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Executive Summary

A founder’s rapid decline into substance abuse jeopardized performance and credibility.
Pholus supported a leadership transition, advised stakeholder messaging, and minimized
internal fallout—preserving investor confidence and stabilizing operations until a long-term
solution could be reached.

Key Results & Indicators

Founder transitioned to reduced role without public fallout
Stakeholders informed and aligned within 7 days

Interim leadership plan implemented with 100% staff retention
No legal action or shareholder dispute triggered

Company remained operational for multiple years post-event
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Introduction
Founders are often admired for their endurance. But when that endurance gives
way—sometimes suddenly—the consequences can ripple across teams, stakeholders, and

entire ecosystems.

Pholus was brought in after a founder, facing immense pressure, spiraled into alcoholism
almost overnight. The shift was visible, destabilizing, and began to jeopardize the business’s
future. Stakeholders were alarmed. Employees were uncertain. The founder was

overwhelmed and no longer fit to lead—but there was no plan for what came next.

We stepped in—not to punish, but to stabilize. We protected the organization, gave the
founder a path to preserve dignity, and ultimately enabled a long-term transition that

safeguarded value and preserved operations for years after.

The Problem
The founder had previously been a high-functioning leader: ambitious, engaged, and
well-respected by partners and staff. But after a period of intense organizational

pressure—funding challenges, team turnover, and relentless travel—something cracked.

The founder began drinking heavily, missing meetings, and showing up to work in visibly
compromised states. Communications with stakeholders became erratic. Decision-making

slowed, then broke down entirely.
There was no formal crisis yet—but the risk was growing rapidly:

e Key deliverables were slipping
e Team morale was plummeting

e Several institutional stakeholders were preparing to exit
The situation was personal. But the damage was becoming structural.

The Plan of Action
Pholus entered quietly, with a mandate from stakeholders to assess the situation and advise

on a path forward that wouldn’t trigger public fallout or destabilize the venture.

Pholus Advisory | Page 2



1. Diagnosis Without Judgment
We began with a confidential intake process, engaging directly with the founder. We

approached them not as a liability, but as a person under pressure.

What we found confirmed stakeholder concerns: the founder acknowledged the drinking,
admitted to feeling overwhelmed, and expressed ambivalence about continuing in the same

role.
We didn’t demand an exit. Instead, we reframed the situation:

“What would this organization look like if you weren’t in charge of everything—but still

remained part of what you built?”

2. Role Transition and Responsibility Reduction

Together with the founder and key stakeholders, we co-designed a role transition:

e The founder stepped back from CEO responsibilities
e Anew interim executive structure was introduced, with increased board oversight
e The founder retained a defined role—one that was less operational and less stressful,

while still leveraging their historical knowledge

This allowed the organization to continue functioning while reducing day-to-day exposure to

erratic behavior.

3. Stakeholder Communication and Risk Framing
We then worked with stakeholders to align on messaging. Rather than announce a crisis or air

internal issues, we presented the shift as part of a strategic operational transition.

Communications  emphasized  continuity and  governance  strengthening—not

personality-based conflict.

We also advised the board on legal and financial protections to insulate investment exposure

in case the situation worsened—which it eventually did.

4. Long-Term Transition and Founder Exit

Over time, it became clear that the founder was unable to stabilize their personal life. While
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the new role had helped delay direct damage, performance continued to degrade. Eventually,

stakeholders exercised their rights to formally remove the founder from the organization.

Thanks to the groundwork laid months earlier, the removal was orderly. There was no public
scandal. No lawsuit. No abrupt collapse. Just a calm board decision, followed by a structured

communication rollout.

The organization continued operating with new leadership and preserved stakeholder

confidence.

The Outcome

Despite a founder’s sharp decline and ongoing personal crisis, Pholus helped:

e Protect stakeholder investment during a fragile period

e Create a dignified off-ramp for a founder who could no longer lead
e Reduce legal, operational, and reputational exposure

e Preserve organizational continuity and staff stability

e Avoid public fallout, litigation, or hostile power struggles
The founder may not have recovered—but the company did.

Final Thoughts

Not every founder bounces back. And not every crisis needs to end in conflict.

Pholus specializes in protecting what’s still viable—even when a founder is struggling. We
help boards and investors navigate sensitive transitions with clarity, compassion, and legal

realism.

If your organization is watching a founder spiral—and no one wants to say it out loud—call us.

We’ll help you assess the risk, reset the structure, and keep the mission moving forward.
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About Pholus

Pholus is a discreet advisory firm that supports founders, boards, and stakeholders in fragile
or complex environments. We specialize in quiet interventions, exit planning, and operational
clarity when reputations, relationships, or resources are at risk.

Need to navigate something delicate or high-stakes? We work behind the scenes to help
you stabilize, reset, or exit — without triggering avoidable fallout.

Visit us: https://www.pholus.co/ Email: contact@pholus.co Signal: pholus.01

Disclaimer: This case study is based on real advisory work conducted by Pholus. Identifying details have been altered or omitted to protect
the confidentiality of clients and stakeholders. This document is provided for informational purposes only and does not constitute legal,
financial, or professional advice. Use of this document does not establish a consulting relationship with Pholus, nor should it be interpreted
as a guarantee of results. Pholus accepts no liability for decisions made or actions taken based on the content herein. For tailored guidance,
please contact us directly.
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