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What We Mean by “System”

In this document, the word system does not refer only to technology. It refers to the full delivery
environment.

That includes the technical architecture, the way systems connect to one another, the processes
used to plan and execute work, the people involved, the distribution of skills and ownership, the
decision structures in place, the incentives that shape behavior, and the signals used to judge
performance.

All of these elements interact, and a change in one area affects the others.

When delivery feels unstable, slow, political, or fragile, the cause is rarely isolated to one
component. It is usually the result of strain across the broader system.

For that reason, this framework does not analyze software alone, or process alone, or culture
alone. It examines the full environment in which delivery takes place.

Only by looking at the whole system can structural drift be understood.

Why Drift Appears Operational but Is Structural

Delivery problems usually appear as operational issues: deadlines slip, integrations fail,
coordination becomes difficult, approvals multiply, metrics fluctuate, and trust erodes.

Because these symptoms are visible, they are often treated as the problem itself. The company
adds new reporting, replaces tools, increases governance layers, or reorganizes teams.

Sometimes these actions provide temporary relief. Often they do not.

The reason is that operational symptoms describe what is happening, but structural conditions
determine why it is happening.

When architecture is tightly coupled, small changes ripple widely. When decision paths are
unclear, work slows and coordination increases. When skills are misaligned, governance
expands to compensate. When incentives conflict, information becomes filtered.

The visible issue may be delay or instability, but the underlying cause is usually a distortion in
how the environment is arranged, how work moves through it, whether it can absorb complexity,
or whether it is moving in a coherent direction.

Drift rarely begins with failure. It begins with small structural imbalances that accumulate over
time. By the time performance indicators turn red, the structural conditions that produced them
are already in place.

This framework focuses on those conditions.



The Four Surfaces

If delivery drift is structural, then it must be examined structurally.

Over time, patterns of instability tend to cluster in a small number of areas. These areas are not
departments or roles. They are structural surfaces of the delivery environment. By examining
each surface directly, it becomes easier to see where strain is accumulating and how distortions
are interacting.

This framework organizes observation across four surfaces: Structure, Flow, Competence, and
Alignment.

Each surface answers a different question about the stability of the system.

Structure

Question: Is the environment stable when something changes?

Structure refers to how the delivery environment is built and connected. It includes the technical
architecture, how components interact with each other, how the environment connects to
external systems or partners, and how tightly teams and domains depend on one another. In
other words, Structure determines how change travels through the system.

Structure determines how far change spreads. If Structure is weak, small changes cause wide
ripple effects and increase fragility.

Flow

Question: Does work move without unnecessary friction?

Flow refers to how work is introduced, managed, changed, and completed across the
environment. It includes whether there is a shared delivery model, whether teams follow a
consistent SDLC, how scope is controlled, how change requests are handled, and how clearly
work is closed.

Flow determines how predictable delivery is. If Flow is weak, work is frequently derailed, scope
shifts significantly from its starting point, coordination increases, and effort rises without
proportional output.



Competence

Question: Can the environment handle its own complexity?

Competence refers to whether capability, ownership, and expertise are present and properly
distributed across the environment. It includes whether key functions exist and operate
effectively, whether standards are shared, whether documentation is accessible, whether
knowledge is concentrated in a few individuals, and whether performance is consistent across
teams.

Competence determines whether complexity can be absorbed without strain. If Competence is
weak, the system becomes dependent on specific experts, quality varies widely, emergencies
surface late, and risk accumulates quietly.

Alignment

Question: Is the environment moving in one direction?

Alignment refers to whether expectations, incentives, communication, and performance signals
are consistent across the environment. It includes what people are rewarded for, how priorities
are reinforced, whether disagreements surface openly or as complaints, and whether there is a
shared grounding for decisions beyond verbal agreement.

Alignment determines whether the system remains stable over time. If Alignment is weak,
people pull in different directions, complaints replace clarity, incentives contradict quality, and
stated priorities drift from actual behavior.

The Four Surfaces

Structure Flow

Is the system stable under change? Does work move cleanly through the system?
Structure determines fragility. Flow determines friction.

Competence Alignment

Can the system absorb complexity? Is the system pulling in one direction?
Competence determines resilience. Alignment determines stability over time.




Signals of Structural Strain

Structural strain is often visible before it is formally acknowledged. It appears when change
spreads further than expected and when stability depends on individual expertise rather than
design.

Common signals include:
» Small changes causing wide ripple effects
» Frequent unintended side effects after releases
* Heavy reliance on a few individuals to navigate the architecture
« Difficulty explaining how components interact
* Repeated integration issues with external systems or partners
* High coordination required for seemingly minor changes

These signals suggest fragility. The system may still function, but it does so with increasing
strain.

Signals of Flow Strain

Flow strain becomes visible when work moves, but with increasing effort. The environment may
appear busy and active, yet progress feels slower than it should.

Common signals include:
* Inconsistent use of delivery processes across teams
» Work frequently derailed by unstructured change requests
« Significant differences between initial scope and final delivery
» Approval paths that are unclear or frequently re-routed
* Long delays between decision request and decision made
* High coordination overhead to move work forward
» Work items that linger without clear closure

These signals suggest friction. The system may still deliver, but at a rising cost in effort and
coordination.



Signals of Competence Strain

Competence strain appears when the environment struggles to absorb complexity without
depending on individuals. Delivery may continue, but stability relies heavily on specific people or
informal knowledge.

Common signals include:
* A small number of “go-to” experts who are involved in most critical decisions
* Large variation in quality or performance across teams
* Inconsistent documentation or difficulty locating key information
* Repeated emergencies that surface late in the delivery cycle
* Production releases that require manual intervention or heroics
* Unclear ownership of cross-team responsibilities
+ Client or stakeholder representatives who lack sufficient domain knowledge

These signals suggest reduced resilience. The system functions, but it becomes increasingly
vulnerable to turnover, overload, or unexpected complexity.

Signals of Alignment Strain

Alignment strain appears when different parts of the environment begin pulling in different
directions. The language of agreement may remain, but behavior and incentives start to diverge.

Common signals include:
» Frequent complaints across levels of the organization
» Tension between project managers and leadership over priorities or support
» Stakeholders expressing dissatisfaction with delivered outcomes
* Incentives that reward speed, visibility, or control more than quality or completion
* Priorities that shift without clear grounding
+ Decisions justified verbally but not anchored in shared criteria
» Metrics that are reported consistently but do not reflect operational reality

These signals suggest directional instability. Work continues, but coherence weakens, and drift
accelerates over time.



Drift Propagates Across Surfaces

In practice, distortions rarely remain confined to one surface.

When a delivery environment is under strain, the strain tends to appear across Structure, Flow,
Competence, and Alignment at the same time.

It is uncommon to find a technically elegant architecture operating inside a chaotic delivery
process. It is equally uncommon to find strong alignment and incentives supporting an unstable
structure. Over time, weaknesses reinforce one another.

Structural fragility increases process friction.

Process friction increases dependency on individual expertise.
Concentrated individual expertise increases political tension.
Political tension further destabilizes structure.

What begins as imbalance in one area spreads across the environment.

This does not mean all surfaces are equally distorted. It means they are connected. A weakness
in one surface creates compensating behavior in the others.

Understanding this propagation is critical. Without it, interventions tend to focus on the most
visible issue rather than the surface generating the strain.

Identifying the Root Surface

When drift propagates across surfaces, it becomes difficult to determine where to intervene.

Multiple surfaces may show strain at the same time. Structure may appear fragile. Flow may be
slow. Competence may be uneven. Alignment may be unstable.

Treating all surfaces equally rarely works. Intervening on the most visible distortion often
produces temporary relief but fails to stabilize the system.

In most fragmented environments, one surface functions as the Root Surface. This is the
surface where distortion originates and from which strain spreads to the others.

The Root Surface is not always the loudest or most visible. It is the surface whose weakness
generates compensating behavior elsewhere.

Strengthening the Root Surface reduces strain across the other surfaces. Strengthening a non-
root surface often increases pressure elsewhere or fails to hold.

Identifying the Root Surface requires disciplined observation and structural reasoning. It cannot
be determined by metrics alone.



Drift as a Structural Judgment Discipline

Surface distortions can be observed. Signals can be identified. Patterns of strain can be
mapped.

What cannot be automated is the selection of where to intervene.

Identifying the Root Surface is not a scoring exercise. It is a structural judgment. It requires
considering how each surface influences the others and mentally testing whether strengthening
one surface would reduce strain system-wide.

In practice, this reasoning happens iteratively. A practitioner considers a potential intervention
and evaluates whether it would hold without simultaneous correction elsewhere. If stabilizing a
surface requires multiple other changes to succeed, it is unlikely to be the Root Surface.

Structural correction begins when intervention is directed at the surface generating distortion,
not merely displaying it.

This framework does not prescribe actions. It organizes disciplined observation so that
structural leverage can be identified with clarity.

From Diagnosis to Intervention

Identifying the Root Surface clarifies where strain originates. It does not, by itself, correct it.

Structural correction requires the introduction of a catalytic change. This change is not simply
more governance, more reporting, or more effort. It is an alteration to how the environment is
arranged, how decisions are made, how work is classified, or how incentives are aligned.

In practice, effective interventions introduce something the current system does not already
contain. A team may be reorganized to redistribute expertise. A new decision boundary may
reduce coordination load. Work may be classified into distinct paths rather than forced through a
single process. Incentives may be realigned to reduce political friction.

Corrective action often requires removing elements as well. However, removal alone rarely
stabilizes a fragmented environment. Stability emerges when a catalytic element changes how
strain is absorbed at the Root Surface.

Selecting that catalytic change is not mechanical. It requires disciplined observation, structural
reasoning, and creative judgment.



Case Studies

The following examples illustrate how Root Surfaces and catalytic interventions appear in
practice.

Case 1 — Architectural Bottleneck

Scenario

An organization experiences repeated integration instability. Architectural reviews are frequent,
and all changes require central approval. As architectural oversight increases, delivery slows
and coordination grows.

Propagation

Central architects become a bottleneck. Teams wait for approval before moving forward. Flow
friction increases, and work accumulates in queues. Over time, reliance on a small group of
experts intensifies. Structural fragility appears to worsen because changes are delayed and
accumulate under pressure.

Initial Assessment

The most visible issue appears to be Flow. Architectural review is slowing delivery and creating
a bottleneck.

Four Surface Analysis

Structure
Architecture governance treats all changes as equal risk. Every change must pass through
centralized review.

Flow
All work moves through the same approval gate, regardless of impact. Work queues build
around architectural decision points.

Competence
Architects become the only people capable of approving or navigating structural changes.
Knowledge and decision authority concentrate.

Alignment
Frustration grows between delivery teams and architecture governance. Teams perceive
architecture as an obstacle to delivery.



Structure Flow

Architecture is tightly protected. Every change, Work must pass through same architectural gate.
regardless of impact, requires review by a —1—> Flow becomes congested.

central architecture authority.
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Competence Alignment
Central architects become the only people Frustration grows between delivery teams and
capable of approving or navigating the system. architecture governance.

Root Surface
Structure. The architectural model assumes that every change carries equal structural risk.

Catalytic Intervention

Architecture is classified into Core and Edge domains. Core changes continue to require
architectural review. Edge changes operate within defined guardrails and do not require
centralized approval.

Result

Architectural attention becomes focused on truly structural work. Flow accelerates as edge
changes move without centralized approval. Dependency on individual architects decreases,
and structural stability improves.

Case 2 — Agile Without Protection

Scenario

An organization adopts Agile practices across several delivery teams. Ceremonies, iterations,

and reporting structures are introduced. Despite these changes, delivery speed and quality do
not improve. Teams frequently abandon sprint commitments to respond to external demands.

Propagation

Iterations are interrupted by shifting priorities and ad-hoc requests from stakeholders. Teams
attempt to maintain Agile practices but cannot protect iteration boundaries. Over time,
ceremonies become symbolic rather than operational. Frustration grows between teams, project
managers, and leadership as expectations diverge.



Initial Assessment

The most visible issue appears to be Flow. Iterations are unstable and delivery commitments
are frequently disrupted.

Four Surface Analysis

Structure

The technical and organizational structure is capable of supporting Agile delivery. Teams are
organized around products or functional areas.

Flow
Iterations are repeatedly interrupted. Work planned for a sprint is replaced by urgent requests,
creating unstable delivery cycles.

Competence
Teams are technically capable and familiar with Agile practices. The issue is not lack of skill.

Alignment
Leadership communicates support for Agile, but stakeholders continue to inject priorities mid-
iteration. Decision authority around priorities is unclear.

Structure Flow
The technical and organizational structure is Iterations are repeatedly interrupted. Work
capable of supporting Agile delivery. planned for a sprint is replaced by urgent
requests, creating unstable delivery cycles.
i\ t
N\ |
Competence <«—}— Alignment
Teams are technically capable and familiar with Leadership communicates support for Agile, but
Agile practices. The issue is not lack of skill. stakeholders continue to inject priorities mid-
iteration. Decision authority around priorities is
unclear.

Root Surface

Alignment. While Agile practices are adopted, incentives and decision authority remain
unchanged. Stakeholders continue to prioritize short-term demands over iteration stability.

Catalytic Intervention

A new project manager role is introduced with explicit authority to protect iteration boundaries
and manage priority conflicts. This role acts as a structural buffer between delivery teams and
external stakeholders, ensuring that Agile principles remain operational rather than symbolic.
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Result

Iteration stability improves. Teams can complete planned work, and learning cycles begin to
function as intended. Stakeholders retain visibility and influence, but priorities are negotiated
through a clear decision channel. Alignment between declared delivery model and operational
behavior improves.

Patterns of Catalytic Intervention

Catalytic interventions are designed to neutralize strain at the Root Surface. They are not
general improvements. They are targeted additions that change how the environment absorbs
pressure.

In practice, a catalytic intervention almost always requires adding something new. That
“something” may be a new role with authority, a new work classification, a new decision
boundary, a new guardrail, or a new source of capacity. The form varies, but the intent is the
same: introduce an element the current system does not already contain.

Other changes often follow, including removal. However, removal alone rarely stabilizes a
fragmented environment. What is removed is usually removed in service of the catalytic
addition, as an adjustment that allows it to hold.

When a catalytic intervention is correct, the effect is noticeable. Pressure releases. Coordination
drops. Work moves with less strain. The system becomes easier to operate. This sensation of
release is not psychological. It is structural. The environment is no longer compensating as
aggressively across surfaces.

Catalytic interventions still require careful design. The details matter, and the details must
account for all four surfaces. A change that stabilizes the Root Surface but destabilizes another
surface will not hold. This is why structural correction is part analysis and part creative design:
the intervention must be specific enough to reduce strain, and coherent enough to remain stable
once introduced.
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Closing

Fragmented delivery environments rarely lack effort. Most organizations are already working
hard to improve outcomes. What they lack is a structural way to understand where strain
originates.

When delivery problems appear, attention naturally moves toward what is visible: delays,
coordination issues, unstable releases, frustrated teams. These symptoms are operational, but
the conditions producing them are structural.

The Four Surfaces provide a way to examine the delivery environment as a system. By
observing Structure, Flow, Competence, and Alignment separately, patterns of strain become
visible. Once those patterns are understood, the Root Surface can be identified.

Correction does not begin with more activity. It begins with clarity.

Catalytic interventions work because they alter how the system absorbs pressure at its root.
When the correct structural change is introduced, strain across the environment begins to ease.
Work moves more cleanly, coordination decreases, and the system becomes easier to operate.

This framework does not prescribe solutions. It provides a way to see the environment clearly
enough for effective intervention to become possible.

In fragmented delivery environments, clarity is often the most powerful starting point.

12



	What We Mean by “System”
	Why Drift Appears Operational but Is Structural
	The Four Surfaces
	Signals of Structural Strain
	Signals of Flow Strain
	Signals of Competence Strain
	Signals of Alignment Strain
	Drift Propagates Across Surfaces
	Identifying the Root Surface
	Drift as a Structural Judgment Discipline
	From Diagnosis to Intervention
	Case Studies
	Patterns of Catalytic Intervention
	Closing

