Human-Centered Culture™ — A Focal Point Coaching Firm

WHITE PAPER - ROOT PROBLEM No. 13

The Misalignment
Spiral

How small disconnects compound into systemic dysfunction.

This paper examines how small, unaddressed disconnects in priorities, decisions, and communication
compound into a widening gap between what leaders think is happening and what teams are actually
doing. It offers a single method to engineer alignment: the Three Checks.
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Confirm alignment. Don't assume it.
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01 - DEFINING THE PROBLEM

It starts with
something subtle

THE PREMISE

It rarely starts with a major breakdown. A decision made without full context. A priority interpreted
differently by two leaders. A message that lands inconsistently across teams. A goal that shifts but isn't
fully communicated. Each small misalighment creates a ripple — and when those ripples stack, they
form a spiral.

The Misalignment Spiral is the pattern where small, unaddressed disconnects in priorities, decisions,
communication, or expectations begin to compound — eventually creating a widening gap between what leaders
think is happening and what teams are actually doing.

THE SPIRAL ACCELERATES WHEN

e leaders assume alignment instead of confirming it
e teams fill gaps with assumptions

e priorities shift faster than communication

e decisions are madeinsilos

e leaders operate from different interpretations of "what matters most"

Everyone believes they're aligned — until the outcomes reveal they're not.
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02 - THE COST OF NOT FIXING IT

Quiet at first.
Then visible.

When misalignment compounds, the organization breaks down across human, cultural, performance, and systemic

dimensions.

Human Cost

People feel confused about what truly matters
Emotional labor rises trying to "figure it out" alone

Confidence drops when expectations shift without
clarity

Frustration grows as work gets redone or undone

Performance Cost

Projects slow due to rework and misinterpretation
Decisions become reactive instead of strategic
Execution becomes fragmented across teams

Leaders spend more time clarifying than leading
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Cultural Cost

Teams operate on different versions of the truth
Leaders unintentionally contradict each other
Priorities compete instead of reinforce

Accountability becomes uneven and inconsistent

Systemic Cost

Intention and action drift further apart
Trust in leadership communication erodes
The spiral becomes self-reinforcing

Culture weakens gradually — then visibly
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03 - ONE ACTIONABLE METHOD

Anchor Alignment Through
the Three Checks

Shift from assuming alignment to engineering it.

Use these three checks at every decision point, priority shift, or communication moment. They turn alignment from a

hopeful assumption into a repeatable leadership discipline.

O1

02

03

Meaning Alignment

CHECK 1

"Do we all mean the same thing when we say this?" Misalignment often hides in language. Words like "priority,"
"done," "urgent," or "strategic" mean different things to different people. Clarify the meaning before moving

forward.

Impact Alignment
CHECK 2

"Do we all understand how this affects people, work, and priorities?" Teams need to know what changes, what
stays the same, what gets deprioritized, and what tradeoffs are required. Without impact alignment, people fill
gaps with assumptions — and assumptions fuel the spiral.

Action Alignment
CHECK 3

"Do we all know what happens next, who owns it, and what 'good' looks like?" This is where most spirals begin.
Action alignment ensures ownership is explicit, timelines are understood, success is defined, and follow-up is
scheduled.

MEANING - IMPACT - ACTION

Human-Centered Culture™ — A Focal Point Coaching Firm
Rebecca Jorgensen, PHR - Focal Point Certified Executive Coach | www.human-centeredculture.org



04 - THE LEADERSHIP SHIFT

From intention
to structure

The Misalignment Spiral dissolves when leaders stop relying on intention and start relying on structure. When the Three
Checks become a consistent practice, the spiral stops and the organization regains its forward momentum.

Clarity increases Rework decreases

Shared meaning replaces interpretation gaps across Decisions are understood the first time, not relitigated
teams. later.

Decisions become strategic Teams move in the same direction

Leaders stop reacting to drift and start designing for Aligned action replaces scattered effort.

direction.

Culture becomes steadier The spiral stops

Predictability builds trust in leadership communication. Self-reinforcing misalignment loses its fuel.

CLOSING REFLECTION

Alignment isn't a one-time event. It's a leadership discipline.

When leaders engineer alignment instead of assuming it, intention and action stay tethered — and
the spiral loses its grip on the culture.

Which root problems are showing up in your leadership? Take the free Leadership Scan™ -
human-centeredculture.org/leadership-scan
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