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CRUCIBLE
The Problem MANAGEMENT SERVICES

Organisations rarely experience structural problems as structure. They encounter them
as recurring operational symptoms.

Teams describe them in familiar, practical language:

“We launch well... but we cannot maintain.”
“Why are we fixing this again?”
“Everything works locally, but nothing quite joins up.”

These symptoms are often treated as failures of execution, capability, or culture. More
effortis applied, processes are refined, and accountability is reinforced. Yet the same
patterns return, often with increasing intensity.

From a systems perspective, this persistence is not accidental. It reflects a deeper
condition: the organisation is responding to structural dynamics that remain
unchanged. What appears as a behavioural problem is often the visible expression of a
structural one.

Systems Thinking Foundations

This approach is grounded in the systems insight that organisational behaviour is
generated by structure, and that structure operates through feedback, control, and
time.

Work in system dynamics (Forrester) establishes that persistent patterns of behaviour
arise from underlying feedback structures, while Meadows’ articulation of leverage
points highlights the disproportionate impact of changes to information flows, rules,
and decision rights. Beer’s viable system model and Ashby’s Law of Requisite Variety
extend this further, framing organisational viability as a problem of maintaining control
under conditions of increasing variation.

From this perspective, the recurring symptoms observed in organisations—delay,
escalation, fragmentation—are not failures of execution, but expressions of structural
misalignment between variation and the system’s capacity to absorb it.

The diagnostic approach presented here builds on this foundation by shifting the point
of entry from abstract modelling to observed behaviour. It treats symptoms as sighals
of underlying feedback and control conditions, and translates them into structural
hypotheses that can be tested in practice.

In doing so, it extends systems thinking into a temporal framing of governability, where
the central question becomes not only how structure shapes behaviour, but whether
governance can re-enter the system at a cadence sufficient to maintain control as
conditions accelerate.
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From Symptoms to Structure

The challenge in practice is that structure is not directly visible. Practitioners do not
experience “structure” — they experience its effects.

The approach presented here begins deliberately with the symptom. Rather than
attempting to model the entire system, it uses recurring patterns of behaviour as entry
points into structural diagnosis.

The process proceeds in four steps.

First, the symptom is named clearly as a recurring pattern rather than a one-off issue.
This anchors the diagnosis in observable behaviour.

Second, the surrounding structure is mapped: the signals involved, the distribution of
decision rights, and the coordination mechanisms that connect different parts of the
organisation.

Third, structural distortion is identified — the points at which signals, authority, and
coordination no longer align.

Finally, a small structural intervention is tested, often within a short time frame, to
assess whether the pattern changes.

This sequence does not aim to produce a complete system model. Its purpose is to
create a working structural hypothesis that can be tested in situ.

A Worked Example: Escalation Loops
Consider a common organisational pattern: escalation loops.
Issues repeatedly move upward through the organisation, often returning unresolved.
Teams escalate decisions in order to gain legitimacy or reduce risk. Senior leaders, in
turn, revisit or reopen decisions to ensure alignment or accountability.
The outcome is familiar:

e delaysincrease

e decisions are revisited

e responsibility becomes diffuse

e confidence erodes
This pattern is often interpreted as a failure of leadership or discipline.
From a structural perspective, however, it reflects a misalignment between decision
authority and signal flow. Authority is not clearly anchored, and the system lacks a

stable mechanism for closing decisions while preserving legitimacy.
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In this context, escalation is not dysfunctional behaviour — it is a rational response
to structural ambiguity.

A relatively small intervention — clarifying decision boundaries, redefining escalation
criteria, or improving signal quality — can significantly reduce the pattern without
changing personnel or incentives.

What Structural Distortion Means

Structural distortion occurs when the core elements of a system — signals, authority,
and coordination — become misaligned.

This misalignment typically appears across several dimensions simultaneously:

e signals may be delayed, fragmented, or inconsistent
e decision rights may be ambiguous or repeatedly overridden
e coordination mechanisms may fail to stabilise interactions between teams

These distortions produce behaviour that appears inefficient orirrational, butis in fact
structurally predictable.

Importantly, distortion rarely occurs in a single dimension. It emerges as a pattern
across the system, often reinforcing itself through feedback loops. Attempts to correct
behaviour at the surface level frequently fail because the underlying structure remains
unchanged.

Why This Approach Works
The effectiveness of this diagnostic lies in a core systems principle:
Behaviour changes when structure changes.

Rather than attempting to influence behaviour directly, the method focuses on
structural conditions. In practice, this often involves small adjustments to:

¢ information flows

e decisionrights

e coordination forums
¢ rules and constraints

These changes are typically modest, but they can have disproportionate impact. This
reflects the systems insight that leverage often lies notin scale, but in the point of
intervention.

The approach also has a practical advantage: it allows structural hypotheses to be
tested quickly. Rather than waiting for large-scale redesigns, practitioners can observe
whether small structural changes alter the behaviour of the system.
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From Structural Insight to Governability

The ultimate aim of the diagnostic is not simply to resolve individual issues, but to
improve the organisation’s structural fithess.

Structural fitness can be understood as the capacity to remain coherent, adaptive, and
governable under conditions of increasing complexity and tempo.

As organisational environments accelerate — particularly in digitally mediated and Al-
enabled contexts — the ability to absorb variation becomes critical. Systems that
cannot align decision-making, learning, and coordination at appropriate speeds begin
to lose governability.

In this sense, many transformation “failures” are not failures of delivery. They are
failures of absorption — the system’s inability to integrate change while maintaining
coherence.

By translating symptoms into structural insight, organisations can begin to address this
condition directly. The resultis not only reduced friction, but improved capacity to
sustain change over time.

Closing Insight

If the same symptom keeps recurring, the issue is rarely execution —
itis the distance between decisions, consequences, and meaning within the
system.

The purpose of this approach is to make that distance visible — and therefore
actionable.

This reframes transformation not as a problem of delivery, but as a problem of
maintaining control capability under accelerating conditions.

Further Reading Links

e Structural fitness and governability under acceleration
e Dual-loop governance and the cadence bridge
e Adaptive Al governance and temporal alignment

A: Systems-Thinking Systems_Practice_Hull_2026_KDriver Paper
B: Keith Driver_SSRN Preprint_Article_Adaptive Al Governance
C: Linkedln post: Decision Oscillation

D: Dual Loops & Cadence Bridge (pending release)
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