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The world of startups is a high-stakes arena. Like a covert operative navigating a complex 
mission, entrepreneurs and business leaders face constant pressure, uncertainty, and 
critical decisions that can make or break their ventures. One wrong move, and everything 
you’ve built can crumble. 

In such an environment, traditional decision-making models often fall short. They can be 
too slow, too cumbersome, and too detached from the realities of rapid change and 
intense pressure. What’s needed is a system that’s agile, efficient, and battle-tested. 

The CIA’s Decision-Making Method 

While it might seem surprising to draw parallels between espionage and entrepreneurship, 
the core principles the CIA uses to train its operatives offer invaluable lessons for 
navigating the turbulent waters of the business world. This isn't about becoming a master 
of disguise or engaging in cloak-and-dagger tactics. It’s about decision-making under 
extreme pressure—in other words, adopting a mindset and strategies that prioritize clarity, 
efficiency, and resilience amid overwhelming complexity. 

The CIA’s Three Core Resources 

In a Big Think interview, former undercover CIA agent and U.S. Air Force veteran Andrew 
Bustamante explains that the agency operates on a fundamental understanding of three 
core resources: 

●​ Energy: The physical and mental capacity available to execute tasks. 
●​ Time: The most precious and irreplaceable commodity. 
●​ Money: Financial capital, which can be acquired and replenished.​

 

The key insight here is the prioritization of time. While energy can be renewed with rest and 
strategic breaks, and money can be raised or earned, time is finite. Every entrepreneur 
understands this intuitively. The ticking clock of funding runways, market opportunities, 
and competitive pressures creates a constant sense of urgency. 

The "Next Fastest Thing" Principle 

The CIA’s approach to managing time pressure—especially in high-stress, high-stakes 
situations—is surprisingly simple yet profoundly effective: “Do the next fastest thing.” This 
principle, as Bustamante explains, prioritizes immediate action over complex analysis when 
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faced with a multitude of tasks. It’s about breaking down overwhelming situations into a 
series of small, manageable steps. Here’s how it works in practice: 

1.​ Acknowledge Task Saturation: 

 The first step is recognizing when you’re feeling overwhelmed. This is a critical 
moment. Many entrepreneurs fall into the trap of trying to do everything at once, 
leading to burnout, errors, and diminished effectiveness. The CIA calls this “task 
saturation,” and it’s a state to be avoided at all costs.​
 

2.​ Reduce Your Task Load: 

 The CIA offers a rule of thumb: reduce the number of tasks you’re actively trying to 
accomplish by two. If you think you can handle seven things simultaneously, focus 
on five. This reduction frees up mental resources, allowing for greater focus and 
efficiency. In a startup context, this might mean ruthlessly prioritizing your to-do list, 
delegating more effectively, or saying “no” to non-essential commitments.​
 

3.​ Prioritize by Time: 

Once you’ve narrowed your focus, prioritize the remaining tasks based on how 
quickly they can be completed. Ask yourself: “What is the next task I can complete in 
the shortest amount of time?”​
 

4.​ Execute and Build Momentum: 

Complete the fastest task. This creates a sense of accomplishment and generates 
momentum. That small victory provides a burst of energy and confidence, making 
the next task—and the one after that—feel less daunting.​
 

Why This Works: The Psychology of Action 

The “next fastest thing” principle isn’t just a time-management hack—it’s a powerful 
psychological tool. Here’s why: 

●​ Combating Overwhelm: Focusing on the smallest, most immediate action helps 
bypass paralysis caused by complex decisions and information overload.​
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●​ Building Confidence: Each completed task, no matter how small, releases 
dopamine in the brain, reinforcing motivation and a sense of progress.​
 

●​ Maintaining Focus: The principle provides a clear and simple framework for cutting 
through distractions and honing in on a single, achievable goal.​
 

●​ Encouraging Adaptability: It forces constant reassessment and adjustment—a key 
advantage in the fast-moving world of startups.​
 

Applying the CIA Method to Startups and Business Management 

Let’s now explore how these principles can be applied to specific challenges in startups and 
business management. 

1. Startup Chaos: From Overwhelm to Operational Efficiency 

Startups are notorious for their chaotic environments. Founders and early employees often 
wear multiple hats, juggling product development, fundraising, marketing, sales, and 
countless other tasks. 

Scenario: 

Sarah, a startup founder, is launching a new software product. She’s responsible for 
everything—from coding and debugging to creating marketing materials and pitching 
investors. She feels like she’s drowning in a sea of tasks. 

CIA Approach: 

Sarah acknowledges she’s in a state of task saturation. She lists all her pending tasks and 
ruthlessly prioritizes. She realizes an urgent investor email will take just 15 minutes, while 
debugging code will take hours. She tackles the email first. 

Outcome: 

That small win gives her a sense of control. She then schedules a client meeting—another 
quick task. With two items checked off, she’s energized and ready to focus on the coding 
challenge with a clearer mind. 

By breaking her workload into smaller, time-bound tasks, Sarah regains control, reduces 
stress, and becomes more productive. 
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2. Decision-Making Under Pressure: The Pivotal Moment 

Critical decisions can make or break a startup, especially under tight deadlines and 
incomplete information. 

Scenario: 

David and Emily, founders of a biotech startup, receive a time-sensitive acquisition offer 
from a major pharmaceutical firm. The offer is tempting but comes with trade-offs. 

CIA Approach:  

They can’t make the final decision immediately, but they can act quickly. They delegate due 
diligence to their legal team, schedule a call with their financial advisor, and draft a list of 
questions for the acquiring company. 

Outcome: 

These immediate actions generate clarity and confidence, allowing them to make an 
informed decision within the deadline. 

3. Scaling Up: Managing Complexity and Growth 

As startups grow, complexity increases. Mismanagement can lead to bottlenecks and 
chaos. 

Scenario: 

Michael, CEO of a growing e-commerce company, faces customer service overload, 
shipping delays, and declining quality. 

CIA Approach: 

Michael applies the principle by prioritizing quick, high-impact actions. He approves 
overtime for customer support, tasks operations to report on delays within 24 hours, and 
schedules a leadership meeting to address scaling. 

Outcome: 

 Immediate problems are addressed while planning for sustainable growth begins. 
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4. Team Leadership: Empowering Your Operatives 

The CIA method also applies to leadership. Empowering teams to act decisively cultivates 
agility and accountability. 

Scenario: 

Lisa leads a marketing team under pressure to launch a campaign quickly. The team 
disagrees on the best approach. 

CIA Approach: 

Lisa asks each member to submit their top three ideas within an hour, then holds a quick 
meeting to choose the most actionable elements. 

Outcome: 

A consensus is reached, and the campaign launches on time. 

The Startup Spy: A New Operating System 

The CIA’s stress-tested decision-making method offers a powerful operating system for 
entrepreneurs. By focusing on time, taking immediate action, and managing complexity 
one step at a time, business leaders can: 

●​ Increase Efficiency: Get more done by building momentum. 
●​ Reduce Stress: Avoid task overload through prioritization. 
●​ Improve Decision-Making: Act with confidence even under uncertainty. 
●​ Foster Agility: Adapt quickly in a dynamic environment. 
●​ Empower Teams: Promote ownership and fast execution.​

 

While the startup world may not involve covert operations, making quick, effective 
decisions under pressure is just as critical. By adopting the CIA’s proven method, you can 
go from reactive to proactive, turning chaos into order and uncertainty into opportunity. 
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