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Executive Summary 

Execution Drift is the earliest institutional risk a scaling company faces because it precedes 
financial symptoms. Revenue may still be growing. The team may still be shipping. The board 
may still be confident. Underneath, the operating system is quietly losing its ability to hold 
decisions, protect priorities, and convert effort into outcomes. The cause is something this 
paper calls decision leakage, and every decision that leaks costs the company twice, once to 
make it and once to make it again. The cumulative cost is both commercial and operational, 
and by the time it becomes visible it has usually been compounding for quarters. 
 
This paper is written for CEOs of growing organizations. It examines how drift forms, where it 
compounds, what it costs when it goes unaddressed, and what a structural response looks 
like. The thinking behind it draws on a framework called Rhythm Architecture, which looks at 
how decisions, priorities, and accountability hold or fail to hold as companies scale. 
 

What It Looks Like from the Inside 

After more than two decades advising CEOs and leadership teams, I have reached one 
conclusion repeatedly. Companies rarely struggle because they cannot make decisions. They 
struggle because their decisions do not survive long enough to produce results. 
The moment execution starts requiring more force than it should is rarely announced clearly. 
The system that once carried decisions forward no longer does so reliably. The paradox is 
that it looks like productivity from the outside. Activity increases, meetings multiply, and 
urgency rises, while execution integrity quietly declines underneath. The CEO feels busy, not 
broken. The executive team feels stretched, not misaligned. The board sees motion rather 
than stalling. Everyone is working harder and no one can explain why outcomes are not 
keeping pace. 
 
Drift is not collapse. It is motion without direction, the state where the organization is doing 
more and achieving less, and no one can point to a single moment where it started. By the 
time drift becomes visible in metrics, it has been compounding for quarters. The patterns that 
created it have become habits, the workarounds that masked it have become operating 
norms, and the CEO who senses something is wrong has been sensing it for months while 
every individual signal looked manageable in isolation. 
 
Drift has a primary mechanism: decision leakage. Decision leakage is the steady loss of 
decisions that were made but never owned, closed but never held, agreed in the room but 
quietly reopened the moment pressure arrives. Every decision that leaks is paid for twice: first 
in the hours spent reaching it, and again in the hours spent recovering it after it slips. 
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Execution Drift is what the company experiences at the system level. Decision leakage is how 
it happens, one decision at a time, until the leadership team is spending its most expensive 
resource re-deciding what it already decided. 
 

Where It Starts 

Drift begins quietly. In the early stage, complexity is absorbed naturally. The CEO is close 
enough to every decision that context travels without effort. Priorities are understood 
because they are discussed in the same room, often multiple times a day. Accountability is 
obvious because everyone can see what everyone else is doing. 
 
As the company grows, that proximity disappears. Headcount increases, functions specialize, 
and decisions distribute across more people. Context that once traveled naturally now 
requires reinforcement, and that reinforcement requires time, meetings, and documentation 
that did not exist before. When the operating system cannot hold priorities consistently, 
everything becomes important, and each leader carries a slightly different version of what 
matters most. 
 
The CEO begins absorbing the cost. Their calendar fills with conversations that exist to 
restore clarity that should have held on its own. Functional leaders start running their own 
rhythms, each slightly different, each optimized for their own domain, none of them 
synchronized. Coordination becomes a full-time activity instead of a natural outcome of how 
the company operates. 
 
One CEO stopped halfway through a conversation and smiled. "Do you know what we do 
every Monday?" he asked. "We spend the first two hours agreeing on the same priorities we 
agreed on last Monday." Nothing strategic had changed. The priorities simply had not 
survived the week because there was no mechanism to protect them. 
 

Where It Gets Worse 

There is a point in every scaling company where the drift either gets addressed or deepens 
into something structural. The difference is whether decisions close cleanly, stay closed, and 
travel through the organization without losing their meaning. 
 
When that discipline is missing, decisions are made everywhere and owned nowhere. The 
room nods, the slide advances, and no one states who carries the consequence. When 
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pressure surfaces, the decision subtly reopens. Each reopening is another decision leaking 
back to the center, and the center is already full. 
 
Alignment becomes performative at this stage. The leadership team appears aligned in the 
meeting. They use the same language. They agree on the direction. They leave the room and 
execute differently, because the decision was never truly closed. It was discussed. It was not 
owned. 
 
This pattern emerged in my work with a mid-sized company a few years into real scale. The 
leadership team had grown past the point where everyone sat in one room, and a single 
decision about where to focus the next two quarters of effort was made in a meeting 
everyone left feeling good about. Two of the senior leaders walked out with genuinely 
different understandings of what had been agreed. Neither was careless. The decision had 
simply never been pinned to a single owner, so each of them filled the gap with their own 
reading of it.  
 
The CEO did not find out until nearly a month later, when one team had built something the 
other had assumed was set aside. By then it was wasted budget, a slipped commitment to a 
customer, and two senior leaders quietly losing trust in each other. 
Neither executive was wrong. They had simply filled the vacuum left by a decision that had 
never been fully owned, and that absence cost the company a quarter of momentum it could 
not get back. 
 

What It Costs 

If decision leakage goes unaddressed, the cost is specific, cumulative, and felt across the 
enterprise before it appears in any financial report. 
 
The CEO 
The CEO who once moved the company forward now spends their time holding together a 
system that should hold itself. Most CEOs do not notice when this shift begins because each 
interruption appears reasonable in isolation. Their highest-value hours are consumed by the 
lowest-value work: following up, re-clarifying, and re-deciding what was supposedly already 
decided. 
 
The Business 
Forecast accuracy declines as priorities shift between leadership meetings. Product releases 
slip because competing commitments were never reconciled. Customer commitments 
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become harder to meet because the organization is carrying more work in progress than it 
can structurally finish. Leadership teams spend more time coordinating work than advancing 
it, and growth begins requiring increasing effort while producing diminishing returns. High-
performing leaders become frustrated by the lack of clarity and begin looking elsewhere, 
and the cost of replacing them compounds the problem further. 
 
The Capital 
Boards do not see decision leakage directly. They see its consequences: forecast 
adjustments that arrive without warning, execution that feels heavier than headcount and 
talent would suggest, and a company that requires more of its CEO than its stage should 
demand. Confidence tightens and follow-on conversations become more cautious. The 
company is not failing, but unpredictability in leadership creates unpredictability in 
outcomes, and capital prices unpredictability. The CEO may never know that drift cost them 
valuation, because the conversation that would have revealed it never happens. The board 
simply recalibrates its expectations quietly, and the next round reflects a discount no one 
discusses openly. 
 

How to See It 

Organizations measure revenue retention, customer retention, and employee retention. 
Almost none measure whether their decisions are actually holding, and that is usually the first 
thing to deteriorate before the others become visible. 
 
The ability of an organization to hold a decision long enough for ownership, execution, and 
outcomes to materialize is one of the clearest indicators of operating health. A decision that 
has to be re-explained, re-owned, re-escalated, or debated a second time has not held. It has 
leaked. The distinction matters because it turns an invisible condition into something a 
leadership team can actually see. 
 
There is a simple way to test this. Ask your executive team how many decisions from last 
month's leadership meeting were reopened this month. In my experience, the honest answer 
often falls between 30-40%, and most CEOs who ask the question for the first time are 
surprised by how high it runs. That single number turns an invisible condition into a 
measurable one, and the discovery alone changes how a leadership team thinks about the 
cost of its current operating system. 
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The Structural Response 

Execution Drift is not resolved through better communication, stronger talent, or more 
frequent meetings. Those responses address symptoms while the cause keeps working. A 
company can hire the best operators in its category and still drift, because the problem is not 
who makes the decisions. The problem is that the decisions do not hold after they are made. 
Stop the leakage and the same team produces more with less effort. Leave it, and the 
strongest team in the market will exhaust itself re-deciding what it already decided. 
 
Over the years, I stopped looking for better meetings or better agendas. I became more 
interested in why well-made decisions failed to survive ordinary operating pressure. Rhythm 
Architecture grew from that question. It is not a process or a template. It is a way of 
understanding where the operating system is leaking and what it takes to make decisions, 
priorities, and accountability hold at scale. 
 
When the system holds, execution holds. When it does not, the CEO carries the gap, and that 
gap is Execution Drift. 
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Three Questions 

First: Which decisions repeat weekly because they were never truly owned? If the same 
questions return to the same meetings, ownership has not been transferred. The organization 
is spending its most expensive resource, leadership attention, on decisions that should have 
been closed and carried forward. 
 
Second: Where is urgency substituting for discipline? If every week feels urgent, the system 
is not governing priorities. The CEO and the executive team are reacting to inputs rather than 
executing against a plan. Urgency is a sensation. Discipline is a system. When urgency 
becomes the operating rhythm, drift has taken hold. 
 
Third: If the board asked about your execution rhythm, could you answer in one sentence? If 
the answer requires explanation, the rhythm is not clear enough to hold. A company that 
cannot clearly describe how it governs decisions and priorities is unlikely to have a system 
functioning reliably. 
 
 
Closing 
Companies do not break first; the system underneath them does, quietly, while the numbers 
still look fine and the team still looks busy. By the time it surfaces in a missed quarter or a 
harder conversation with the board, the drift has already cost more than anyone budgeted 
for. 
 
Every leadership team develops an operating rhythm, though very few develop it intention-
ally. The question is not whether your company has one, but whether it is producing the busi-
ness you believe you are leading. 
 

 

Start with a conversation. A short, working session to explore where the friction is, how 
decisions are holding, and whether there is a fit. 
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