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Executive Summary 
Every organisation is one strategic choice away from changing its future. Some choices create 
growth, resilience and advantage. Others quietly erode years of progress. The difference is rarely 
intelligence, effort or ambition. More often, it is judgement. 

Today’s senior leaders operate in an environment of data abundance, compressed timeframes, 
fragmented attention and rising stakeholder scrutiny. The challenge is no longer access to 
information. It is the ability to interpret competing signals, test assumptions and make choices 
that remain sound beyond the next quarter. 

Research and advisory thinking from leading institutions increasingly point to the same 
conclusion: decision quality is now a core organisational capability, not merely a personal 
leadership trait. McKinsey has reported that executives spend almost 40 percent of their time 
making decisions and often believe much of that time is poorly used. Harvard Business School 
research on managerial judgement has also shown how bias can systematically distort 
decision-making, even among capable leaders. 

The PRISM Framework addresses this gap. It gives leaders a disciplined way to examine 
strategic choices before committing to action, ensuring that instinct, experience and data are 
strengthened by broader perspective. 

Used well, PRISM helps senior teams slow the thinking without slowing the business. 

Strategic outcomes are shaped less by the moment of choice than by the 
discipline of thought that precedes it. 

1. Why Judgement Has Become a Strategic 
Capability 
Business has never been short of intelligent people. Most organisations employ capable 
professionals, invest in leadership development and retain specialists with decades of 
experience. Yet poor calls continue to be made every day. 

These failures rarely announce themselves as failures of judgement. They appear as operational 
setbacks, commercial pressures or execution problems: 

https://www.paulbensley.co.uk/


• Projects exceed their budgets. 
• Acquisitions destroy shareholder value. 
• Products fail despite positive market research. 
• Talented employees leave unexpectedly. 
• Businesses cut prices when the real problem is poor customer experience. 

Leaders often interpret these outcomes as evidence that someone lacked capability. More 
commonly, the decision was built on incomplete thinking. 

Judgement is frequently misunderstood as intuition. In reality, sound judgement is a disciplined 
process. It requires curiosity before certainty, evidence before opinion, and perspective before 
commitment. 

Unfortunately, modern organisations unintentionally encourage the opposite. 

Leaders are rewarded for speed. Meetings are expected to end with decisions. Uncertainty is 
too often interpreted as weakness. Confidence is mistaken for competence. 

These pressures encourage organisations to move rapidly from information to action, bypassing 
the interpretation and challenge that should sit between the two. 

The result is not greater pace. It is a faster route to solving the wrong problem. 

PRISM does not slow decisions down. It prevents leaders from accelerating in 
the wrong direction. 

Rather than asking, “What should we do?”, PRISM first asks a more valuable question: “What 
might we not yet be seeing?” 

That single question changes the nature of the conversation. It shifts leadership discussions 
away from defending opinions and towards exploring possibilities. In doing so, it creates the 
conditions for better executive judgement. 

2. The White Light Principle 
One of the central ideas behind PRISM is what I describe as the White Light Principle. 

Imagine shining a beam of white light through a glass prism. At first glance, the light appears 
complete: bright, clear and uncomplicated. Yet the moment it passes through the prism, 
something remarkable happens. Colours that were previously invisible suddenly become 
obvious. 

The prism has not changed the light; it has simply revealed what was already there. Significant 
business choices behave in exactly the same way. 

When presented with a significant business issue, our first instinct is usually to believe we 
already understand it: sales have fallen, costs have increased or customer satisfaction has 
declined. An experienced leader immediately begins forming explanations: the competition has 
lowered prices, the market has changed, people are underperforming or the economy is 
slowing. 



Sometimes these explanations are correct. Often, they are only partially correct. The danger lies 
in confusing our first explanation with the complete explanation. 

Every significant choice begins life as white light. It appears obvious because we have not yet 
examined it closely enough. 

PRISM acts as the prism through which that white light passes. It forces us to separate what we 
know from what we assume, encourages alternative explanations, and expands our 
understanding before narrowing the available options. 

This distinction is critical. Most organisations spend enormous amounts of time debating 
solutions. Far fewer spend sufficient time understanding the problem. The consequence is 
predictable: excellent execution applied to poor judgement rarely produces good outcomes. 

The White Light Principle reminds us that complexity should not be feared; it should be 
explored. Hidden within that complexity are often the insights that separate good decisions 
from exceptional ones. 

3. Introducing the PRISM Framework 
The PRISM Framework is deliberately simple. Its strength does not lie in complexity but in 
consistency. Each element represents a different lens through which every significant choice 
should be examined. 

Together they create a structured thinking process that reduces bias, improves clarity and 
strengthens leadership judgement. 



 

Figure 1. The PRISM Framework: five complementary lenses for improving executive judgement before action is taken. 

Purpose: Clarify the Outcome Before Choosing the Route 
Purpose establishes the destination before leaders debate the route. It prevents teams from 
confusing a proposed action with the outcome they are trying to achieve. 

Many leadership conversations begin with solutions — reducing costs, restructuring teams or 
lowering prices — before the organisation has clarified what success should actually look like. 

Purpose asks the more fundamental question: what are we genuinely trying to achieve? 

Reducing prices may not be the purpose; retaining profitable customers might be. Reducing 
headcount may not be the purpose; improving organisational effectiveness might be. 

When leaders agree on purpose, many disagreements about solutions become easier to resolve 
because the discussion is anchored in the outcome rather than the preferred route. 

In this sense, Purpose creates alignment before action. 

Reality: Separate Evidence from Interpretation 
Reality introduces intellectual discipline by separating evidence from interpretation. 

Business discussions frequently combine facts with assumptions until they become 
indistinguishable. “We have lost three major customers” is evidence. “They left because we are 
too expensive” is interpretation. 



The discipline is simple but demanding: leaders must be willing to state clearly what they know, 
what they believe and what remains unresolved. 

In practice, this requires leadership teams to test four questions before committing to action: 

• What evidence do we possess? 
• What evidence is missing? 
• What assumptions are we treating as facts? 
• What data would change our minds? 

Without reality, organisations become vulnerable to confirmation bias, selecting evidence that 
supports existing beliefs rather than discovering what is actually true. 

Insight: Challenge the Frame of Reference 
If Purpose defines where we are trying to go and Reality establishes where we are today, Insight 
helps us discover what lies between. 

Insight is the discipline of challenging the frame through which the issue is being viewed. It asks 
perhaps the most uncomfortable question in leadership: what might I be missing? 

Every leader has blind spots. Experience reduces uncertainty, but it can also reinforce patterns 
of thinking that become increasingly difficult to challenge. Successful leaders are particularly 
vulnerable because past success often convinces them that familiar approaches will continue 
to work. 

Insight deliberately interrupts this cycle by inviting different viewpoints before commitment 
hardens into action. That may involve speaking to people closer to the customer, inviting 
challenge from colleagues outside the project team, asking someone to argue the opposite 
position or examining evidence the team would rather avoid. 

One of the principles explored throughout What They Didn’t Teach You: Judgement is that 
perspective is something you collect, not something you possess. Every person sees the world 
through their own experiences, responsibilities and priorities. By deliberately gathering varied 
viewpoints, leaders build a richer picture of the issue they face. 

For senior teams, the most useful prompts are those that expose hidden assumptions: 

• What assumptions have I not challenged? 
• Who would disagree with this conclusion? 
• What evidence would prove me wrong? 
• If I were joining this organisation today, what would I notice? 
• What does someone closest to the problem see that I do not? 

Organisations that consistently make good calls rarely have the smartest people in every room; 
they are simply better at learning from multiple viewpoints before deciding. 

Stakeholders: Broaden the Consequence Map 
No important choice exists in isolation. Every significant choice creates consequences that 
extend beyond the immediate problem it seeks to solve. 



One of the most common leadership mistakes is evaluating choices only from the position of 
the decision-maker. PRISM deliberately broadens the field of view by asking who will experience 
the consequences. 

The obvious stakeholders are easy to identify: customers, employees, suppliers and 
shareholders. Less obvious stakeholders are often forgotten: future employees, the 
organisation’s reputation, local communities, regulators, business partners, future leadership 
teams and the next generation of customers. 

In What They Didn’t Teach You: Judgement, I introduce the concept of the Empty Chair. Every 
important meeting contains people who are not physically present but who will still be affected 
by the outcome. Sound judgement requires those voices to be considered before action is 
taken. 

A useful exercise is to imagine placing an empty chair around the meeting table. Ask: “Who 
should be sitting here?” Then ask: “What would they say if they were?” This simple exercise 
often changes the quality of discussion dramatically. 

Stakeholder thinking also prevents organisations from becoming internally focused. Many poor 
strategic decisions are made because organisations optimise for internal convenience while 
unintentionally reducing value for customers. 

Strong judgement balances competing interests without losing sight of the organisation’s 
purpose. 

 

Maturity: Test the Decision Against Time 
The final element of PRISM is perhaps the most distinctive because it asks leaders to test 
choices against time. 

Most options are evaluated by asking, “Will this work?” Maturity asks a better question: how 
will this decision age? 

Every decision has a lifespan. Some choices become stronger with time. Others create hidden 
costs that only emerge months or years later. 

A price reduction may increase sales next month but permanently reduce perceived value. 
Reducing investment may improve this year’s financial performance while weakening next 
year’s competitiveness. Recruiting quickly may solve today’s capacity problem while creating 
tomorrow’s performance problem. 

Maturity encourages leaders to think beyond immediate outcomes and consider the longer-
term effects of the choice they are about to make. 

It tests the decision through a set of time-based questions: 

• Will I still believe this was the right decision in twelve months? 
• What unintended consequences could emerge? 
• What second-order effects might we be overlooking? 
• What precedent does this establish? 
• If every future leader made this decision, what type of organisation would we become? 



One of the themes explored throughout the book is that sound judgement is measured over 
time, not at the moment of commitment. Many choices appear successful initially because 
their consequences have not yet become visible. Maturity helps leaders avoid confusing short-
term success with long-term wisdom. 

4. Applying PRISM in Practice 
Understanding PRISM is relatively straightforward; applying it consistently requires discipline. 
The framework is most valuable when it is used before significant commitments are made, at 
the point where assumptions are still forming and options have not yet narrowed. 

Rather than allowing the conversation to move immediately towards solutions, senior teams 
should use PRISM as a short but deliberate pause: a structured discipline that improves the 
quality of thinking before commitment hardens into action. 

Step 1 – Define the Decision 
The first task is to state the issue in one clear sentence. This sounds simple, but it is often where 
decision quality begins to improve. A well-framed issue invites exploration; a poorly framed one 
quietly assumes the answer. 

For example, “How should we respond to declining profitability?” opens the discussion. “Should 
we reduce prices?” narrows it prematurely. The difference is not semantic; it determines the 
range of options the leadership team will consider. 

Step 2 – Explore Purpose 
Once the decision has been framed, the leadership team should clarify what success would 
genuinely look like. This prevents the group from mistaking activity for progress or adopting a 
solution that solves the most visible symptom while leaving the underlying issue untouched. 

Leadership teams should test Purpose through three questions: 

• What outcome are we genuinely trying to achieve? 
• What problem are we attempting to solve? 
• How will we know we have succeeded? 

Purpose creates alignment before strategy. It gives the discussion a shared destination and 
reduces the likelihood that leaders will argue over routes before agreeing where they are trying 
to go. 

Step 3 – Establish Reality 
The third step is to separate evidence from interpretation. Leaders should deliberately 
distinguish between what is known, what is assumed and what remains unresolved. This simple 
discipline often changes the tone of a meeting from advocacy to inquiry. 

The discussion should then distinguish clearly between three categories: 

• Facts 
• Assumptions 
• Unknowns 



Many decisions improve immediately once these categories are made explicit. Facts anchor the 
discussion, assumptions become testable, and unknowns become areas for investigation 
rather than sources of hidden risk. 

Step 4 – Seek Insight 
At this stage, the leadership team should actively challenge its current view. That means inviting 
disagreement, seeking disconfirming evidence and bringing in voices that sit outside the usual 
decision-making group. 

Insight is rarely found by thinking harder inside the same frame of reference. It is usually found 
by changing the frame: speaking to customers, listening to people closest to the work, asking 
someone to argue the opposite case, or examining evidence the team would rather not see. 

Step 5 – Consider Stakeholders 
The fifth step is to map those who will experience the consequences of the choice. This 
includes the obvious stakeholders — customers, employees, suppliers and shareholders — but 
also the less visible groups who may live with the effects long after the meeting has ended. 

The most useful stakeholder questions are simple: who benefits, who bears the cost, whose 
voice is absent, and what would customers want the organisation to consider before acting? 

Step 6 – Evaluate Maturity 
Before making the final call, the team should test it against time: “Will this still look like good 
judgement in two years?” This question forces leaders to consider second-order effects, 
unintended consequences and the precedent being created. 

If the answer is uncertain, the team should keep exploring. If the answer remains yes, it can 
proceed with greater confidence — not because uncertainty has disappeared, but because the 
issue has been tested from multiple angles. 

The following summary can be used as a quick reference during executive decision meetings. 

Executive 
discipline  

Leadership question 

Purpose Are we aligned on the outcome before debating the route? 

Reality Have we separated what is known from what is assumed? 

Insight Have we invited perspectives that challenge our current view? 

Stakeholders Have we considered who benefits, who bears the cost and whose voice 
is absent? 

Maturity Will this still look like good judgement when the consequences have 
fully arrived? 

 

When to use PRISM 
PRISM is intended for material decisions where the consequences are significant, difficult to 
reverse or likely to extend beyond the immediate reporting period. It is not necessary for routine 



operational choices, but is particularly valuable when uncertainty is high, stakeholders are 
affected or the long-term implications are not yet clear. 

5. PRISM in Practice: A Commercial Case Study 
Frameworks earn their value only when they improve real choices. To illustrate how PRISM 
changes the quality of executive discussion, consider a manufacturing business facing 
declining sales. 

The following is a composite case developed from recurring commercial situations and is 
included to illustrate the application of PRISM. 

The Situation 
A manufacturing business has experienced a 14% decline in sales over the previous six months. 
The executive team convenes to decide how to respond, and within the first fifteen minutes 
several familiar recommendations emerge: reduce prices, launch a promotion, increase sales 
targets and respond more aggressively to competitors. 

Each recommendation sounds plausible. The problem is that each begins with a solution rather 
than a clear understanding of the underlying issue. This is precisely where PRISM changes the 
conversation. 

 

Purpose 
The first discussion is not about pricing. Instead, the team asks: what are we actually trying to 
achieve? 

Initially, the answer appears obvious: “We need more sales.” After further discussion, however, 
the purpose becomes much clearer. 

The organisation does not simply need additional revenue; it needs profitable, sustainable 
growth while protecting market position and customer relationships. That distinction matters. 
Reducing prices may increase volume while weakening margin and brand value. Winning low-
value customers may make the business larger without making it healthier. 

By clarifying purpose first, several proposed solutions are immediately recognised as 
inconsistent with the desired outcome. 

Reality 
The team then separates evidence from interpretation. The facts are useful but incomplete: 
sales are down, enquiries remain broadly stable, average order values have reduced, 
complaints have increased by 32%, competitors have shortened delivery lead times and 
employee turnover within customer service has doubled. 

Those facts do not yet prove that prices are too high, that the sales team is underperforming or 
that the market has collapsed. Once the distinction is made, the discussion changes from 
opinion trading to evidence-based inquiry. 



Insight 
The next stage deliberately expands perspective. The Managing Director speaks with long-
standing customers, the Operations Director spends time in customer services, sales 
representatives are asked why quotations are not converting, and an external logistics adviser 
reviews delivery performance. 

The insight is revealing. Customers are not primarily leaving because of price; they are losing 
confidence because deliveries have become unreliable. Salespeople are spending more time 
managing complaints than generating new business. The issue is not simply commercial. It is 
operational, reputational and organisational. 

Stakeholders 
The leadership team then considers who will experience the consequences of each option: 
customers, employees, distributors, suppliers, shareholders and future recruits. 

A price reduction may please some customers initially but do nothing to fix unreliable service. It 
may also compress margins, increase pressure on employees and create greater volatility for 
suppliers. Stakeholder analysis exposes a central point: the cheapest or quickest option is not 
necessarily the one that creates the most value. 

Maturity 
Finally, the team asks how today’s response will look in two years. Reducing prices may recover 
sales temporarily; improving operational reliability will take longer, but it strengthens customer 
relationships, improves employee confidence and protects long-term margins. 

The organisation chooses not to reduce prices. Instead, it invests in customer service, 
warehouse performance and delivery reliability. Sales recover gradually, margins remain healthy 
and customer satisfaction improves. The better outcome was not created by greater 
intelligence. It was created by better thinking. 

Executive implication: The case illustrates a critical point for senior leaders: the best strategic 
response is often hidden behind the first plausible explanation. PRISM helps leadership teams 
resist premature certainty and examine the system behind the symptom. 

6. Common Failure Modes When Applying PRISM 
Like any framework, PRISM is only effective when applied with discipline. The following failure 
modes are best understood diagnostically: each reveals a symptom of weak practice, the risk it 
creates, and the leadership discipline required to correct it. 

Starting with Solutions 
Symptom: The conversation opens with a preferred answer rather than a clearly defined issue. 
Risk: Leaders move quickly, but towards the wrong problem. Discipline: Clarify the choice and 
purpose before any solution is debated. 



Treating Assumptions as Facts 
Symptom: Confident opinions are treated as evidence. Risk: The organisation commits to 
action based on assertion rather than observable reality. Discipline: Separate facts, 
assumptions and unknowns visibly before approving the preferred course. 

Confusing Activity with Progress 
Symptom: New projects, additional meetings, dashboards and structural changes create the 
appearance of momentum. Risk: Activity consumes attention without materially improving the 
underlying issue. Discipline: Link every initiative back to the agreed purpose and stop work that 
does not contribute to it. 

Ignoring Uncomfortable Evidence 
Symptom: The team gives greater weight to information that supports its existing beliefs. Risk: 
Selective attention turns confirmation bias into strategy. Discipline: Assign someone to test the 
opposite case and identify evidence that would challenge the emerging consensus. 

Forgetting Time 
Symptom: Urgency compresses the discussion and reduces the range of views considered. 
Risk: Shortcuts create choices that look efficient in the moment but weaken under 
consequence. Discipline: Agree which issues require a PRISM review based on scale, 
reversibility and long-term impact. 

 

 

 

7. The PRISM Decision Canvas 
The framework becomes most powerful when it is used consistently. The following canvas gives 
leadership teams a simple structure for applying PRISM before committing to significant 
choices. 

PRISM lens Core question Supporting prompts 
Purpose What are we genuinely 

trying to achieve? 
What does success actually look like? Are we 
discussing objectives or solutions? 

Reality What evidence supports 
our thinking? 

Which assumptions remain untested? What 
facts would change our conclusion? 

Insight What perspectives are 
missing? 

Who sees this differently? What are we choosing 
not to notice? 

Stakeholders Who benefits and who 
bears the cost? 

Whose voice is absent? What would our 
customers want us to consider? 

Maturity How will this decision 
age? 

What unintended consequences could emerge? 
What precedent does this establish? 



 

Used honestly, these questions change the nature of leadership conversation. They make 
assumptions visible, broaden the field of view and create a stronger basis for commitment. 

In an executive meeting, the canvas should be used before the final recommendation is 
approved. It can be completed in twenty to thirty minutes for most material choices, provided 
the chair keeps the discussion focused on evidence, assumptions and consequences rather 
than advocacy for a preferred answer. 

8. Conclusion: Better Judgement as Competitive 
Advantage 

In uncertain markets, judgement is not a soft leadership quality. It is an 
operating advantage. 

Leadership is often portrayed as the ability to act quickly. In reality, exceptional leadership is the 
ability to make better choices when the answer is not obvious. 

PRISM was not created to eliminate uncertainty. Uncertainty is an unavoidable feature of 
leadership. Nor was it designed to replace experience, intuition or expertise. Those qualities 
remain essential. PRISM strengthens them by helping leaders widen the aperture before 
narrowing their options. 

By examining Purpose, Reality, Insight, Stakeholders and Maturity, leaders move beyond 
instinctive reactions and build a more complete understanding of the issues in front of them. 
The framework does not promise perfect outcomes. No methodology can. What it offers is more 
valuable: a repeatable discipline for improving the quality of judgement before action is taken. 

Over time, consistently stronger judgement becomes a competitive advantage. Senior teams 
make fewer reactive calls, organisations become more resilient, and leaders gain confidence 
not because they always have the right answers, but because they have explored the right 
questions. 

Explore the Full Framework 
The ideas introduced in this white paper provide an applied overview of the PRISM Framework. 
They also reflect the wider purpose of the What They Didn’t Teach You series: to examine the 
leadership capabilities that are rarely taught formally but are developed through responsibility, 
judgement and real commercial consequence. 

What They Didn’t Teach You: Judgement 

A Practical Guide to Making Better Decisions When the Answer Isn’t Obvious 
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The book expands the White Light Principle, explores each element of PRISM in greater depth, 
and offers tools and real-world examples for leaders navigating complex commercial choices 
under pressure. 
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