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Preview Chapter - The Capability Imperative 

I trained over four hundred people in product management at a major bank a few 

years ago. The program was well-funded. Well-supported. Sharp participants. I 

trained six hundred people at a major telecom. Same engagement, same energy in 

the room. 

Both faded. 

The champions got promoted and moved on. The organizational energy dissipated. 

The training was declared a success because it happened. The practices we built 

faded. The tools gathered dust. The behavioral changes never took root. 

The reason is not that the content was wrong. The system those people returned to 

was the same system they left. Their managers did not ask what they learned. The 

performance metrics had not shifted. The workload was unchanged. Everything 

was the same except that the person now had a certificate. 

That is not a development failure. That is a leadership failure. 

I have spent twenty years watching this pattern repeat. And I have come to believe 

that the way most organizations think about growth - and the role of capability in 

producing it - is fundamentally miscalibrated. 

- - - 

The Bandage and the Wound 



When something fails inside a company - a product launch, a strategy, a 

transformation - leadership reaches for what I call proxy language. 

"We have an execution problem." "We need better alignment." "We need a culture 

of accountability." 

These phrases sound like diagnoses. They have the shape of insight. They explain 

nothing. They are bandages placed over deeper wounds. 

The hard part is that these phrases often arrive on someone's desk as an action 

item. Build us alignment. Develop accountability. But you cannot train alignment. 

You cannot develop a culture through a workshop. The framing makes the work 

impossible to win, because the problem was named wrong upstream. 

In my experience, across hundreds of engagements, these phrases almost always 

mask a more specific deficit. The organization lacks the business acumen, the 

strategic thinking, or the cross-functional infrastructure required to translate its 

own strategy into execution. That deficit is measurable, diagnosable, and fixable. 

But the proxy language ensures nobody looks for it. 

- - - 

Two Ceilings 

There is a distinction I use with every leadership team I work with, and it is worth 

running against your own organization. 

A market ceiling exists when the addressable market itself is mature, saturated, or 

shrinking. You can have the sharpest strategy, the deepest customer insight, the 

best execution - and you still will not grow above what the market supports. The 

correct response is new categories, new markets, reallocated capital. The ceiling is 

external. No internal improvement changes it. 

A capability ceiling exists when the market has room but the organization cannot 

capture it. Strategies get presented and approved but not delivered. Investments get 

authorized but not realized. The pipeline is full. The execution stalls. From the 

outside, this looks identical to a market ceiling - flat growth, missed projections, the 

same board questions quarter after quarter. 



Internally, they require completely different responses. 

Most companies assume they are hitting a market ceiling when they are hitting a 

capability ceiling. It is the more comfortable explanation, because market 

conditions are external and nobody is personally responsible for the economy. The 

capability explanation requires the leadership team to confront what it has not built 

- and what it has tolerated not building. 

Few leadership teams volunteer for that conversation unprompted. 

- - - 

Drag and Lift 

In aerodynamics, drag opposes motion. In organizations, drag is accumulated 

friction - complexity, indecision, and misalignment that consume energy without 

creating value. 

In my research, the causes of organizational drag are consistent across industries. 

Endless reorganizations where companies restructure without diagnosing why 

previous changes failed. Process proliferation where leaders manage processes 

rather than make decisions. Delayed decisions that cycle through multiple approval 

layers until market conditions have changed. And innovation theater where 

products launch without strategic clarity, and teams work intensely on things no 

one can explain the purpose of. 

But reducing drag is only half the equation. The other half is generating lift - the 

upward force created by building capabilities that propel strategy into motion. 

Lift comes from three interconnected capabilities. Business acumen: the ability to 

understand how the business makes money, build credible business cases, and 

connect daily decisions to strategic goals. Strategic thinking: the cognitive 

discipline to recognize patterns, think in systems, and anticipate consequences. 

And product management discipline: how strategy becomes revenue through clear 

accountability and transparent resource allocation. 

These capabilities are interdependent. Strategic thinking without business acumen 

produces insights that cannot be translated into credible business cases. Business 

acumen without strategic thinking creates leaders who optimize for short-term 



financials while missing systemic impacts. And product management without both 

devolves into project coordination. 

You cannot outsource this. You must build it. 

- - - 

The Pattern Underneath 

The most common diagnostic finding I encounter across industries is a pattern I 

call Strong Individuals, Weak System. 

The organization has good people. Often very good people. Smart, motivated, 

experienced. But the system does not support them. Processes are disconnected. 

Development investments are scattered. Priorities are too numerous and poorly 

sequenced. The leadership behaviors that would convert individual talent into 

organizational capability are almost entirely absent. 

It is one problem expressing itself in every part of the organization simultaneously. 

And it is invisible until someone names it, because each symptom - the missed 

product launch, the stalled strategy, the transformation that faded - looks like a 

separate issue. The cross-functional diagnosis that would reveal the shared root 

cause almost never happens. 

This is why the seventy percent transformation failure rate persists. Not because 

transformation is inherently hard - though it is - but because the upstream cause is 

almost always the same: an organizational capability structure that was never 

adequate to support the strategy, and a leadership team that did not know it before 

they committed the capital. 

- - - 

What Ninety Days Cannot Measure 

Capability building is not a quarterly event. It is multi-year work that compounds 

slowly and then suddenly. 

A leader who develops business acumen in the first quarter makes a better portfolio 

decision in the third quarter, but the financial impact does not appear until the 



following year. By then, nobody connects the outcome to the development 

investment. The capability program has already been deprioritized - not because it 

failed, but because the measurement window was wrong for what was being built. 

Organizations that break through the two-to-four percent growth ceiling have 

figured out how to run two clocks simultaneously. The quarterly clock measures 

financial performance. A separate capability clock tracks what the organization is 

building on a longer timeline. The two inform each other, but they measure 

different things. 

Most organizations run only one clock. And the one they run cannot see capability. 

- - - 

Three Questions I Am Stuck On 

I am genuinely wrestling with three questions as I finish this chapter. They are the 

questions I find most senior leaders answer differently in private than they do in 

public - and the gap between those answers is usually where the real work lives. 

If any of them grab you, I would value your reaction. 

1. In your experience, do leadership teams genuinely recognize the difference 

between a market ceiling and a capability ceiling - or does the external explanation 

always win the room? 

2. When a transformation effort underperforms, what do you believe is actually the 

root cause - not the post-mortem explanation, but what you would say privately 

over dinner? 

3. Does your organization measure capability development on a different timeline 

than financial performance - or do both run on the same quarterly clock? 

- - - 

This chapter is part of a book I am writing on organizational capability and growth. 

The argument in short: growth is not a mystery. It is a capability. And the 

organizations that build it deliberately outperform the ones that assume it exists. 



If your reaction to any of the above is 'that is exactly what is happening here' - or 

'that is completely wrong' - I would like to hear it. Both responses are equally 

valuable. 
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