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Look at your inbox on any Tuesday morning. It is full of evidence rather than actual work. Long threads 

confirm conversations already held in person, routine cross-functional handoffs copy two vice 

presidents, and minor decisions that once took a five-minute alignment require formal written sign-offs 

and preemptive clarification notes. 

Watching this dynamic take root across an organization is maddening. Projects slow down and cycle 

times stretch under the weight of elaborate negotiation over every handoff. The executive diagnosis is 

understandable: the organization is becoming bureaucratic, people are losing their edge, and 

entrepreneurial drive has surrendered to risk aversion. Leadership responds with sensible urgency, 

sponsoring agility workshops and urging managers to take ownership, be bold, and pick up the phone. 

Yet the inbox keeps swelling and the paper trails grow thicker. 

Capable professionals do not create paper shields out of cowardice. They do it because they are paying 

attention to how the organization actually operates. An employee working across functional lines is 

hired for enterprise outcomes, but evaluated against departmental boundaries, isolated budgets, and 

competing targets. Stepping up to solve a cross-functional problem rarely arrives with protection. A 

successful initiative diffuses its upside across the whole company, while an unexpected delay brings 

immediate penalties to the local team that took initiative. In a contradictory architecture, taking initiative 

merely increases the surface area for unbudgeted blame. 

When enterprise-level work exposes people to departmental penalties, authentic collaboration yields to 

protective choreography. The behavior looks like bureaucracy, but workers manufactured it from below 

as functional body armor against conflicting incentives. Excessive copying of leadership is prospective 

defense, establishing innocence before predictable friction occurs. What looks like cultural risk aversion 

is the rational adaptation of capable people learning how not to get hurt by the machinery they were 

hired to operate.  

 

People are not avoiding accountability; they are demonstrating how 

smart they are by surviving the machinery they have been asked to run. 
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