
The Reality Gap
Root Problem No. 08  —  When leaders’ perception drifts from the team’s reality

OVERVIEW

Leaders rarely see reality clearly. They see a curated version of it.

The Reality Gap is the widening space between what leaders believe is happening and what teams actually
experience. It forms quietly through filtered communication, softened feedback, outdated mental models, and
teams protecting leaders from “bad news.” It isn’t about incompetence — it’s about distance: emotional,
relational, and informational.

WHAT DRIVES THE GAP

Filtered Information

Each layer softens the message.
Leaders hear a curated version of
reality.

Protective Silence

Teams shield leaders from bad
news — with the best of
intentions.

Outdated Mental
Models

Leaders rely on past patterns
instead of current conditions.

THE PREMISE

“The Reality Gap isn’t caused by a lack of care. It is caused by distance — emotional, relational, and
informational — that compounds quietly until decisions, trust, and execution begin to drift.”

INSIDE THIS PAPER

1.  Defining the Problem     2.  The Five Costs of Drift     3.  Close the Gap in 3 Moves     4.  Why It Works
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ROOT PROBLEM No. 08

The Reality Gap
The Cost of Not Fixing It

When leaders operate from an inaccurate picture of reality, the entire organization feels it. Five compounding costs
reveal themselves long before any visible failure.

01

Misaligned Decisions

Leaders make decisions based on assumptions
instead of accurate data. This drives rework,
confusion, and frustration.

02

Erosion of Credibility

When leaders speak confidently about a reality the
team doesn’t recognize, trust drops fast.

03

Cultural Drift

The gap becomes a breeding ground for resentment
and quiet quitting. Teams feel unseen; leaders feel
blindsided.

04

Slow or Failed Execution

Strategies fail not because they’re flawed, but
because they’re built on incomplete information.

05

Emotional Disconnection

Leaders feel increasingly isolated. Teams feel increasingly misunderstood. Both sides assume the other “should
know better.”
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ROOT PROBLEM No. 08  •  THE METHOD

Close the Gap in 3 Moves
One Actionable Method to Solve It

Closing the gap doesn’t require perfection. It requires a continuous, honest flow of information. The following three
moves reopen the truth and rebuild alignment.

MOVE 01

Ask for the Unfiltered Version

Replace “How’s everything going?” with questions that signal safety and curiosity.

Example — “What’s one thing I might be missing?” “What’s the part people aren’t saying out loud?”

ASKING WELL REOPENS THE TRUTH.

MOVE 02

Validate Without Defending

When people share hard truths, leaders often explain, clarify, or justify. That closes the door. Stay open instead.

Example — “Thank you for telling me that.” “I can see why that would feel that way.”

VALIDATION KEEPS THE TRUTH FLOWING.

MOVE 03

Close the Loop Publicly

Share what you heard and what you’re adjusting. Honesty becomes a cultural norm only when it leads to visible
action.

Example — “Here’s what I learned from recent conversations — and here’s what we’re changing.”

CLOSING THE LOOP TURNS TRUTH INTO TRUST.

Human-Centered Culture — A FocalPoint Coaching Firm

Rebecca Jorgensen  |  www.human-centeredculture.org

https://www.human-centeredculture.org


ROOT PROBLEM No. 08  •  WHY IT WORKS

The Compound Return on Truth
Why This Works

Reopens Honest Information

The truth flows again. Leaders see the system as it
actually is, not as it’s been curated to appear.

Strengthens Psychological
Safety

People speak up because the leader has modeled
openness first. Candor becomes a shared norm.

Builds Leader Credibility

Decisions land because they’re grounded in reality.
Teams trust what they hear because it matches what
they live.

Aligns the Whole Organization

Cultural drift slows. Strategy and execution move in
step because the picture at the top matches the
ground.

IN CLOSING

The truth is a shared asset, not a hidden risk.

When leaders close the Reality Gap, teams feel seen, leaders feel informed, and the organization moves
with clarity and alignment. Truth-telling stops being a liability and becomes the very system that keeps the
culture honest.

ASK → VALIDATE → CLOSE THE LOOP
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