
 

 
Executive Summary 

Modern organisations are more capable, more connected and more optimised than at any 

point in history. Yet execution instability, strategic drift, reactive behaviour and inconsistent 

value delivery persist — not as occasional failures, but as enduring patterns across virtually 

every industry. The question this article sets out to examine is a fundamental one: if 

organisations are better designed than ever, why does execution remain so difficult? 

The answer advanced here is not a familiar one. It does not point to inadequate governance, 

poorly designed frameworks or absent capability. Those things have largely been solved. 

The deeper problem lies in something far older and far more human — how people interpret, 

prioritise, decide and coordinate inside complex systems under pressure. 

Drawing on behavioural economics, cognitive science and complexity theory, this article 

makes the case that humans do not process complexity objectively or completely. Faced 

with more information, more interdependencies and more competing priorities than any 

individual can hold simultaneously, people naturally simplify reality into manageable 

representations. They filter based on what feels urgent, measurable, politically survivable or 

emotionally safe. The risks and trade-offs selected out of awareness do not disappear — 

they accumulate silently beneath the surface, individually tolerable but collectively 

destabilising, invisible until instability forces itself back into the system through firefighting, 

escalation and reactive prioritisation. 

This dynamic does not operate only within individuals. It operates simultaneously across 

thousands of interconnected decisions being made by people with different incentives, 

responsibilities, pressures and interpretations of reality. Each simplification may appear 

rational in isolation. But as these fragmented interpretations interact across functions, 

hierarchies and governance structures, they quietly reshape awareness, distort trade-off 

logic and undermine coordination at the system level — producing the gap between strategic 

intent and operational reality that organisations experience as execution failure. 



 

Four interconnected models give structure to this argument. The S.I.D.E. Model illustrates 

how strategy signals weaken as they move through the organisation — interpreted through 

individual understanding, functional lens and local assumptions at every stage. The Human 

Simplification Cycle shows how unmanaged risk accumulates outside awareness over time 

until instability forces emotional reaction back into the system. The Inverse Awareness 

Relationship captures the structural disconnect between executives — who hold strategic 

awareness but lack tactical precision — and frontline operations, which hold tactical 

precision but lack strategic context. And the Concordia Strategy Distortion Model brings 

these threads together, showing how cognitive simplification and emotional selection 

combine at every level to produce decisions that diverge from intent. 

The economic consequences are significant and largely hidden. Poorly coordinated 

complexity inflates operating costs — research suggests by 20% or more — and suppresses 

value delivery through margin erosion, rework, duplication, reactive load, execution drift and 

capital inefficiency. These effects rarely surface as a single identifiable failure. They emerge 

collectively, treated as isolated operational issues rather than interconnected coordination 

effects accumulating across the broader system. 

The article closes with a constructive argument: that organisations which invest in 

understanding how decisions are actually being shaped — not just governed — can develop a 

virtuous cycle of coordination that produces shared awareness, better trade-off alignment, 

earlier escalation visibility and more consistent value delivery. Complexity is unavoidable. 

But the organisations that learn to coordinate human decision-making across it — not just 

optimise their systems within it — may ultimately become the ones that deliver value most 

consistently over time. 

 

The Paradox of Modern Capability  

Modern organisations are more advanced, more connected and more optimised than at any 

point in history. They possess sophisticated governance systems, mature operational 

frameworks, enterprise-wide reporting, advanced technologies and 



 

unprecedented access to information. Yet despite these advances, execution instability, 

organisational drift, reactive behaviour and inconsistent value delivery continue to persist 

across virtually every industry.  

We have all experienced it. Projects overrun. Strategies drift. Operational instability emerges 

unexpectedly. Priorities compete. Functions fragment. Risk accumulates outside visibility. 

Value is delayed, diluted or destroyed.  

It raises an important question. If organisations are more optimised than ever before, why 

does execution remain so difficult? The answer may not lie solely in systems, governance or 

process maturity. It may lie in something far older and far more fundamental — how humans 

coordinate complexity itself.  

 

Coordination Has Always Been a Human Problem  

For centuries, the challenge of coordination has existed beneath almost every complex 

human system. Empires, militaries, economies, infrastructure networks, supply chains, 

governments and financial markets have all ultimately depended on one thing: the ability to 

organise complexity so that people, systems and decisions move coherently toward an 

outcome.  

Even the widely accepted definitions of coordination quietly point toward this reality.  

• Oxford Languages defines it as "the organisation of the different elements of a 

complex body or activity so as to enable them to work together effectively."  

• Merriam-Webster describes it as "the harmonious functioning of parts for 

effective results."  

These definitions may appear straightforward, but embedded within them is something 

much deeper. Coordination is not fundamentally about activity. It is about organising 



 

interdependence inside complexity — aligning multiple moving parts, competing priorities 

and distributed decision-making toward coherent outcomes.  

And as organisational complexity increases, the coordination challenge becomes 

progressively less procedural and more human. Because systems do not interpret themselves. 

Strategies do not prioritise themselves. Trade-offs do not resolve themselves. People do. The 

more complex systems become, the more important it becomes to understand how humans 

simplify, interpret, prioritise, negotiate and coordinate reality under pressure — which raises 

an important possibility. Perhaps many modern execution challenges are not simply failures 

of systems, but consequences of how humans coordinate complexity inside them.  

 

Complexity Has Outpaced Our Ability to Coordinate It  

The coordination problem is not new. What has changed is the scale, speed and 

interconnectedness of the systems within which we now operate. Industrialisation, 

globalisation, digitisation, financialisation, interconnected supply chains, regulatory 

expansion, energy transition and geopolitical interdependence have dramatically increased 

organisational complexity. Modern organisations no longer operate inside isolated 

environments. They operate inside overlapping ecosystems involving operational, financial, 

political, technological, social and environmental systems simultaneously — under 

increasingly volatile global conditions.  

Since the Industrial Revolution, organisations have continuously improved productivity 

through mechanisation, automation, optimisation and information processing. These 

advances transformed economic output and organisational capability. But much of this 

progress focused on improving the performance of systems themselves — not necessarily 

on understanding how humans coordinate complexity within them.  

This distinction matters enormously. Because increasing capability also increases 

interdependence. As systems become more connected, information loads 



 

increase, decision speed accelerates, dependencies multiply, trade-offs become harder to 

see, and consequences become more difficult to predict. Technology improves capability — 

but it also increases coordination pressure across the broader system.  

As coordination requirements increase, complexity itself begins carrying an economic cost. 

More interdependencies require more communication, more governance, more planning, 

more integration, more prioritisation and more coordination effort across the system. In 

effect, complex systems naturally develop a form of coordination overhead. Some of this 

complexity is necessary — it enables scale, capability, resilience and organisational value 

creation. But when complexity becomes poorly coordinated, hidden friction begins 

accumulating through duplication, delays, fragmented priorities, reactive work, escalation, 

inefficient resource utilisation and execution instability. Over time, this quietly inflates 

operating cost while simultaneously suppressing value delivery. 

Importantly, these effects often accumulate outside normal organisational visibility because 

they rarely appear as a single identifiable failure. Instead, they emerge collectively through 

the interaction of many fragmented decisions, competing trade-offs and disconnected 

operational pressures — which creates a paradox that is becoming increasingly visible. The 

same systems that improve efficiency can also amplify fragility, accelerate instability, 

distribute pressure and increase behavioural complexity.  

This paradox becomes particularly relevant when discussing artificial intelligence. AI will 

almost certainly improve analysis, optimisation, modelling, automation, forecasting and 

information processing. But it does not eliminate the coordination problem. It redistributes it. 

Automation in one area may increase economic disruption, political pressure, workforce 

instability, governance complexity or incentive distortion elsewhere. Complex systems rarely 

eliminate pressure entirely — they redistribute it. The challenge increasingly resembles the 

spinning plate analogy: stabilising one plate often destabilises another.  

The result is that modern organisations now operate inside systems that are not merely 

complicated, but deeply interconnected, adaptive and behaviourally unstable. The very 

technologies, systems and optimisation methods that improved organisational capability have 

simultaneously increased coordination pressure across the system itself.  



 

 

Existing Frameworks Have Delivered Extraordinary Value — But 
Cannot Complete the Job Alone 

Modern management and operational frameworks have delivered extraordinary 

organisational value. Operational excellence methodologies, lean systems, enterprise risk 

management, balanced scorecards, portfolio management, change management, 

governance structures and strategy execution frameworks have all dramatically improved 

organisational maturity — improving structure, visibility, accountability, planning, process 

discipline and operational consistency. Many organisations today perform at levels that 

would have been impossible several decades ago.  

This is not a critique of those frameworks. In many cases, they work exceptionally well. 

However, despite these advances, execution inconsistency, drift, fragmentation, reactive 

behaviour, instability and coordination breakdowns persist — not necessarily because 

frameworks are wrong, but because execution still occurs through human interpretation, 

local priorities, emotional pressure, incentives, assumptions, constrained visibility and 

competing trade-offs.  

Frameworks create structure. But structure alone does not guarantee coordinated 

interpretation. Two functions can operate inside the same governance system while 

interpreting priorities, risks, urgency, accountability and value very differently. This is where 

many organisations begin experiencing hidden execution friction — not because capability is 

absent, but because coordination becomes increasingly difficult as complexity grows. 

 



 

 

Why Well-Designed Organisations Still Produce Inconsistent 
Outcomes  

Most organisations already possess strategy, governance structures, reporting systems, 

capability models, operational processes and performance frameworks. Yet outcomes still 

vary significantly. Projects succeed in one area and fail in another. Execution quality 

changes between functions. Priorities shift under pressure. Reactive behaviour emerges 

despite strong governance.  

The reason is that organisations do not execute strategy directly. People do. And people 

execute strategy through interpretation, judgement, assumptions, incentives, trade-offs, 

emotion and constrained awareness. This creates a gap between organisational intent and 

operational reality — a gap that rarely forms because strategy is absent, but more commonly 

forms during interpretation, prioritisation, coordination and execution under pressure.  

As the S.I.D.E. Model illustrates, signals weaken as they move through the organisation. The 

same strategy signal that appears clear at the top is interpreted through individual 

understanding, functional lens and local assumptions — producing different decisions and 

ultimately different outcomes. Meaning changes between functions. Trade-offs diverge 

locally. Execution adapts to operational reality. Over time, the distance between strategic 

intent and operational results can quietly widen, not through incompetence, but through 

fragmentation in interpretation itself.  

This shifts the conversation away from "Do we have systems and are people capable of 

operating them?" toward a more difficult question: "How are decisions actually being shaped 

inside the system?"  

Behavioural and Complexity Sciences Begin Explaining the Gap 



 

 

Behavioural economics, cognitive science and complexity theory increasingly suggest that 

humans do not process complexity objectively or completely. Concepts explored through 

Kahneman's work on heuristics and cognitive bias, bounded rationality, framing effects, 

cognitive load, ambiguity, uncertainty and systems thinking all point toward a similar reality: 

humans simplify complexity in order to function inside it.  

This occurs constantly in everyday decision-making. A person may strongly prefer certain 

foods cognitively, yet still choose something entirely different from a menu depending on 

mood, context, pressure, familiarity or anticipated satisfaction in the moment. 

Organisational decision-making operates similarly — except across thousands of 

interconnected operational, financial and strategic trade-offs simultaneously.  

This is not weakness. It is adaptive necessity. No individual can fully process all variables, all 

future consequences, all interdependencies, all uncertainties and all competing priorities 

simultaneously. So humans naturally simplify reality into manageable representations — and 

this is where behavioural theory begins intersecting with complexity science, particularly in 

work such as Dietrich Dorner's Logic of Failure.  

Dorner observed that humans often struggle inside complex systems not because they lack 

intelligence, but because complexity itself overwhelms human processing capability. As a 

result, nuance gets removed, assumptions fill gaps, interdependencies become less visible 

and delayed consequences become harder to interpret. The challenge is that simplification 

changes what becomes visible, what becomes prioritised, what gets ignored and how risk 

itself is interpreted — meaning simplification is not neutral. It reshapes awareness. And once 

awareness changes, coordination changes with it.  



 

The Human Simplification Cycle illustrates how this plays out over time. Faced with full 

complexity, humans selectively filter reality based on how it feels — prioritising what seems 

urgent, safe, rewarded, measurable, politically survivable or identity-protecting. The risks 

selected out of awareness — the uncomfortable ones, the low-visibility ones, the long-term 

and ambiguous ones — do not disappear. They accumulate silently beneath the surface. 

Individually tolerable. Collectively destabilising. Invisible while accumulating. Until instability 

forces emotion back into the system through firefighting, escalation, urgency and reactive 

prioritisation.  

Importantly, the challenge is not that individuals simplify complexity. Simplification is 

unavoidable. The deeper organisational challenge is that modern organisations consist of 

thousands of interconnected decisions being made simultaneously by people operating 

under different incentives, responsibilities, pressures, priorities and interpretations of reality. 

Each simplification may appear rational in isolation. Yet as these differing simplifications 

interact across functions, hierarchies and systems, they begin reshaping awareness, 

tradeoffs and coordination collectively. Risk therefore does not emerge solely from 

individual decisions. It emerges through the aggregation of many locally rational 

simplifications interacting across a complex system over time.  

Simplification Changes Awareness, Trade-Offs and Coordination 
Across the System  



 

 



 

As organisational complexity increases, information becomes filtered, assumptions replace 

nuance, priorities become simplified, interdependencies become less visible and local 

optimisation increases. Over time, organisations increasingly manage simplified 

interpretations of reality — not reality itself.  

Importantly, this distortion does not only occur vertically between executives and frontline 

operations. It also occurs horizontally across departments, disciplines, functions, 

governance structures, incentive systems and resource allocation processes. The Inverse 

Awareness Relationship illustrates this dynamic clearly. At the top of an organisation, 

strategic awareness is high but tactical precision is low — what is lost is the precision of 

operational risks, interdependencies and local conditions, and how small failures can trigger 

large, cascading consequences. At the frontline, the reverse is true: tactical precision is high 

but strategic awareness is low, with visibility of enterprise trade-offs, constraints and 

strategic intent lost in the process.  

In highly interdependent operational environments, seemingly small decisions can carry 

disproportionate consequences. A large paper machine, for example, may contain 

thousands of precision bearings requiring exact tolerances, contamination control and 

lubrication standards. Small deviations — incorrect fitment, contaminated lubrication, 

reduced maintenance windows or delayed intervention — can create catastrophic failures 

costing millions. Yet these operational realities often sit several organisational layers below 

executive financial decision-making, while commercial pressures often sit several layers 

above frontline operational awareness. Both perspectives may appear rational locally, while 

the coordination gap between them quietly amplifies systemic risk. Analogous simplification 

processes occur continuously across every organisational function. Over time, the 

aggregation of these fragmented interpretations, trade-offs and localised priorities forms the 

Risk Instability Zone.  

Between these two worlds sits the coordination layer — where information is filtered, risk is 

simplified, priorities are translated and trade-offs are negotiated. When this layer fails to 

bridge the gap effectively, a Risk Instability Zone emerges: tactical risks exceed the level of 

awareness at the top, or strategic trade-offs exceed the tactical system's capacity to absorb 

them. The result is constant firefighting, execution drift, delayed consequences, budget 

overruns, operational instability and value destruction.  

This matters enormously because modern organisations are not coordinating a single 

objective. They are coordinating competing interpretations of value simultaneously. Finance 

may optimise capital efficiency. Operations may optimise continuity and throughput. 

Engineering may optimise reliability and long-term capability. Commercial functions may 

optimise growth and market position. Risk teams may optimise exposure reduction. Strategy 

teams may optimise future positioning. Each perspective is rational locally — but instability 

begins emerging through fragmented incentives, disconnected visibility, competing 

priorities, inconsistent trade-off logic and local optimisation pulling in different directions.  

The implication is significant. Execution instability is not solely caused by inadequate 

governance or poorly designed systems. It also emerges from how complexity is interpreted, 

prioritised and coordinated across organisational layers, functions, incentives, competing 

value systems and fragmented operational realities.  



 

Human Interpretation May Be the Missing Coordination Layer  

 
Many behavioural theories focus heavily on cognition — exploring heuristics, rationality 

limits, framing and mental shortcuts. Other fields focus more heavily on emotional response, 

motivation, threat response and social influence. Far fewer approaches examine how 

cognition and emotion interact simultaneously inside complex organisational systems.  

This matters because humans do not simply simplify complexity cognitively. They also 

selectively prioritise reality emotionally. People naturally gravitate toward what feels urgent, 

politically survivable, measurable, rewarded, psychologically safe, identity-protective or 

immediately visible. The Concordia Strategy Distortion Model captures this interaction: 

cognitive simplification and emotional selection operate together as a human filter, reducing 

the full picture of reality into a simplified interpretation — partial information, framed 

narrative, perceived priorities and chosen trade-offs — that then shapes decisions at every 

level, across every function. Strategies become adapted or diluted. Priorities compete or 

shift. Coordination slows down. Trade-offs create unintended consequences. Value is lost or 

delayed.  

Outcomes differ from intent. The same signal can produce very different decisions 

depending on incentives, emotional pressure, operational context, perceived threat, identity, 

constraints and local priorities — deepening observations raised in Kahneman, Sibony and 

Sunstein's Noise. Organisations can unintentionally create instability while genuinely 

believing they are managing complexity rationally, because the system being managed is 

often a simplified interpretation of reality shaped through cognition, emotional selection, 

incentives, governance structures and constrained visibility.  



 

Coordination problems, then, are not only structural or procedural. They are also interpretive 

and behavioural. And because these behavioural dynamics operate across interconnected 

systems, the resulting value loss is often highly fragmented and difficult to detect. 

Organisations may see symptoms individually — overtime, delays, reactive work, duplicated 

effort, capital inefficiency, execution inconsistency, margin pressure or reliability instability — 

but treat them as isolated operational issues rather than interconnected coordination effects 

emerging from the broader system. This is where hidden value erosion quietly accumulates: 

not because value is absent, but because complexity is being coordinated inefficiently.  

The Cost of Poorly Coordinated Complexity  

 

The Value Discovery Review makes the economic dimension of this challenge explicit. 

Complex systems inherently carry additional operating cost — base operating cost plus the 

complexity cost necessary to manage interdependencies, governance, integration, 

communication, planning and dependency management. Research suggests organisational 

complexity can add approximately 20% or more to operating cost structures. But when 

complexity becomes poorly coordinated, a Risk Instability Zone emerges where hidden value 

erosion and operational instability accumulate outside normal visibility.  

Hidden value erosion manifests through margin erosion, rework, delays, duplication, cost 

escalation, working capital growth, inefficient resource utilisation and capital inefficiency. 

Operational instability manifests through reactive load, execution drift, dependency friction, 

operational bottlenecks, capability strain, reliability instability, escalation and fragmented 

priorities. Connecting the fragmented evidence across these dimensions — operational, 

financial, strategic and coordination — reveals integrated visibility that would otherwise 



 

remain hidden: coordination opportunities, cost opportunities, execution opportunities, 

strategic exposure and value improvement pathways.  

The pathway from poorly coordinated to better coordinated complexity leads to lower 

operating friction, improved execution, reduced instability, better capital efficiency, 

improved resilience, stronger margins and more consistent delivery. Complexity is 

unavoidable. Value is lost when complexity is poorly coordinated.  

Understanding Decision Formation May Improve Coordination  

 

If execution drift forms through interpretation, incentives, emotional pressure, simplification, 

awareness gaps and local trade-offs, then organisations may increasingly require ways to 

examine decision formation, surface hidden trade-off logic, identify coordination friction, 

reveal awareness gaps, detect escalation patterns, understand behavioural incentives and 

expose execution distortion earlier.  

This is not about removing human judgement, nor is it an argument against governance, 

systems or optimisation frameworks. It is about understanding how decisions are shaped 

inside complex systems. The Virtuous Cycle of Coordination illustrates what becomes 

possible when organisations invest in this understanding. The complex environment 

requires coordination as complexity increases. The human interpretation layer — shaped by 

cognition, emotion, incentives, systems and simplification — determines what people see, 

prioritise and escalate. When this layer produces fragmented, locally optimised, differently 

interpreted and inconsistently escalated decisions, the result is coordination friction, hidden 

risk and execution drift. But when organisations continuously improve how they interpret, 

decide and coordinate — through a feedback loop of sensing, interpreting, deciding, acting 

and learning — they strengthen execution quality and deliver greater, more sustainable value.  



 

Better coordinated complexity produces shared awareness, earlier escalation visibility, 

better trade-off alignment, more consistent execution, greater resilience, improved value 

delivery and sustainable performance. Many of these dynamics are not fully visible through 

process maps, governance structures or performance metrics alone. They often only 

become visible when organisations begin examining the psychological and behavioural 

patterns shaping how people interpret information, experience pressure, prioritise trade-offs, 

negotiate risk and coordinate decisions collectively.  

Coordination May Become the Defining Capability  

As complexity continues increasing, organisations may increasingly differentiate themselves 

not through information alone, systems alone, governance alone or optimisation alone — but 

through their ability to coordinate human decision-making across complexity.  

Because strategy is not executed through frameworks alone. It is executed through 

decisions made by people operating inside complex systems under pressure, uncertainty, 

competing priorities, fragmented visibility and continuous trade-offs. The organisations that 

better understand how interpretation, incentives, emotion, structure, governance and 

coordination shape execution may ultimately become the organisations that deliver value 

more consistently over time — not because they eliminate complexity, but because they 

become better at coordinating it. 

In increasingly interconnected systems, that capability may become one of the defining 

differentiators between organisations that remain stable and those that gradually drift into 

fragmentation, reactivity and instability.  

 


