
ROLES & BOUNDARIES

Who Does What:
Building a Role Map That

Actually Sticks
Vague responsibilities are the silent killer of couple-led businesses. Here is how to

divide work in a way that plays to your strengths - and keeps resentment out of the
boardroom.

6-MINUTE READ PRACTICAL GUIDE + ROLE-MAP WORKSHEET
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ONE BUSINESS. TWO LEADERS. CLEAR LANES.

The Cost of “We Both Handle It”
In a couple-led company, overlap can feel natural. You talk about the business at breakfast, answer
messages from the same couch, and step in whenever something needs attention. That flexibility may
help the company survive its early days. But as the business grows, the phrase “we both handle it”
becomes a warning sign.

When ownership is unclear, work is duplicated, decisions stall, and important tasks fall between the
cracks. One partner may quietly become the default operator while the other assumes the work is
shared. The business pays through slower execution; the relationship pays through frustration,
scorekeeping, and resentment.

A role map solves a simple but consequential problem: for every important outcome, one person
must know that they own the result. That does not mean one person does every task alone. It
means there is a clear leader who makes sure the work moves, standards are met, and decisions are
made.

“Clarity is not control. It is a form of care - for
the business, for the team, and for your
relationship.”

A Role Is an Outcome, Not a Pile of Tasks
Weak role descriptions list activities: “handles marketing,” “helps with finances,” or “supports the
team.” Strong role descriptions define outcomes: “owns qualified-lead growth,” “maintains cash
visibility and margin targets,” or “ensures the team has clear priorities and accountability.”

Tasks change as the company changes. Outcomes remain useful. If you define roles around outcomes,
you can delegate pieces of the work without giving away ownership.

Use this sentence to test every role: “You will know I am succeeding when…” If the answer cannot
be observed or measured, the role is still too vague.
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THE FOUR-PART ROLE MAP

Build the Map Around Strengths
and Accountability
Set aside 45 minutes. Each partner should complete the first pass independently, then compare
answers. The goal is not a perfectly equal split. The goal is a clear, sustainable split that serves the
company and respects each person’s capacity.

1. List the business outcomes
Start with the major outcomes the company must produce, not your current job titles. Most businesses
need clear ownership across these areas:

• Vision and strategy: direction, priorities, business model, and long-range choices.
• Revenue: marketing, sales, partnerships, pricing, and client retention.
• Delivery: operations, quality, customer experience, and process improvement.
• People: hiring, culture, performance, leadership development, and communication.
• Financial stewardship: cash flow, budgets, reporting, risk, and profitability.

2. Match strengths - not habits
Ask three questions about each area: Who has the stronger skill? Who has the greater energy for it?
Who has the credibility or information needed to lead it? Do not assign ownership merely because
someone has always done the work. A legacy task is not automatically a best-fit role.

3. Name one accountable owner
Every major outcome receives one accountable owner. The other partner can advise, contribute, or
serve as backup, but only one name belongs in the owner column. Shared input is healthy; shared
accountability is often invisible accountability.

4. Define the decision boundary
Specify what the owner can decide independently, what requires consultation, and what requires joint
approval. This prevents two common extremes: one partner feeling micromanaged, or the other
feeling blindsided.
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DECISION RIGHTS

Not Every Decision Needs Two
Votes
Couples often treat every business choice as a joint decision because the financial and emotional
stakes are shared. But requiring agreement on everything creates a bottleneck. A better system
separates routine ownership from high-impact partnership decisions.

Decision level Who decides? Examples

Owner decides Role owner acts and reports
through agreed metrics.

Routine vendor choice; campaign schedule; staff
coaching; ordinary client recovery.

Consult first Owner gathers the partner’s
perspective, then makes the call.

New process affecting another department;
meaningful pricing exception; leadership hire
finalist.

Joint approval Both partners must agree before
action.

Debt; owner compensation; major capital expense;
new market; senior executive; sale of company.

Choose Your Escalation Triggers
A decision can move from owner-decides to joint approval when it crosses a pre-agreed threshold.
Useful triggers include a dollar limit, legal or reputation risk, a commitment longer than 12 months, a
decision affecting both partners’ workloads, or a choice that changes the company’s strategic
direction.

Write the triggers down. Otherwise, “this felt big to me” becomes the standard - and the standard
changes with stress.

The Clean Handoff
Once ownership is assigned, the other partner must genuinely release the role. Release does not mean
silence or indifference. It means avoiding side instructions to employees, reversing decisions without
discussion, or repeatedly reopening settled choices.

• Employees hear direction from the role owner. Concerns go to the owner, not around the owner.
• Advice is labeled as advice. “Here is an idea” should not sound like an order.
• Performance is reviewed by results. Do not manage your partner through constant interruption.
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BOUNDARIES THAT PROTECT THE PARTNERSHIP

Keep the Boardroom Out of the
Bedroom
A role map will fail if the business is allowed to occupy every hour and every room. Boundaries create
a container for productive disagreement and protect the relationship from becoming one long
management meeting.

Create two meeting rhythms
• Weekly operating meeting (45-60 minutes): metrics, priorities, obstacles, decisions, and

ownership. Keep a written agenda and end with named next actions.
• Monthly owner meeting (60-90 minutes): strategy, cash, major risks, capacity, and whether the

role map still fits. This is where you raise structural concerns - not in the middle of a stressful task.

Use a “business closed” signal
Choose a time, phrase, or physical ritual that marks the end of the workday: close the laptops, take a
short walk, or say, “The office is closed.” If a new issue surfaces later, capture it in a shared note for
the next meeting unless it is truly urgent.

Define what counts as urgent
Urgent should mean an immediate threat to people, cash, a key client, legal compliance, or the
company’s reputation. Discomfort, curiosity, and an unread email are not emergencies.

Disagree without recruiting the team
Never use employees as referees or confidants in an owner conflict. Present a unified direction after
the decision, even when the discussion was difficult. If you cannot resolve a recurring disagreement,
bring in a trusted adviser, coach, board member, or facilitator.

Boundary script: “I want to give this the attention it deserves. Let’s add it to
tomorrow’s operating agenda instead of trying to solve it while we are tired.”
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PUT IT INTO PRACTICE

Your One-Page Role Map
Complete one row for every major business outcome. Start with five to eight rows; too much detail will
make the map harder to use. Review it after 30 days, then quarterly or whenever the business
changes materially.

Outcome / domain Accountable
owner

Success measure Decision level

Example: Revenue
growth

Partner A Qualified pipeline; close rate; retained
revenue

Owner decides within
pricing policy

The 30-Day Role Reset
• Week 1: Publish the map to your leadership team and explain where questions should go.
• Week 2: Notice duplicate work, side instructions, stalled decisions, and tasks with no clear owner.
• Week 3: Adjust capacity, delegation, or success measures - without casually taking ownership back.
• Week 4: Review results together. Keep what creates clarity; revise what creates friction.

Five Questions for Your Review
• Does every critical outcome have exactly one accountable owner?
• Does each owner have the authority, information, time, and resources to succeed?
• Are the measures of success visible enough to replace micromanagement?
• Which decisions require consultation or joint approval - and why?
• What boundary will protect our relationship during the next demanding season?

THE BOTTOM LINE

Your business does not need perfectly equal
roles. It needs clearly owned outcomes,
respected decision rights, and boundaries that
allow you to remain partners after the meeting
ends. Build the map, test it for 30 days, and let
clarity do what good intentions cannot.


