read the story: IMPACT

† "Task, time, technique, and team": Daniel H. Pink, Drive: The Surprising Truth About What Motivates Us (New York: Riverhead Books, 2009).

Don't blame the people. Engineer your system. www.keithvlucas.com  ·  keith@keithvlucas.com

T R A N S P A R E N C Y A L I G N M E N T I T E R A T I O N

F O U N D A T I O N


