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Communication Drift
Root Problem No. 10 — The quiet slide from alignment to assumption.

OVERVIEW

Alignment is engineered, not assumed.
Communication Drift is the slow, almost invisible erosion of shared understanding inside a team. It doesn't
happen because leaders stop communicating—it happens because communication becomes unanchored from
clarity, context, and confirmation. The message intended and the message received begin to diverge. A missed
detail, a different interpretation, a decision made without full context. Individually small. Collectively corrosive.

WHAT DRIVES THE DRIFT

Unanchored Messages
Leaders communicate direction
without anchoring it to purpose.

Filled-In Gaps
Teams fill missing context with
assumptions instead of asking.

Fragmented Channels
Updates scatter across tools; no
single source of truth remains.

THE PREMISE

"Communication Drift is not a failure of effort. It is a failure of shared meaning—when intention
and reception quietly diverge."

INSIDE THIS PAPER
1. Defining the Problem    2. The Three Costs of Drift    3. Anchor Every Message in 3 Dimensions    4. Why It Works
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Communication Drift
02 — THE COST OF NOT FIXING IT

Communication Drift doesn't break a culture overnight. It weakens it quietly—until the gap between intention
and action becomes too wide to ignore. The cost compounds across three layers.

01
Human Cost
People feel confused but won't appear
uninformed. Psychological safety erodes because
asking for clarity feels risky. Emotional labor
increases as individuals try to figure it out alone,
and frustration builds when expectations shift
without explanation.

02
Cultural Cost
Teams operate on different versions of the truth.
Decisions become inconsistent across leaders.
Priorities compete instead of reinforce one
another. Accountability becomes uneven because
no one is working from the same map.

03
Performance Cost
Projects slow due to rework and misinterpretation. Meetings multiply because people need to sync up. Leaders
spend more time clarifying than leading. Execution becomes reactive instead of strategic.

The drift is silent. The cost is not.

2
Human-Centered Culture — A FocalPoint Coaching Firm

Rebecca Jorgensen  |  www.human-centeredculture.org

https://www.human-centeredculture.org


R O O T  P R O B L E M  N o .  1 0   •   T H E  M E T H O D

Anchor Every Message in 3 Dimensions
03 — ONE ACTIONABLE METHOD TO SOLVE IT

To eliminate Communication Drift, leaders must shift from information sharing to alignment building. Anchor
every message—written, verbal, or strategic—in three dimensions. When all three are present, drift cannot take
root.

01 What It Means
REMOVES AMBIGUITY

Clarify the core message. What decision was made? What changed? What is the actual expectation?
Strip the message down to the precise change in reality so nothing is left to interpretation.

02 Why It Matters
PREVENTS MISINTERPRETATION

Provide the context that gives the message weight. What problem does this solve? What priority
does this support? What tradeoff does this require? Context is what stops people from inventing
their own.

03 What Happens Next
ELIMINATES DRIFT BEFORE IT  STARTS

Define the next step. What action is required? Who owns it? What does done look like? When will
we check alignment again? Without a forward marker, every message becomes optional.

The leader's prompt:
"Have I anchored the What, the Why, and the Next?"
If any dimension is missing, drift is already happening.
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The Compound Return on Clarity
04 — WHY THIS WORKS

Anchored communication transforms culture from reactive to intentional. Four compounding returns emerge
when leaders practice the three dimensions consistently.

Reduces Rework
When messages carry meaning, context, and next
steps, teams execute on the first attempt instead of
the third.

Increases Clarity
Ambiguity disappears. People know what changed,
why it changed, and what to do about it—without
needing to ask.

Strengthens Trust
Consistent anchoring signals respect for the team's
time, attention, and intelligence. Trust compounds.

Accelerates Execution
Decisions move forward without sync meetings.
Alignment is built into the message, not bolted on
after.

C L O S I N G  R E F L E C T I O N

Alignment is not assumed. It is anchored.
Communication Drift disappears when leaders stop assuming alignment and start engineering it.
Anchor every message in What, Why, and Next—and the gap between intention and action quietly
closes.

W H A T   →   W H Y   →   N E X T
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