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EXECUTIVE QUESTION

Why do organizations with similarly capable leaders, strategies, and governance often produce dramatically
different results?

Executive Summary

Why Organizations Produce Different Results
Organizations often search for performance explanations in individual factors. Leadership
capability, strategy quality, organizational structure, governance, technology, and culture are
frequently examined independently, each treated as the primary driver of organizational
success or failure.

Yet organizations with remarkably similar resources often achieve very different outcomes.

The difference is not always found in the individual quality of these organizational elements.
More often, it lies in the degree to which those elements consistently reinforce one another.

When priorities support strategy, governance enables effective decisions, incentives reinforce
expected behaviours, and operating practices align with organizational objectives, performance
becomes easier to sustain. Conversely, when these elements work at cross-purposes, capable
organizations frequently underperform despite the strength of their individual components.

CORE PROPOSITION 

Organizational performance depends not only on the quality of
individual organizational elements, but on the coherence
created by the reinforcing relationships between them.
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Understanding Organizational Coherence

Definition
Organizational coherence is the degree to which an organization's leadership, governance,
strategy, priorities, decision-making, incentives, communication, and operating practices
consistently reinforce one another.

It is not the absence of complexity, disagreement, or organizational change. Rather, it reflects
the extent to which the organization's major systems operate in a mutually reinforcing manner
despite those inevitable challenges.

Coherence is therefore an emergent organizational property. It cannot be created through any
single initiative, but develops through the cumulative interaction of multiple organizational
elements over time.

CORE PROPOSITION 

Organizational coherence is an emergent property
created by the reinforcing relationships between an
organization's major systems rather than by any
individual organizational element.

What Organizational Coherence Is Not
Organizational coherence should not be confused with organizational alignment, consensus,
standardization, or organizational harmony.

Organizations can appear aligned while their incentives undermine their priorities. They can be
highly standardized while making inconsistent strategic decisions. They can maintain positive
cultures while operating with fragmented governance or conflicting operating practices.

Coherence is not simply agreement or consistency within one area of the organization. It
describes the reinforcing relationships that exist across the organizational system as a whole.
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How Coherence Emerges
Organizational coherence does not result from a single decision,
capability, or leadership intervention. It emerges gradually as everyday
organizational interactions begin to reinforce one another.

Daily Interactions

Mutual Reinforcement

Organizational Coherence

Organizational Capability

Organizational Performance
Coherence becomes visible when decisions, behaviours,
governance, communication, and operating practices begin
to strengthen rather than contradict one another. Over time,
that reinforcement develops into a broader organizational
capability that supports performance.

CORE PROPOSITION 

Organizational coherence is an emergent property of
organizational reinforcement.
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CORE PROPOSITION 

Organizational coherence emerges through the consistent
reinforcement of an organization's priorities, decisions,
governance, leadership, and operating practices.

Reinforcing Relationship Questions for Reflection

Strategy ↔ Priorities To what extent do our priorities reflect the strategy we say we are
pursuing?

Priorities ↔ Decision-Making How consistently do our day-to-day decisions reinforce our stated
priorities?

Decision-Making ↔ Governance How well does our governance support timely, high-quality decision-
making?

Governance ↔ Accountability How clearly are leaders held accountable for the expectations
established through governance?

Accountability ↔ Incentives To what extent do our incentives reinforce the behaviours and
outcomes for which people are held accountable?

Leadership ↔ Communication How consistently do leaders communicate the behaviours and
priorities they expect others to demonstrate?

Operating Practices ↔ Strategy How effectively do our daily operating practices support the strategy
we are trying to execute?
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What Gets Reinforced?
Organizational coherence emerges when an organization's major
systems consistently reinforce one another. The questions below are
intended to help leaders reflect on where those reinforcing relationships
are strong, and where they may be working at cross-purposes.
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Closing Reflection
Organizational coherence does not emerge from a single decision, initiative, or leadership
message. It develops through the repeated interaction of priorities, decisions, governance,
leadership behaviours, incentives, and operating practices over time.

Each of these elements may appear reasonable when viewed independently. The more
important question is whether they reinforce one another when experienced as part of the
same organizational system.

Coherence therefore requires continual attention. As organizations grow, leadership
changes, priorities shift, and new systems are introduced, relationships that were once
aligned may begin to weaken or contradict one another. Sustaining coherence depends
upon the organization’s ability to notice those contradictions and respond before
fragmentation becomes embedded in everyday work.

        A QUESTION FOR REFLECTION

Where does your organization currently depend upon individual effort to compensate for systems that do not
consistently reinforce one another?

A CLOSING REFLECTION

Organizational coherence is not the absence
of tension or change. It is the organization's
continuing ability to ensure that its major
systems, decisions, and behaviours remain
mutually reinforcing as it evolves.


