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Executive PREFACE 
Over the past few years, collaborating with operations and performance reviews, I observed a 

recurring pattern. Results were often good, KPIs were frequently green, processes were followed, 

and teams were busy. Yet execution felt harder to sustain than it should have been. This gap 

between what reports showed and what it felt like to work on a day-to-day basis kept appearing, 

regardless of the environment or the people involved. This document explores that gap. 

 

 

How to read this document 
Each section of this document describes a 

pattern that appears normal at first. None of 

them look urgent or trigger immediate 

alarms. Their value lies in the questions they 

raise rather than the answers they provide. 

What matters is not how new these patterns 

feel, but how often they appear. 

The central idea 
Most operational issues do not start as failures. 

They start with slight changes in behavior. They 

form when measurement, processes, and 

incentives quietly redirect effort away from 

outcomes and toward appearances. By the time 

results decline, those behaviors are already 

normal. The risk is seldom sudden failure, but 

gradual drift. 
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PATTERN 1 

Healthy KPIs, Changing Behavior 
Most leaders depend on KPIs to gain insights into their performance, and that is reasonable since 

numbers bring structure and focus. The problem is that KPIs don’t just measure results. They 

shape daily behavior. Often people do not optimize for outcomes themselves. They optimize for 

what is reviewed, rewarded, and questioned. This is where drift begins. 

What I observed in real operations 

In one of the operations I worked closely with, the 

Average Handle Time KPI was green all the time. 

Performance appeared good on paper. Calls were 

short, targets were met, reviews were smooth. What 

was not visible was how behavior adapted. Staff 

ended calls as quickly as possible, problems were 

treated as closed rather than solved, and the same 

customers came back with the same issues. No one 

broke rules or manipulated data. Instead, people 

responded rationally to what the system valued. 

Leaders often miss this 

From a leadership perspective, everything was 

running smoothly. What the KPI failed to 

demonstrate were repeat contacts, unresolved root 

causes, and increasing frustration on the customers’ 

front end. The system was geared toward speed 

rather than resolution, and since the metric was 

green, it felt as if there was nothing to question. 

Why this matters 

When reading any KPI, one question is more important than the number itself: what behavior does 

the KPI promote when people are under pressure? If it is unclear, the KPI is not neutral. It is 

shaping outcomes in ways that are not fully visible. Healthy-looking KPIs can also weaken the 

system by diverting effort from quality, learning, and sustainability. This is not a measurement 

problem. It is a behavior design problem, and it usually starts while performance still looks good.  
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PATTERN 2 

Efficient on Paper, Difficult in Practice 
Good process design empowers leaders; since everything is documented and standardized to use, 

it is easy to practice. They feel that they are in control. However, Many processes simply work 

because people quietly adjust or compensate for their weaknesses.  

What I saw in operation   

I worked in an environment where a process was efficient because it met cycle time targets. Cases 

got done fast, escalations were low, and compliance seemed high. What was not visible was the 

effort it took to keep it running. Staff had to go through manual checks that were never 

documented, small exceptions were handled informally, and accuracy relied heavily on individual 

attention and experience. The process worked, but it worked because people absorbed its 

weaknesses, not because of the process itself. 

What this looks like   

When a process does not fully align with reality, teams adapt. They skip steps that slow them 

down, create undocumented workarounds, and address problems more through personal 

coordination than formal flow. Over time these adaptations become normal, and from the outside 

the process still appears healthy. In volume-driven environments, success is measured by how 

much work is done, and inspections become superficial. Checklists are completed, but deeper 

issues are missed. The process produces output, but not learning; problems return later in more 

complex and costly forms. 

Why this matters 

Processes based on individual effort rather than system strength do not scale. Under pressure, 

they become fragile; when skilled employees leave, they fail; and when conditions change, they 

struggle. The danger isn’t inefficiency but hidden dependency. A good leadership question during 

any process review is where people are stepping in to make the process work. When the answer 

points to experience, hero effort, or informal fixes, the process is weaker than it appears. 

Processes should reduce effort, not consume it. When performance depends on people 

compensating for structural gaps, results may hold for a while, but resilience does not. This is how 

operational risk builds quietly while everything still appears under control. 
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PATTERN 3 

High Activity, Limited Progress 
High activity is often mistaken for high performance. When teams respond quickly, close tasks, 

and remain fully occupied, it creates the impression that execution is strong. Busyness feels 

reassuring, especially in fast-moving environments. It is also misleading.   

In several environments I worked in, teams were constantly busy. Requests were handled quickly, 

tasks were completed on time, and meetings were full. Despite this effort, the same problems kept 

returning. People got praised for their responsiveness and speed, but they were given very little 

time to understand why issues were happening initially. When speed and availability are rewarded 

this behavior is expected. Teams adapt by breaking work into small tasks that can be closed 

quickly, prioritizing visibility over depth, and focusing on completion rather than resolution. Deeper 

matters are postponed because they take time, focus, and ownership. After a while, that goal is 

done by activity. 

Why this matters 

A pattern that appeared repeatedly was how the most 

experienced people quietly carried the system. They knew 

who to call, which steps could be bypassed, and how to 

recover if things went wrong. This ensured performance 

was acceptable, but hides just how brittle the system had 

become. Success depended more on individual judgment 

than process strength and this made the organization 

vulnerable to change, absence, or turnover.  

 

This is something leaders miss because performance 

conversations always center on workload in comparison 

to outcomes. The common questions are whether teams 

are overloaded, whether tasks are being completed, and 

whether response times are acceptable. Much less 

attention is being given to what very important work is 

not happening because everyone is busy. Activity is easy 

to see and easy to measure. Impact is not. We may end 

up with unhealthy systems that look healthy but in fact 

are drifting away from learning and improvement.  

 

The real danger isn’t trying hard, it’s about misdirected effort. Overworked systems allow no room 

for thinking, root causes are left unaddressed, learning is stunted, quality deteriorates through 

quiet erosion. Over time more work is required just to remain as effective. That often sounds like 

commitment and dedication, but it’s often misdirection. Organizations seldom fail because people 

don’t put in the work. They fail because effort is applied in the wrong places, making performance 

harder to sustain even while everyone appears fully engaged. 
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PATTERN 4 

When Results Look Better but Feel Harder to Maintain 
Improving metrics often instills confidence. Targets are accomplished more readily, reviews 

become smoother, questions are fewer. From a leadership viewpoint, it feels like progress. In 

practice, progress is not always progress. Metrics can get better while the system’s ability to 

perform reliably underpins it is quietly eroding. 

What I observed in real operations 

Reports showed better results month after month, and problems seemed to be managed. 

Execution, meanwhile, seemed more difficult than easier. It took more coordination to achieve the 

same results, skilled workers became crucial to keep things running, and subtle problems required 

an outsize scale to manage. The numbers improved, but the system itself was weaker. 

When metrics become the dominant measure of success, this is the type of behavior that takes 

place. Attention shifts toward protecting results rather than strengthening capability. The 

temporary solution replaces the permanent one and risk is deferred instead of removed. The 

seeming increase is usually one of stabilization through effort rather than growth in system 

strength. 

Why This Pattern Is Easy to Miss 

scrutiny tends to decelerate. Assumptions harden, feedback slows, and questions become less 

welcome. Because performance seems healthy, fewer people look for early signs of weakness. 

Leadership reviews often are all about trends, whether the numbers are headed in the right 

direction and whether there are consistent targets being achieved. Very little attention is given to 

whether the system has grown more capable, or just more pressured. Metrics define results, but 

they do not define resilience. By the time issues begin to emerge, they’re typically more difficult 

and more costly to solve. 

The Risk Beneath Improving Metrics 

Systems that improve through effort rather than capability are inherently fragile. They rely on 

particular people, are prone to change and collapse under sustained pressure. Decay like this is 

rarely dramatic. And sometimes it seems the feeling of success has dulled, month on month. 

Organizations do not fail when metrics are bad. They fail when metrics are good and nobody is 

paying attention. That’s how surprise occurs at senior levels. 
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CLOSING NOTE 
What These Patterns Point To 

The patterns described here are not exceptional cases. They are prevalent, and they occur in well 

managed, well staffed and well intentioned organizations. They do not arise because people fail, 

they emerge because systems quietly shape behavior in ways that are easy to overlook, especially 

when performance itself looks good. 

Across all four patterns, one shared theme repeats. Execution drifts before results decline. Metrics 

remain acceptable, processes continue to function, teams stay busy. The system appears stable 

from the outside, but its ability to sustain performance quietly weakens beneath the surface. 

The real threat is that poor performance draws attention, and good performance does not. If the 

results are good, there are fewer questions. As so few questions are asked, hidden weaknesses get 

to grow. This is how risk builds cumulatively, without notice, and most of the time without intent. 

Strong leadership is usually linked to direction, control, and accountability, and those qualities 

matter. Just as critical, however, is the ability to notice when success seems more difficult to 

sustain than it needs to be. That moment deserves a moment of focus rather than reassurance, 

curiosity rather than confidence. 

Organizations are almost never failing because leaders ignore problems. They fail because early 

signals remain unseen while everything else seems acceptable. If these patterns have made some 

of those signals easier to recognize, the point of this work has been successfully achieved. 
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