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What it is, why it’s hard, and who worked out what

How this book works

This is a primer on knowledge work — the kind of work whose product is
judgement rather than steel or bread, done by people whose days are made of
decisions, messages, documents and meetings that never quite resolve, from
the outside, into a visible shape.

It is written for a reader who can name psychologists and philosophers and
their movements but has never had a map of this territory: what the people in
an organisation are actually doing all day, why it is genuinely difficult, and who
spent careers working that out.

The book moves in a spiral. Chapter 1 is one ordinary Tuesday in the life of one
operator at one small organisation, told with no theory at all. Chapters 2 to 9
each take a strand of that day and pull on it until a body of thinking comes
loose — an economist, a psychologist, a management theorist, each introduced
with their actual names, books and years, so that later reading has somewhere
to attach. Chapter 10 walks back through the same Tuesday, scene by scene,
and by then it reads differently: everything that looked like fog has a name.
Two appendices close the book — who to read, and which books are worth
fetching in full.

Six lenses recur throughout: decisions, coordination, flow, attention,
knowledge, and structure. Every chapter opens by locating itself among them
(“Where we are”) and closes by re-reading a moment of the Tuesday through
its lens (“Loop back”). If you only remember the six lenses and the day, the
book has done its job.



Chapter 1 — A Tuesday at Lighthouse

Where we are

This is a book about what happens inside organisations where the product is
judgement rather than steel or bread. You already know a good deal about the
people who staff them — you coach some of them for a living — but the work
itself has stayed oddly blurry, a fog of meetings and documents and Slack
messages that never quite resolves into a shape. This chapter is the whole book
in miniature: one day, one person, five threads of work, all of it real enough
that you could believe it happened yesterday. Nothing here will be named or
theorised yet. Chapters 2 to 9 will each take one thread of what you are about
to read and pull on it until a body of thinking comes loose — an economist
here, a psychologist there, a management theorist who spent a career watching
people like Maya and writing down what he saw. Chapter 10 will bring you
back to this exact Tuesday and walk through it again, and by then you will read
it differently, the way a second viewing of a film shows you the foreshadowing
you missed the first time. That is the spiral this book moves in: out from a
single day, through six ways of seeing, and back to the same day, now legible.

The day

Maya gets to her desk at Lighthouse a little after quarter to nine, coffee in
hand, and does the thing she always does before opening anything: she runs
the five threads through her head. There is the podcast — Lighthouse’s
outreach show is trying to book a policy researcher named Elena Cho for an
episode on career paths into AI safety, and the booking is stuck. There is the
annual conference, five weeks out, still short a venue-catering decision and two
confirmed speakers. There is a hiring round for a programme associate role,
where she is one of three people screening applications for Priya. There is the
website migration, which Sam has been driving for two months and which
touches every page Maya has ever written. And there is a grant report, due
Friday, that needs a paragraph she has been avoiding because it requires a
number nobody has given her yet.

Five threads, and by nine she has already found the day’s first snag. The
podcast producer wants to send Elena Cho a formal invitation today, but the
proposed episode leans on a finding from an unpublished internal report —
Tom’s report, the one he has been visibly, audibly, permanently mid-way
through for three months. Maya cannot tell the producer to go ahead without
knowing whether that finding is fair to share externally yet, and the only



person who can tell her is Tom. She messages him. She gets back a thumbs-up
emoji, which is not an answer. She messages again, more specifically. Nothing.
This is not unusual; Tom answers Slack messages the way tectonic plates move,
and everyone at Lighthouse has learned to route around him rather than
through him. She flags the podcast thread as blocked and moves on, because
there is nothing else to do with a blockage except name it and wait.

At half nine, Sam finds her, not through Slack but by walking over, which is
how you know something is more urgent than it looks. The website migration
has hit the old programmes pages — dozens of URLs that external sites and
past newsletters link to — and Sam needs to know, page by page, which ones
should redirect where on the new site, and which should simply disappear.
This is knowledge that lives nowhere except in Maya’s memory of two years of
publishing history, and nobody thought to ask her for it until the migration was
already mid-flight. She pulls up an old spreadsheet, adds a column, and spends
twenty minutes mapping the redirects Sam needs. It is unglamorous work and
it takes her away from everything else she meant to do this morning, but the
moment she sends it over, Sam’s whole day changes shape — a piece of the
migration that had been stuck for two days is suddenly moving again. Nobody
will ever put this twenty minutes in a report. It is, nonetheless, the most
consequential thing she does before lunch.

In the short window before the ten o’clock meeting she gets back to the hiring
round, and here the day hands her its first real judgement call. Of the eleven
applications she is meant to have scored by Wednesday, one sits awkwardly in
the middle: a candidate with thin direct experience but an unusually sharp
cover letter, the kind that makes you suspect either real promise or an
unusually good ghostwriter. There is no one to ask. Priya is in back-to-back
calls until the afternoon, and even if she weren’t, this is exactly the kind of call
a programme operator is expected to make without asking — not because it is
unimportant, but because escalating every ambiguous scoring decision would
grind the round to a halt. Maya reads the letter twice, checks the candidate’s
one public writing sample, and moves them to the interview pile on a hunch
she cannot fully justify on paper. She writes one line of reasoning in the tracker
so that future-Maya, or Priya, can see why, and moves on. Nobody will ever
know whether it was the right call, because the counterfactual — the version
where that candidate was screened out — never gets observed. This is what
most of the day’s decisions look like: made once, on incomplete evidence, and
then simply lived with.

At ten the weekly programmes meeting starts, and on the calendar it is called a
“sync,” which is the correct word if you use it precisely and the wrong one if
you expect it to mean status update. Nobody in the room learns much they did
not already half-know about what everyone else did last week. What the
meeting actually does is different and more useful: it puts five people’s blockers
next to each other in the same hour so they can be re-sorted. Maya says the



podcast is stuck on Tom. Someone from comms says the conference speaker
list is stuck on a decision Dana hasn’t made about the closing keynote budget.
Sam says the migration is stuck on legal sign-off for a privacy page. Priya,
hearing all four blockers in one sitting, does the one thing only she is
positioned to do: she reprioritises, telling Sam that the privacy page can wait a
week, telling Maya to escalate the keynote budget question to Dana directly
rather than waiting for the podcast blocker to resolve itself. Nothing gets built
in this meeting. What gets rebuilt is the map of who is waiting on whom — and
that map, not any individual task, is the actual object the meeting exists to
maintain.

Just after eleven, back at her desk trying to draft the awkward paragraph of the
grant report — the one where she has to explain why £4,000 earmarked for
regional events is being reallocated to the conference instead — a colleague
leans over the partition to ask whether Maya knows the wifi password for the
meeting room upstairs. It takes four seconds to answer. It costs considerably
more than four seconds. She has to find her way back into the sentence she was
building, the specific framing she had half-assembled about audience reach
versus event cost, and it will not come back the same way twice; the version she
eventually writes is serviceable but not as sharp as the one that existed in her
head ninety seconds earlier and is now gone for good. There is no line item
anywhere that records this loss. It is simply what a workday is made of, in
between the parts anyone would call “real work.”

The report paragraph matters more than its length suggests, because this
document is not really a report at all, whatever its filename says. It is the thing
that will let Dana approve or decline a reallocation of grant money without
having to reconstruct the reasoning herself — Maya is doing the thinking here,
in writing, so that a decision two levels up can be made in minutes rather than
requiring its own meeting. A good version of this paragraph makes Dana’s
decision nearly automatic. A muddy version forces a follow-up conversation, or
worse, a guess. Maya writes it three times before lunch, throws away the first
two, and sends it into the report knowing it is doing more work than its two
hundred words let on.

Lunch is short, eaten at the desk, because the conference keynote question that
Priya asked her to escalate is now genuinely urgent — the venue needs a
headcount and running order by Thursday, and the closing keynote slot is
either happening at full length, at half length with a smaller honorarium, or not
at all, depending on money nobody but Dana controls. Maya writes Dana a
message just after one that lays out the three options cleanly, states her own
recommendation — keep the keynote at half length, redirect the saved budget
to the catering upgrade the team actually asked for — and asks for a decision by
end of day. Then she does something that used to bother her and now mostly
doesn’t: she waits. Dana runs an organisation where a hundred such questions
land on her most weeks, and there is no version of this where Maya can make



the call herself; the money is not hers to move, and the political cost of
guessing wrong is not hers to carry either. So the keynote question sits,
correctly stuck, for the rest of the afternoon.

Mid-afternoon she finally corners Tom, in person this time, mug in hand, at
the small kitchen that is the closest thing Lighthouse has to a place where
blocked things get unblocked. She needs to know, for the grant report, why an
earlier version of the programme’s impact methodology was dropped in favour
of the one currently in use — the funder has asked, reasonably, why the
numbers this year are not directly comparable to last year’s. There is no
document that answers this. The change happened eighteen months ago, in a
conversation Tom remembers and nobody wrote down, and the reasoning —
something about a double-counting problem the old method had, and a
judgement call about which of two imperfect proxies was less imperfect —
exists only between his ears. He explains it to her in about four minutes, clearly
enough once he actually engages, and she scribbles notes she will turn into two
sentences of the funder report. If Tom left Lighthouse tomorrow, this
particular piece of institutional reasoning would leave with him, and nobody
would notice the gap until the next funder asked the same question.

By three, the conference has reasserted itself: the catering vendor needs a final
headcount that depends on how many staff are attending versus external
guests, a number that depends in turn on decisions two other people are still
making, so Maya spends twenty minutes chasing two separate confirmations
that have nothing to do with each other except that they both feed the same
spreadsheet cell. Just before four, Dana replies to the keynote question — three
lines, decisive, taking Maya’s recommendation with one adjustment — and the
relief of that is real but short-lived, because the decision now has to be relayed
to the venue, the speaker, and the comms team before end of day, each of
whom needed to know an hour ago and is only finding out now.

At half four the hiring panel sends back first-round feedback, including,
gratifyingly, a strong reaction to the borderline candidate Maya moved forward
that morning on a hunch — not proof she was right, but not proof she was
wrong either, which is the most any of these calls ever gets. At five, Sam pings
again: the redirect mapping worked, migration’s moving, one more list needed
for the events pages. And at twenty to six, long after Maya had mentally written
the podcast thread off for the day, Tom finally answers properly: yes, the
finding is fine to share, he’d just been three drafts deep in something else and
hadn’t seen the second message. Maya forwards the green light to the podcast
producer, who can now, finally, send the invitation to Elena Cho — a task that
could have happened at nine in the morning and instead happens at six, for no
reason connected to its actual difficulty.

She leaves a little after six, having touched all five of her threads and finished
none of them outright, which is not a failure of the day so much as an accurate
description of what the day was for.



The graph beneath the day

Step back from Maya’s Tuesday and a shape appears that the hour-by-hour
telling half-obscures: Lighthouse is not really forty job titles arranged on an org
chart. It is a graph. Every person is a node, and so, in a sense, is every
workstream running through them — Maya’s five threads are five more nodes
hanging off hers. The lines between them are dependencies: Maya depends on
Tom for a fact only he holds; Sam depends on Maya for institutional memory
only she holds; the podcast producer depends on Maya, who depends on Tom;
Dana’s attention is a node that half the organisation depends on at any given
moment, which is exactly why it is so often the tightest bottleneck in the whole
structure. Nobody drew this graph. Nobody could, fully — it is too large, too
tangled, and it changes shape by the hour. But it is real in the way that matters:
it determines, more than any job description does, what gets done and when.

What a day like Maya’s actually consists of, seen this way, is not eight hours of
“work” in the factory sense of hours applied to a fixed task. It is a sequence of
edges being traversed. Some mornings she is the one waiting — blocked, a
dependency running the other way, nothing to do but flag it and move to a
thread where she isn’t. Other mornings, as with the twenty minutes she gave
Sam, she is the edge someone else was waiting on, and the moment she acts, a
piece of the graph that had gone still starts moving again, sometimes in places
she will never see. A decision she makes alone closes off one part of the graph
entirely — the counterfactual candidate, screened out, never re-enters the
system. A decision she pushes up to Dana leaves an edge deliberately open,
waiting on a node whose time is more contested than anyone else’s. The
meeting at ten did not produce a single deliverable, and yet it was one of the
most structurally important hours of her day, because it was the moment the
shape of the graph itself got checked and partially redrawn. And the knowledge
sitting only in Tom’s head is, in graph terms, a single point of failure: one node
the entire methodology section of a funder report depends on, with no
redundant path to the same information anywhere else in the organisation.

This is the intuition worth holding onto through everything that follows,
because the rest of this book is really just six different ways of looking at that
same graph — at how its edges get chosen, how traffic queues along them, what
makes a node slow to respond, what a node forgets, and how the whole
structure gets built and rebuilt in the first place. The graph is never finished.
By the time Maya leaves on Tuesday, it has already changed shape a dozen
times since nine that morning, and it will keep changing shape every day she
works there, which is the entire, ordinary, unremarked-upon business of an
organisation staying alive.



Six ways of seeing the same day

The rest of this book gives you six lenses to bring to that graph, and each one
already showed up today, half-hidden inside a moment you have just read.

The first lens is decisions — the idea that the smallest true unit of knowledge
work is not a task but a judgement call made with information that will never
be complete. Maya’s choice to move the borderline hiring candidate forward,
on a hunch she could not fully defend on paper, is that unit in its purest form: a
real decision, made once, with consequences that unfold whether or not
anyone ever confirms she got it right.

The second lens is coordination — the recognition that most of the difficulty
in this kind of work sits between people, not inside any single task. The ten
o’clock “sync” that produced no deliverable and yet quietly rewired who was
waiting on whom is coordination doing its real job, which has almost nothing
to do with the word “status.”

The third lens is flow — the way work actually moves through an organisation
as a system, with queues and waiting and a great deal of invisible inventory
sitting half-finished in someone’s inbox. The grant report Maya finally wrote a
paragraph of on Tuesday had, in truth, been “in progress” for close to three
weeks, most of which it spent simply waiting its turn.

The fourth lens is attention — the individual, physical, non-negotiable
constraint underneath everything else. The four-second question about a wifi
password that cost Maya far more than four seconds is attention doing what
attention does: fragile, easily broken, expensive to rebuild.

The fifth lens is knowledge — the fact that a great deal of what an
organisation “knows” is not written down anywhere, only held in someone’s
head, waiting to be asked for. Tom’s unrecorded reasoning about a
methodology change eighteen months ago is exactly this: real, load-bearing,
and one departure away from disappearing entirely.

The sixth lens is structure — the idea that the organisation’s shape, not any
individual’s talent or effort, determines what is easy and what is hard. The fact
that a modest reallocation of conference budget had to travel all the way up to
Dana, and sit there for hours, is not a flaw in Maya or in Dana; it is simply what
the current shape of Lighthouse makes true, and different shapes would make
different things true instead.

Six lenses, one graph, one Tuesday. Everything from here is about learning to
see through each of them in turn.



Loop back

Hold onto this particular Tuesday. Nothing about it will change between now
and the final chapter — Maya still spends her morning blocked on Tom, still
makes the same hiring call on a hunch, still loses the same four seconds to the
same wifi question. What will change is you. By the time you reach the last
chapter, you will have spent nine chapters’ worth of thinking with Herbert
Simon and Frederick Taylor and Peter Drucker and half a dozen others who
spent careers staring at exactly this kind of day, and we will walk back through
it scene by scene, naming what each moment actually was. You will very likely
find that the version of the day you have just read was, in places, telling you
less than it seemed to. That is not a trick. It is what the spiral is for.



Chapter 2 — The invention of the
knowledge worker

Where we are

Chapter 1 showed Maya’s Tuesday as a single tangle of five workstreams, most
of it invisible to anyone watching from outside. This chapter asks a narrower
question: invisible compared to what? To answer it we need a contrast case — a
kind of work that genuinely was visible, measurable and improvable from the
outside, and a man who built a whole discipline on that premise. Once we’ve
seen why his method worked, we can see precisely why it stops working at
Maya’s desk, and meet the person who first said so. This chapter sits mostly on
the knowledge lens (what kind of work is this, and where does the expertise
live) with a first pass at attention, both revisited properly in later chapters.

A man with a stopwatch

In 1899, at the Bethlehem Steel Company in Pennsylvania, an engineer named
Frederick Winslow Taylor stood at the edge of a rail yard with a stopwatch and
picked out a labourer to study. Taylor called him Schmidt in his writing; his
real name was Henry Noll. Noll’s job was to load pig iron — rough cast-iron
ingots, about ninety-two pounds each — onto rail cars, one man’s arms at a
time. The gang Noll worked in was loading around twelve and a half tons a day
per man, which was the going rate, understood by everyone to be a full day’s
work.

Taylor didn’t believe it. He timed every component of the task — bending,
gripping, lifting, walking to the car, swinging the ingot up, walking back — and
worked out how much rest a strong man’s body needed between exertions to
avoid breaking down. Then he retrained Noll to work to a schedule: carry,
walk, rest exactly so long, carry again, on a timetable dictated from outside
rather than from Noll’s own sense of his body. Under this regime, Taylor
reported, Noll moved not twelve and a half tons a day but something like forty-
seven. Whatever the exact multiple — Taylor’s numbers have been picked over
and doubted for a century — the claim was the same: that a task everyone
assumed was already being done sensibly was in fact being done at a fraction of
its possible rate, and that the gap could be found and closed by someone
standing outside the work with a watch.



This was scientific management, and it made Taylor one of the most influential
people of the twentieth century, more read in his day by industrialists than any
philosopher. His method was simple to state, if not to execute: break a job into
its smallest constituent motions, time each one, discard the wasteful motions,
retrain the worker in the remaining ones, and pay by the result. He formalised
it into a handful of principles — study the work scientifically rather than
relying on rule of thumb, select and train workers to the method rather than
leaving them to invent their own, and split responsibility so that planning
belonged to management and execution to labour, a division that we’ll see
cause no end of trouble later in this book. But the engine of the whole system
was that stopwatch, and the stopwatch only works on something you can
watch.

Why the stopwatch worked

Pig-iron handling has three properties worth naming precisely, because they’re
exactly the properties Maya’s work lacks. First, the task was given. Nobody at
Bethlehem Steel had to work out what the job was that day; the pile of pig iron
and the waiting rail car settled the question before Noll arrived. Second, the
work was external — it happened in the world, in full view, as a sequence of
physical motions a bystander could watch, time and count. Third, and
consequently, the expertise about how to do the job better belonged, in
principle, to the observer. Taylor didn’t need to get inside Noll’s head to
improve Noll’s performance; he needed a stopwatch and a notebook.

Taylor ran a second study at Bethlehem that makes the same point even more
cleanly. He noticed that the yard’s shovel gangs used one shovel for every
material, from ash to iron ore, so that a scoop of rice coal weighed perhaps four
pounds and a scoop of ore weighed thirty. He worked out, by trial, that a
shoveller’s output peaked when each shovelful weighed around twenty-one or
twenty-two pounds regardless of material, and had the company supply a
range of shovels sized to the material being moved, along with instruction
cards telling each man which shovel to use and how to stand. The workforce
needed to move the same tonnage fell from around six hundred men to about a
hundred and forty. Again: a task defined from outside, motions visible to a
watching engineer, and an answer — the right shovel, the right stance — that
lived in the engineer’s design rather than in any individual labourer’s
judgement.

Two engineers who worked alongside and then independently of Taylor, Frank
and Lillian Gilbreth, pushed the same logic further into bricklaying, using film
to catch motions too quick for the eye and stripping wasted reaches out of a
bricklayer’s routine. Between Taylor’s stopwatch and the Gilbreths’ camera, the
first decades of the twentieth century built an entire professional class — the



efficiency engineer — around one working assumption: that any job, watched
closely enough, will reveal a single best way of doing it, discoverable by an
expert who need not be able to do the job themselves.

That assumption travelled well through factories, and for a while it looked like
it might travel into offices too. In the 1910s an American management writer
named William Henry Leffingwell set out to do for clerical work what Taylor
had done for shovelling, timing typists, filing clerks and mail-sorters,
redesigning desks so that a stenographer’s hands moved the shortest possible
distance between the letter tray and the typewriter, and publishing the results
as scientific office management. Where the office job really was a repeated,
external, watchable motion — the same letter filed the same way a hundred
times a day — the method worked about as well as it had in the rail yard.
Where it wasn’t, the whole approach quietly stalled, because there was nothing
left to time. You can clock how fast a clerk retypes a fixed form. You cannot
clock how long it should take Maya to decide which of two possible endings to a
grant narrative Dana will prefer, because that isn’t a motion at all; it’s a
judgement, and judgements don’t have a “one best way” waiting to be
discovered by an outside observer with a watch.

Drucker names the thing that doesn’t fit

By the middle of the century, an Austrian-born writer and consultant named
Peter Drucker had spent twenty years watching large organisations — General
Motors, then a long string of American corporations — try to run their offices
on factory logic, and noticing that the fit was poor. In 1959, in a book called
The Landmarks of Tomorrow, he gave the mismatch a name. He wrote of a
new kind of employee, distinct from the manual worker Taylor had studied,
whose job was to work with ideas, information and judgement rather than with
hands and materials. He called this person the knowledge worker, and the shift
he was describing — economies moving from manual to knowledge-based work
as their main source of value — the knowledge economy. Both phrases are so
ordinary now that it’s easy to miss how strange and useful a coinage they were:
Drucker was naming a category that didn’t yet have a name, because nobody
had needed to distinguish it from “worker” in general.

He kept developing the idea for the rest of his career. In The Effective
Executive, published in 1967, he narrowed in on what actually made this new
kind of worker hard to manage, and in a run of essays over the following three
decades — collected and restated right up to Management Challenges for the
21st Century in 1999 — he kept returning to the same claim: that the whole
management toolkit built for factory work, Taylor’s toolkit, simply does not
transfer, because knowledge work fails on all three of the properties that made
the stopwatch useful.



Four things a stopwatch cannot see

Imagine sending one of Taylor’s own efficiency engineers to shadow Maya for a
day at Lighthouse, notebook and stopwatch in hand, the way one of them once
shadowed Henry Noll in the Bethlehem rail yard. He would time her walking to
the kitchen, timing her phone calls, timing how long she sat looking at her
screen — and he would learn almost nothing useful, because the four things
that actually determine whether Maya’s Tuesday goes well never resolve into a
motion he can watch. Take the properties one at a time and hold them against
her.

The task is not given. Noll arrived to a pile of pig iron that told him what to do.
Maya arrives to five open workstreams — the podcast guest pipeline, the
annual conference, a hiring round she’s supporting, the website migration, a
grant report due on Friday — and no pile tells her which one needs her first.
Deciding what the task is today, this hour, is itself the first piece of work, and
it’s a piece of work only Maya can do well, because only she holds the current
state of all five threads.

The work is invisible. Most of what Maya does today will be reading an email
twice to work out what Dana actually needs, holding two possible phrasings of
a paragraph in her head while she picks one, remembering that Tom said
something offhand three weeks ago that bears on the grant report, deciding not
to chase Sam yet because he’s clearly underwater. None of this produces a
motion an observer could time. A consultant standing over her shoulder with
Taylor’s stopwatch would catch typing, a phone call, a walk to the kitchen —
the visible five per cent of a day that is nine-tenths thought.

The worker must direct herself. Taylor’s system worked by moving planning
out of the labourer’s head and into the engineer’s design; the whole point was
that Noll didn’t need to decide anything, only execute a schedule handed to
him. Maya cannot be handed a schedule this way, because nobody else has the
standing knowledge of all five threads simultaneously, updated in real time,
that she does. Priya can set direction and remove blockers, but she cannot plan
Maya’s Tuesday for her without first becoming Maya.

The means of production sit in the worker’s head. A factory owns its machines;
if Noll left Bethlehem Steel, the pig iron and the rail cars stayed behind, along
with Taylor’s careful choreography of motions. If Maya left Lighthouse
tomorrow, the actual expertise — which guests are warm, which version of the
grant narrative Dana has already vetoed, how Tom likes his drafts flagged —
would leave with her. This is Drucker’s sharpest and least comfortable
observation: the knowledge worker owns her own capital equipment, carries it
between employers, and can withdraw it at will. Management no longer owns
the means of production it depends on.



Doing the right things versus doing things right

Once you see these four properties, a distinction Drucker drew in The Effective
Executive stops sounding like wordplay and starts sounding like the actual
hinge of the problem. He separated efficiency — doing things right, getting
more output per unit of input from a given task — from effectiveness —
doing the right things, choosing which task deserves the effort at all. Taylor’s
whole discipline was a theory of efficiency, and a brilliant one, because for Noll
the right thing to do was already settled; the only live question was how well he
did it. For Maya, efficiency questions exist — she can draft a guest-outreach
email faster or slower — but they are not the questions that determine whether
her Tuesday was a good one. A blisteringly efficient hour spent on the wrong
one of her five workstreams, while the conference programme quietly slips past
its deadline, is a bad Tuesday executed extremely well. Effectiveness has to be
chosen before efficiency can even be judged, and choosing is a judgement call,
which is the unit of work Chapter 3 takes up directly.

Drucker went further than diagnosing the distinction; he thought effectiveness
could be learned like a skill rather than a personality trait, and much of The
Effective Executive is a set of practical habits — knowing where your time
actually goes rather than where you assume it goes, concentrating on the few
contributions that matter, making decisions properly rather than constantly —
aimed at knowledge workers who have to supply their own management
because nobody can supply it for them from outside.

The unsolved problem

Drucker didn’t drop the idea after 1959 and move on; he spent the following
four decades circling back to it from different angles, each time sharpening the
same worry. In The Age of Discontinuity (1969) he described knowledge itself
becoming the economy’s central resource, ahead of capital or labour in the old
sense. In Post-Capitalist Society (1993) he pushed the claim further still,
arguing that the basic economic resource — Adam Smith’s land, or labour, or
capital — was being displaced by knowledge, and that the organisations best at
applying knowledge to knowledge would be the ones that won. By the time he
wrote Management Challenges for the 21st Century in 1999, the worry had
become a direct comparison, roughly stated: the great achievement of
twentieth-century management had been to raise the productivity of the
manual worker by something like fifty times over — Taylor’s stopwatch, scaled
up across an entire industrial economy — and the equivalent task for the
century ahead, raising the productivity of the knowledge worker, was still
almost entirely unsolved, and would matter to the wealth of nations at least as
much as manual productivity had mattered to the last one.



It’s worth sitting with that comparison rather than nodding past it, because it
means something specific. We know, with some confidence, how to make a
shovel gang more productive: better shovels, a fitter schedule, a redesigned
motion. Nobody has anything close to an equivalent answer for Maya, and the
reason nobody does is exactly the four properties above. You cannot time a
decision. You cannot hand someone else the choice of task. You cannot inspect
a head. The whole discipline Taylor built, for all its power and for all the good it
did the twentieth century, was an answer to a question knowledge work doesn’t
ask.

That gap — a century of accumulated method for visible work, and
comparatively little for invisible work — is the reason this book exists, and the
reason it needs Herbert Simon, and coordination theory, and queueing, and
tacit knowledge, and organisational structure, rather than one tidy successor to
Taylor. Each remaining chapter is a fragment of the answer Drucker went
looking for and didn’t finish finding.

Loop back

Picture Maya at eleven on Tuesday morning, trying to draft the awkward
reallocation paragraph of the grant report, with the podcast thread flagged as
blocked on Tom, the redirect mapping she built for Sam already changing the
shape of his day, and the keynote question waiting to be escalated to Dana after
lunch. Nothing about this moment would show up on a stopwatch as more
than a person typing, then reading a message, then sitting still for a few
seconds. Everything that matters — which of three threads to pick up, what she
knows about Tom’s reliability that makes her decide to wait rather than chase,
the private tally she’s keeping of what’s overdue where — is happening
somewhere a Taylor-style observer simply cannot see. It is the same moment
Chapter 1 introduced as one strand in a five-way tangle; here it is again as the
case against the stopwatch. Effectiveness, in Drucker’s sense, is Maya deciding
in that instant which of the three competing calls on her attention is the one
worth answering first — a judgement call, which is where Chapter 3 picks the
thread back up.



Chapter 3 — Decisions

Where we are

Chapter 2 gave us the historical hinge: Taylor’s world of visible, measurable
labour, and Drucker naming the new kind of worker whose output can’t be
watched or timed. This chapter opens the first of the six lenses properly —
decisions, the atomic unit the book keeps coming back to. If the last chapter
established that knowledge work is invisible and self-directed, this one asks
what actually fills the inside of that invisibility: a stream of judgement calls,
most of them small, made on incomplete information, all day, by everyone.

A guest cancels on a Wednesday

On the Wednesday before Lighthouse’s podcast records, a guest pulls out.
Maya has forty-eight hours to fill the slot or lose the week’s episode. She has a
shortlist of six possible replacements sitting in a spreadsheet from three
months ago, none of them contacted, none of them confirmed available, none
of them vetted for how they’ll actually sound on tape. She does not run a fresh
search of the field, rank all plausible guests against some agreed set of criteria,
and choose the best one. She emails the two people on the list who’ve replied
quickly to things before, books whoever answers first and seems roughly on-
topic, and moves on to the next fire. Nobody would call this the optimal
decision. It is, however, a perfectly good one, and Maya makes several like it
before lunch — which guest photo to use on the episode page, whether to push
the recording back forty minutes so Tom can join for ten of the questions,
whether to tell the sponsor about the swap at all or wait until the episode’s out.
None of these get a meeting. None of them get written down anywhere as a
decision. They simply happen, one after another, and by early afternoon Maya
has made more calls of real consequence than most people’s job descriptions
would suggest they’re paid to make.

This is worth pausing on, because the instinct of anyone trained to think about
decisions carefully is to treat Maya’s shortcut as a failure of rigour — she
should have compared more options, weighted them, chosen properly, perhaps
built a small scoring matrix. That instinct is itself the thing this chapter needs
to dismantle, and the person who dismantled it first was an economist and
political scientist named Herbert Simon, working at a moment when the
dominant theory of decision-making came out of economics and assumed
something close to omniscience on the part of the person doing the deciding.



Simon and the discovery of bounded rationality

Simon spent much of his career inside actual organisations — he’d started out
studying how city managers set municipal budgets, then moved on to firms —
and what he saw didn’t match the picture in economics textbooks, where a
rational actor surveys every option, computes the expected value of each, and
picks the best. In Administrative Behavior (1947), a book that grew out of his
doctoral work on exactly this mismatch, Simon argued that the textbook
picture was not just idealised but structurally impossible for anyone operating
in a real organisation. A person deciding anything of consequence cannot
actually enumerate every alternative, cannot know all the consequences of
each, and cannot hold the whole problem in mind at once while also doing the
other four things on their list that morning. Human rationality, he wrote, is
bounded — limited by the knowledge available, the time on hand, and the sheer
computational capacity of a mind trying to think it through. This isn’t a
character flaw to be trained out of people, and it isn’t unique to Maya or to
Lighthouse; Simon’s claim was that it’s the permanent condition of decision-
making under real constraints, for a city manager setting a budget or a Fortune
500 executive as much as for a programme operator picking a podcast guest.
The textbook “rational actor” was never a description of anyone, anywhere — it
was a simplifying assumption that happened to make the mathematics
tractable, at the cost of describing nothing real.

If you can’t optimise, what do you do instead? Simon’s answer, developed
further in a 1956 paper called “Rational Choice and the Structure of the
Environment,” was satisficing — a word he built by welding “satisfy” to
“suffice.” Rather than searching for the best possible option, a bounded
decision-maker sets a threshold of what would count as good enough, given the
stakes and the time available, and takes the first option that clears it. Maya’s
guest booking is satisficing in its purest form: not “who is the best conceivable
replacement guest” but “who clears the bar of being on-topic, available, and
reachable in the next six hours.” The threshold itself is a judgement — set it too
low and you book someone who embarrasses the podcast; set it too high,
chasing an optimum that doesn’t exist under a forty-eight-hour deadline, and
you lose the episode entirely while still searching. The remarkable thing Simon
pointed out is that satisficing isn’t a compromise forced on people who’d rather
optimise — for almost all real decisions, it is the only coherent strategy
available, because the cost of fully specifying “best,” and then actually
computing it, exceeds any plausible benefit of finding it. An organisation that
insisted every decision be optimised rather than satisficed wouldn’t be more
rigorous; it would simply stop functioning, buried under its own analysis
before anything shipped.

It’s worth being precise about what satisficing is not. It is not laziness, and it is
not the same as guessing. Maya’s threshold — on-topic, available, reachable —
is a real filter, applied consistently, and it rules out plenty of names on that old



shortlist. Satisficing done well looks disciplined from the inside even though it
looks casual from the outside, which is part of why it’s so easy for an observer,
or a manager, to mistake it for corner-cutting.

Simon took this further than a technique for individuals. He came to argue that
decision-making is what management is — that to describe an organisation is
to describe the structure of decisions being made inside it, who makes them, on
what information, under what constraints. This is a genuinely different claim
from “managers make decisions sometimes.” It says the org chart, the
meetings, the reporting lines — all of it is scaffolding built to route decisions to
the right person with the right information at the right moment, and
everything else Lighthouse does is downstream of getting that routing right or
wrong.

The poverty of attention

Simon’s other durable insight, offered in a 1971 essay on designing
organisations for an information-rich world, follows directly from bounded
rationality, and it’s worth quoting exactly because he put it so precisely: a
wealth of information, he wrote, creates a poverty of attention. The intuition
runs backwards from how most people think about information — surely more
of it is better, surely the problem is always that we don’t know enough. Simon’s
point was that information consumes the one resource a decision-maker
cannot expand: the attention needed to process it. Every additional report,
dashboard, notification and cc’d email is a claim on that fixed budget, and past
a certain point, adding more information about a decision makes the decision
harder to make well, not easier, because it crowds out the attention needed to
actually think. This is the seam this chapter shares with chapter 6 — attention,
not information, turns out to be knowledge work’s binding constraint, and
Simon spotted it decades before “information overload” became an office
cliché.

Kahneman, Tversky, and where the mind actually goes
wrong

Simon explains why we satisfice; he says much less about the specific ways
satisficing — or any fast judgement — goes systematically wrong. That’s the
territory a psychologist named Daniel Kahneman and his collaborator Amos
Tversky mapped from the early 1970s onward, in a research programme
usually called heuristics and biases. Their method was to find the mental
shortcuts people reach for under uncertainty and show, with careful
experiments, exactly where each one misfires. Judge how likely something is by
how easily examples come to mind, and you’ll overrate the risk of a plane crash
the week after seeing one on the news — the availability heuristic. Judge a
person’s profession by how well they match your stereotype of that profession,



and you’ll ignore how rare the profession actually is — representativeness.
Anchor an estimate to whatever number happened to be mentioned first, even
an arbitrary one, and your final answer drifts towards it regardless.

Kahneman synthesised decades of this work in Thinking, Fast and Slow
(2011), organising the mind into two rough modes: a fast, automatic, effortless
one — he called it System 1 — that produces most of our everyday judgements,
and a slow, deliberate one, System 2, that can check the fast one’s work but is
expensive to run and easy to skip. Maya’s guest-booking decision runs almost
entirely on System 1 — that’s not a failing, it’s what the situation calls for — but
it’s also exactly the kind of decision where an anchoring effect (the first name
on that old shortlist looks more appealing simply for being first, regardless of
merit) can quietly steer the outcome without anyone noticing. The same
pattern shows up a level up the org chart. When Priya reviews the shortlist for
the hiring round, she reads the candidates in the order the recruiter happened
to send them, and the first strong CV in the pile sets an implicit bar that every
subsequent candidate gets compared against, rather than each being judged on
its own terms — a version of anchoring that has nothing to do with Priya being
careless and everything to do with how System 1 processes a sequence.

Kahneman’s more recent work, in Noise (2021, with Olivier Sibony and Cass
Sunstein), draws a distinction the heuristics-and-biases literature had left
slightly blurred. Bias is a systematic tilt — errors that lean the same direction
for a predictable reason, like always underestimating how long a project will
take. Noise is something else: unwanted, unexplained scatter — the same case,
judged by different people, or even the same person on different days, landing
in different places for no defensible reason at all. Two Lighthouse programme
managers reviewing the identical grant application might reach different
verdicts not because either is biased in a nameable direction, but simply
because judgement is noisy — mood, fatigue, whatever email landed just
before, all leaking into a call that ought to be reproducible. Ask the same
manager to score the same application twice, weeks apart, without telling them
it’s a repeat, and there’s a good chance the two scores won’t match either — a
finding Kahneman and his co-authors reproduce again and again across
professions that pride themselves on consistency, from underwriters to judges.

The distinction matters practically because the two problems call for different
fixes. Bias you can potentially correct once you know its direction — if
Lighthouse’s hiring panel systematically favours candidates who interview well
over candidates who’ll do the job well, you can name that tilt and design
against it. Noise is harder, because by definition it has no consistent shape to
correct for; the fix tends to be structural rather than psychological — a shared
rubric, more than one reviewer, an aggregation rule — because you can’t argue
an individual out of a scatter they don’t know they’re producing. Organisations



that build checklists and scoring rubrics are, more often than they’d say out
loud, fighting noise rather than bias, even when the stated goal is “reducing
bias in the process.”

Doors you can walk back through

Not all decisions carry the same weight, and one of the more useful distinctions
to reach for isn’t from an academic at all but from Jeff Bezos, in his letters to
Amazon shareholders. Bezos separated decisions into two rough types by
picturing them as doors. Some decisions are one-way doors — consequential,
and hard or impossible to reverse once you’ve walked through — and these
deserve to be made slowly, methodically, with wide consultation, because
getting them wrong is expensive or impossible to undo. Most decisions,
though, are two-way doors: you can walk through, see how it goes, and walk
back through if it’s wrong, at comparatively low cost. Bezos’s complaint,
writing to shareholders of a company that had grown large enough to feel
bureaucratic in places, was that big organisations have a tendency to apply
one-way-door process — committees, sign-offs, wide consultation — to
decisions that were actually two-way doors all along, and the result is an
organisation that moves at the speed of its most cautious process regardless of
what any individual decision actually calls for. Treating a two-way-door
decision with one-way-door caution is its own failure mode — the paralysis of
an organisation that consults everyone about a choice it could simply have
tried and reversed within a week.

This is the distinction sitting underneath Maya’s Wednesday. Booking
whichever available guest replies first is a two-way door — if the episode’s flat,
she books someone else next month, and the cost of a wrong guess is small.
Contrast it with a second decision landing on her desk that same week:
whether to extend an offer to a hiring-round candidate at a salary above the
advertised band, because the strongest candidate says she has another offer
elsewhere. This is closer to a one-way door — it sets a number that’s awkward
to walk back once the candidate has accepted, it has knock-on effects for pay
parity with everyone else on the team, and Priya, Maya’s manager, has been
clear that offer bands aren’t Maya’s to move. So Maya escalates it — not to
Priya, who’s travelling, but past her to Dana, Lighthouse’s executive director,
whose calendar for exactly this kind of call is already the tightest thing in the
building. The decision sits in Dana’s inbox for a day and a half while the
candidate’s other offer has its own deadline ticking down. This is what a one-
way door costs in an organisation: not just the difficulty of reversing it, but the
queue that forms in front of whoever’s allowed to open it — a preview of the
queueing problem chapter 5 takes on directly.



The decisions nobody makes

Escalated decisions are visible — they sit in an inbox, they have a name
attached, someone is waiting on them. The more expensive failure mode is
usually invisible: the decision that never gets made at all, because making it
explicit would mean admitting it’s contested, and it’s easier to let a default
stand in for a choice. Call this decision debt, on analogy with technical debt —
the accumulated cost of decisions deferred rather than taken, quietly
compounding until something forces the issue.

Lighthouse’s grant report has been sitting on Maya’s list for three weeks with
an unresolved question buried in it: whether to report the podcast’s downloads
against last year’s methodology, which flatters the trend, or a stricter one the
funder has been signalling they’d prefer, which doesn’t. Nobody has decided
which methodology to use. What’s actually happening is that the report is
being drafted, section by section, using last year’s template, because that’s the
path of least resistance for whoever’s typing — and by the time anyone notices,
“using last year’s methodology” will have become the decision, made by
default, by nobody, with nobody accountable for it and no moment at which it
could have been argued about. Defaults are decisions; the trouble is that a
default never announces itself as one, so it never gets the scrutiny an
equivalent explicit choice would attract if someone had to stand up and
propose it.

The same pattern is quietly running underneath the website migration. Sam, as
the gatekeeper for that project, has been waiting weeks for someone to confirm
whether the old donation page’s URL structure needs to be preserved for
search rankings or can be redesigned freely. Nobody has said either way, so
Sam has, sensibly enough, built the new structure on the assumption that it
doesn’t matter — which is itself a decision, made by omission, that will be
expensive to reverse the day someone in fundraising notices three months of
donor traffic quietly dropped off a dead link. Decision debt compounds in
exactly the way its financial namesake does: the longer a genuinely open
question goes unaddressed, the more work gets built on top of whichever
default filled the silence, and the costlier it becomes to go back and choose
properly. The failure here is never a single bad decision. It’s the absence of any
decision at all, at the one moment when making one deliberately would have
been cheap.

Whose call is it, anyway

Underneath both the escalation and the default sits a question more basic than
either: whose decision was this to make in the first place? Lighthouse has no
formal answer for the offer-band question — it’s fallen into the gap between
“Maya’s programme, so Maya’s call” and “compensation policy, so leadership’s
call,” and that gap is precisely where it got stuck, first with Priya, then rerouted



to Dana. Ambiguity about who decides isn’t a minor administrative untidiness;
it’s one of the more common ways organisations lose time, because a decision
with an unclear owner gets made late, made twice by different people in
contradictory directions, or not made at all.

A handful of frameworks exist to name the roles around a decision explicitly
rather than leaving them to be discovered by whoever happens to be copied on
the email. RAPID, popularised by the consultancy Bain, assigns five roles to a
decision: who recommends a course of action, who has to agree before it
proceeds, who performs the resulting work, who’s merely consulted for input,
and who ultimately decides when the rest disagree. DACI does something
similar with four roles — driver, approver, contributors, informed — and both
are really the same underlying move: writing down, before the disagreement
happens, which of the several plausible people in the room actually gets to end
the discussion. They’re worth knowing the names of, and worth recognising as
a genuine attempt at a real problem — the same problem Simon pointed at
when he said an organisation just is the structure of its decisions — but they’re
not magic. Writing “Dana decides” next to a box on a chart doesn’t
manufacture the attention Dana would need to actually decide well, and it
doesn’t stop the offer-band question sitting in her inbox for a day and a half
regardless of whose name is on the box. Lighthouse has no such chart at all, in
any case, which is exactly why the offer-band question found its own way,
slowly and expensively, first to Priya and then on to Dana, rather than arriving
at the right desk on the first attempt.

Step back from all four of these — bounded rationality, noise, reversibility,
ownership — and a picture comes into focus. Knowledge work isn’t a sequence
of tasks with decisions occasionally embedded in them; it’s much closer to a
continuous stream of under-specified judgement calls, most made fast and
cheaply and correctly enough, a few expensive enough to deserve real
deliberation, and an unlucky few made by nobody at all, by default, at exactly
the moment when a default is the wrong answer.

Loop back

Picture Maya again on her Tuesday morning, moving from flagging the podcast
thread as blocked, into twenty minutes of redirect mapping for Sam, into the
borderline hiring call she resolves on a hunch, never once labelling any of it
“making a decision” — it just looks like getting through the day. That’s the
texture this chapter has been trying to name precisely: most of what fills a
knowledge worker’s hours is exactly this stream of judgement calls, sized
differently, owned unevenly, some reversible and most treated as though they
aren’t.



It also reaches back to chapter 2. Drucker’s claim that knowledge-worker
productivity was the great unsolved management problem lands differently
once you’ve seen Simon’s version of the same territory — the productivity
problem isn’t only that nobody can watch Maya work the way a foreman could
watch a machinist. It’s that so much of her real output is a decision, satisficed
under a poverty of attention, and there is no stopwatch built yet that can time
that.



Chapter 4 — Coordination

Where we are

Chapter 3 looked inside one person’s head: the judgement calls Herbert Simon
showed us we make with too little information and too little attention to spare.
This chapter steps outside that head and into the space between people, which
is where most of the difficulty in knowledge work actually lives. Maya’s
Tuesday, as chapter 1 sketched it, is not mainly a sequence of decisions she
makes alone. It is a sequence of waits — for Tom, for Sam, for Dana —
punctuated by moments where her own output becomes someone else’s
unblock. This chapter gives that pattern its proper name: coordination. It is
also the chapter where the book’s founding image, the organisation as a living
dependency graph, stops being a metaphor and starts being a diagram you
could actually draw.

Why organisations exist at all

Start with a question that sounds too basic to be interesting and turns out not
to be. If markets are so good at allocating resources — buyers and sellers
finding each other through price, no boss required — why does anything get
organised inside a firm at all? Why doesn’t Lighthouse simply contract out its
podcast production, its conference logistics, its hiring, its writing, task by task,
to whoever will do each one cheapest that week, the way it might hire a caterer
for a single event?

The economist Ronald Coase asked exactly this in a 1937 paper, “The Nature of
the Firm,” and the answer he gave has aged remarkably well. Using the market
is not free. Every time you go outside to get something done, you pay costs
beyond the price on the invoice: finding who can do the work, negotiating
terms, writing a contract precise enough to cover what you actually want,
checking the work meets it, and doing all of that again next time because the
relationship doesn’t carry over. Coase called these transaction costs, and his
insight was that firms exist precisely where those costs are higher than the cost
of managing someone directly. Inside the firm, you replace the price
mechanism with an instruction: Priya doesn’t negotiate a new contract with
Maya every Tuesday to decide whether the conference logistics get handled this
week; she simply expects it, because Maya is on staff and management, not the
market, is doing the coordinating.



This reframes the whole subject of this chapter. Coordination inside an
organisation is not an unfortunate overhead bolted onto the “real” work. It is
the thing the organisation is for. Lighthouse exists as a bounded unit, rather
than as forty freelancers who occasionally invoice each other, because someone
worked out that managing Maya, Tom, Sam and the rest directly is cheaper
than pricing and contracting every handoff between them. But that saving is
not free either — it just trades market friction for a different kind of friction,
the kind this chapter is about: the cost of getting people who depend on each
other to actually mesh.

It is worth noticing what Coase’s swap actually costs, because it is easy to
admire the theory and miss the daily bill. Outside the firm, a price tells you
instantly whether a trade is worth making; inside it, no such signal exists
between Maya and Sam, so their trade-offs have to be worked out directly, in
conversation, over and over, without a number to settle the argument.
Lighthouse pays for this constantly in low-grade friction that never shows up
on an invoice: the ten minutes Maya spends each morning working out who
actually owns a decision about the conference budget, the slight duplication
when both she and Sam quietly do a version of the same task because neither
was sure whose job it was. None of that friction means the firm made the
wrong call in existing rather than contracting everything out — Coase’s whole
point is that the market’s version of the same friction would usually be worse —
but it does mean that “we’re a team, not a marketplace” is a trade with real
running costs, and the rest of this chapter is mostly an inventory of where
those costs land and what reduces them.

Three ways to be stuck together

The next question is what kind of dependency we are even talking about,
because “Maya is blocked on Tom” can mean several structurally different
things that call for different fixes. The clearest answer comes from the
sociologist James D. Thompson, who in his 1967 book Organizations in Action
set out three types of interdependence between the parts of an organisation,
and — crucially — matched each one to the coordination mechanism it actually
needs.

The first is pooled interdependence: each part contributes separately to the
whole, without touching the others directly, but all draw on a shared resource
or all have to meet a shared standard. Think of Lighthouse’s hiring round.
Several people — Tom among them — each interview a candidate on their own,
in their own slot, without needing to coordinate with each other in real time.
They aren’t handing work to one another; they’re each discretely contributing a
piece (a scorecard, an impression) to a common pool that Priya later draws on
to decide whether to make an offer. Thompson’s answer for pooled



interdependence is standardisation: a shared interview rubric, a shared scoring
scale, a shared calendar template. Get the rules right once and the parts barely
need to talk to each other at all.

The second is sequential interdependence: one part’s output is the next part’s
input, in a fixed order, the way a part moves down an assembly line. Maya’s
grant report is a clean example. She cannot write the final narrative until Tom
has produced the research findings the funder wants cited; Tom’s output is a
precondition for hers, not something they’re jointly improvising. Thompson’s
mechanism here is planning: a schedule with a deadline for Tom’s draft that
sits early enough to leave Maya time to write, reviewed, and understood by
both of them in advance. Sequential dependence is coordinated by getting the
order and the timing right up front, not by constant conversation while the
work is happening.

The third, and hardest, is reciprocal interdependence: the outputs of each part
feed back into the other’s, repeatedly, in no fixed order. This is Maya’s
relationship with Sam on the website migration. Maya proposes new page
structure for the programmes section; Sam points out what the new content
management system can and can’t do; that constraint changes what Maya
proposes; her revised proposal changes what Sam needs to build next; and
round it goes. Neither a rulebook nor a schedule can anticipate this, because
neither of them knows in advance what the other will say. Thompson’s
mechanism for reciprocal interdependence is mutual adjustment: direct, often
synchronous, back-and-forth contact — the two of them actually talking,
repeatedly, as the work unfolds.

Putting these three together gives you a genuinely useful diagnostic, and it
answers a question the book has been circling since chapter 1: what kind of
blocked is Maya, exactly, at any given moment? When she is waiting on Tom
for the grant figures, that is sequential — the fix is a better plan, an earlier
deadline, a clearer handoff, not more meetings. When she is going back and
forth with Sam over the migration, that is reciprocal — the fix is more direct
contact, not a rigid ticket queue that makes each of them wait a day for the
other’s reply. When she and the other interviewers are each quietly doing their
own piece of the hiring round, that is pooled — the fix is a good shared rubric,
not a status meeting to synchronise people who don’t actually need to
synchronise. A great deal of organisational dysfunction, in fact, is just this
category error: treating a reciprocal problem as though standardising it would
help, or treating a sequential problem as though it needed everyone in a room.
Lighthouse’s website migration keeps sliding, in part, because someone tried to
run it off a project plan built for sequential work, when the Maya–Sam
relationship at its centre is reciprocal through and through.

The taxonomy also explains why the same fix can work brilliantly in one part of
Lighthouse and fail flatly in another. Priya’s instinct, when the hiring round felt
chaotic, was to introduce a shared scorecard — and it worked immediately,



because pooled interdependence is exactly what standardisation is for. Her
instinct, when the migration felt chaotic, was to introduce something similar: a
fixed weekly review meeting with a fixed agenda. It helped far less, because the
migration’s core relationship between Maya and Sam is reciprocal, and a once-
a-week checkpoint is too coarse a mechanism for a dependency that needs
adjusting several times a day. The mismatch isn’t obvious from the outside —
both problems presented the same way, as “things feel uncoordinated” —
which is precisely why Thompson’s distinction earns its place here: it is
diagnostic exactly where the surface symptoms look identical.

More people, more wires

Thompson tells you what kind of dependency you have. The next problem is
what happens to dependencies as an organisation grows, and here the clearest
statement comes not from a sociologist but from a software engineer. Fred
Brooks, reflecting in his 1975 book The Mythical Man-Month on why adding
programmers to a late software project tends to make it later, pointed out
something almost embarrassingly simple: every person you add to a team who
needs to talk to everyone else adds a communication link to every person
already there, not just one link to the project. With n people who all potentially
need to coordinate with each other, the number of pairwise links is n(n−1)/2 —
which grows roughly with the square of the headcount, not in step with it.

Lighthouse’s conference planning group illustrates the arithmetic without
anyone needing to do the maths. At three people — say Maya, Priya and a
volunteer coordinator — there are three possible lines of communication to
keep straight. Add three more people to help with logistics and sponsors, and
the group is now six, with fifteen possible lines, not double the original three.
Each new person has to be brought up to speed on what everyone else already
knows, each existing pair now has one more person’s plans to stay aware of,
and every one of those links is a place where two people’s understanding of the
same decision can quietly drift apart. This is why simply throwing more people
at a slipping deadline so often backfires: the new hands help with the work
itself, but the coordination overhead they add can outweigh the labour they
contribute, especially early on, while they’re still learning who to ask about
what.

Brooks’s point is not an argument against ever growing a team. It is a reminder
that headcount and coordination cost are different curves, and that every
dependency identified by Thompson’s taxonomy is one of these wires — a thing
that has to be actively maintained, not a fact that, once established, coordinates
itself.

The type of interdependence changes how steeply that curve rises, too. Adding
a fourth interviewer to the hiring round — pooled work, coordinated by a
shared rubric — costs almost nothing extra, because the new person needs only



to learn the rubric, not the other three interviewers. Adding a fourth person to
the reciprocal tangle around the website migration is far more expensive,
because that person now needs an accurate, current picture of an argument
that has been evolving between Maya and Sam for weeks, and every future
round of mutual adjustment has to route through one more person’s
understanding. Brooks’s arithmetic is the same n(n−1)/2 in both cases; what
differs is how much of that theoretical link actually has to be exercised, which
is again set by the kind of interdependence sitting on it.

The shape mirrors the wiring

If communication structure shapes how hard coordination is, it also shapes
what gets built. The computer scientist Melvin Conway made this observation
in 1968, in a paper about system design that has quietly become one of the
most cited ideas in software engineering: organisations that design systems are
constrained to produce designs that copy the communication structure of the
organisation itself. People now call it Conway’s law, and it is a broader idea
than its software origins suggest — anything an organisation builds, not just
software, tends to bear the fingerprints of how the builders talk to each other.

Lighthouse’s own website makes the point. The programmes section is
subdivided by team rather than by what a visitor actually wants to read, so the
podcast content, the conference content and the research content sit in three
barely-linked silos that mirror the fact that Maya, the events volunteers and
Tom’s research team rarely coordinate with each other day to day. Nobody
designed the site to be organised this way on purpose; it simply grew along the
same lines the organisation communicates along, because whoever wrote each
section wrote it in isolation from whoever wrote the others. The lesson
generalises unsettlingly well: if you want to guess how a report, a database, or a
piece of software will be structured before you’ve seen it, look at the org chart
of whoever built it. And if you want to change the shape of what gets produced
without anyone consciously deciding to redesign it, the more durable lever is
often to change who talks to whom, not to issue a style guide.

The tools of coordination

None of this — standardisation, plans, mutual adjustment, the management of
all those n(n−1)/2 links — happens by telepathy. It happens through a handful
of concrete technologies, and it is worth taking them as seriously as any other
tool in the organisation, because each one trades cost, bandwidth and
persistence differently, and using the wrong one for a given dependency is a
small tax paid daily.

A meeting is expensive and high-bandwidth: it costs everyone’s simultaneous
attention, but in exchange it supports the real-time back-and-forth that
reciprocal interdependence actually needs, which is why Maya and Sam’s



migration disagreements get resolved fastest in a shared call, not an email
thread. Its weakness is persistence — unless someone writes down what was
decided, a meeting’s output evaporates the moment people log off, and three
different attendees will walk away with three different memories of what was
agreed. A document is the opposite trade: cheap to produce once, expensive to
have everyone read, but durable — the conference planning doc that Maya,
Priya and the volunteer coordinator all edit is a record that outlives any single
conversation about it, and it lets pooled contributors add their piece without
needing to catch each other live. A ticket, of the kind Sam runs the website
migration’s development queue through, is narrower still: it carries a specific,
structured request — this page, this bug, this access change — asynchronously,
cheaply, and it leaves a trail, but it is a poor vehicle for the kind of open-ended,
iterative disagreement that reciprocal work generates; forcing a live design
argument through a ticket queue is why that queue keeps re-opening the same
item under five different numbers. A chat channel sits between a meeting and a
document: low overhead, near-real-time, good for the kind of light mutual
adjustment that doesn’t rise to the level of booking a call — “can you glance at
this bio before I send it” — but it is the least persistent of the four, scrolling out
of anyone’s attention within a day and rarely searched afterwards, which is why
anything that matters said in Lighthouse’s team channel eventually has to be
copied somewhere sturdier or it quietly stops existing.

None of these four is simply better than the others; each is calibrated to a
different shape of dependency. The practical skill, and it is a genuine skill, is
picking the coordination technology that matches the interdependence in front
of you rather than reaching for whichever one is habit.

Everyone knowing that everyone knows

There is one more piece of coordination machinery worth naming precisely,
because it explains a category of organisational behaviour that otherwise looks
like pure ceremony: the all-hands meeting nobody needed for the information,
the announcement of something half the building already knew, the email CC
to someone who has no action to take.

The puzzle these solve is not information transfer but common knowledge —
not merely that everyone knows a fact, but that everyone knows that everyone
else knows it too, and that everyone knows that, and so on. Philosophers
studying convention and coordination, David Lewis prominent among them in
the 1960s, noticed that many coordination problems don’t actually hinge on
anyone learning something new; they hinge on removing the uncertainty about
what everyone else has learned. Suppose Dana quietly tells three senior staff
that the website migration’s new structure is now final. Even if the news
reaches every single person at Lighthouse within a day through the grapevine,
nobody can safely act on it — because Maya doesn’t know whether Sam has
heard, Sam doesn’t know whether Priya has heard, and each of them, uncertain



what the others know, tends to hold off changing their own plans rather than
risk moving on stale information. An all-hands announcement fixes this not by
delivering the fact — most of the room already had the fact — but by delivering
it publicly, in front of everyone at once, so that afterwards each person knows
that everyone else was there too. That shared, witnessed moment is what
licenses people to act as if the coordination has actually landed.

CCs on email work the same way in miniature. Sam CCs Priya on a note about
the migration’s new timeline not because Priya needs to do anything with it,
but so that Maya, reading the CC line, knows that Priya knows — and can
proceed without a separate check-in to confirm the ops team’s manager is
aware. Seen this way, a good deal of what looks like redundant communication
at Lighthouse — the recap at the top of a meeting nobody skipped, the “just
flagging, no action needed” email, Dana’s habit of repeating a decision at the
next all-hands even though she announced it in a smaller meeting the week
before — is not waste. It is the deliberate manufacture of common knowledge,
which turns out to be a genuine and separate resource from information itself,
and one that coordination often cannot proceed without.

The dependency graph, precisely

All of this now lets the book’s founding image stop being a picture and become
something closer to a specification. Draw Lighthouse as a graph. The nodes are
the people — Maya, Priya, Tom, Sam, Dana — and, at a finer grain, the
individual pieces of work moving through their five workstreams: a podcast
guest bio, a conference sponsorship deck, an interview scorecard, a page of
migrated content, a paragraph of a grant report. An edge runs from one node
to another wherever a real dependency sits between them, and — this is the
part Thompson supplies — every edge has a type. The edge from Tom’s
research findings to Maya’s grant narrative is sequential: directional, ordered,
resolved once and not revisited. The edge between Maya and Sam over the
migration’s page structure is reciprocal: bidirectional, revisited repeatedly,
never fully “resolved” so much as temporarily settled before the next round.
The edges linking each hiring-round interviewer to the shared rubric are
pooled: each one terminates in a common standard rather than in another
person directly.

A day at Lighthouse, on this reading, is a sequence of edge resolutions. When
Tom finally sends the figures Maya needed, a sequential edge clears, and a new
one opens — Maya’s draft is now the input Dana needs to sign off before the
funder deadline. When Maya and Sam finish one round of the migration
argument, a reciprocal edge doesn’t disappear so much as reset, ready to be
pulled taut again tomorrow. Every one of the coordination technologies from
earlier in this chapter is really just the mechanism by which an edge gets
resolved: a document clears a pooled edge by giving everyone the same
standard to read; a meeting clears a reciprocal edge by letting two people



adjust to each other in real time; a ticket clears a narrow, well-specified
sequential edge without needing either party present at once; an all-hands
clears an edge that was never really about information at all, but about whether
everyone could be sure everyone else had moved. Maya’s Tuesday, understood
this way, is not a to-do list. It is a walk across a graph, closing edges that block
other people and opening new ones as her own outputs become someone else’s
input — which is exactly the intuition this book set out, in chapter 1, to make
rigorous.

Loop back

Return to the stretch of Maya’s Tuesday when she is sitting on a half-finished
grant report, blocked on a number and a piece of reasoning that only Tom can
supply. Read cold, that wait looks like nothing — an item stalled on someone’s
desk, mildly annoying, the kind of thing a to-do app would just mark “blocked.”
Read through this chapter, it is a sequential edge in a dependency graph, and
its stall tells you something specific: not that Maya has bad judgement, and not
that Tom is slow, but that the plan connecting their two pieces of work didn’t
leave enough slack, and no amount of Maya sitting in a meeting with Tom will
fix it, because meetings are the tool for reciprocal edges, not sequential ones.
The right fix is boring and structural — an earlier internal deadline, agreed in
advance — which is a different kind of answer than chapter 3 would have
reached for. Chapter 3 asked whether Maya’s own judgement, under Simon’s
bounded rationality, was sound. This chapter asks something that sits one level
up: whether the wiring between her judgement and someone else’s was ever
built to carry the load. Both questions matter, and Maya’s Tuesday needs both
answered before it makes any sense at all.



Chapter 5 — Flow

Where we are

Chapter 4 named the dependency graph precisely: interdependence,
communication paths, the coordination technologies people invent to manage
them. This chapter asks what actually happens inside those dependencies while
they wait to be resolved — because a “blocked by” edge is not a still
photograph, it is a queue, and queues have their own physics. Flow is the third
lens: work moving through a system, with queues, bottlenecks and inventory
that in knowledge work you cannot see. Where coordination was about the
shape of the graph, flow is about what moves along it, how fast, and why so
much of a task’s life is spent not being worked on at all.

The floor at Toyota

In the years after the Second World War, a Toyota production engineer named
Taiichi Ohno kept noticing the same thing on factory floors: piles of parts
sitting between machines, waiting. A stamped door panel would come off one
press and sit in a rack for two days before the next machine took it. Ohno’s
insight, developed through the 1950s and formalised over the following
decades into what became known as the Toyota Production System, was that
this pile was not a sign of a smoothly running plant. It was waste. Every part
sitting in a rack was capital tied up, space consumed, and a defect from three
steps back quietly ageing before anyone caught it.

Ohno’s fix, radical for its time, was to stop pushing parts through the factory on
a schedule set by each station’s own capacity, and instead pull them: a station
only produces the next part when the station after it asks for one, signalled by a
card called a kanban. Nothing gets made until something downstream needs it.
The visible consequence was startling — inventory piles shrank, and problems
that used to hide inside those piles (a bad batch, a worn die) surfaced almost
immediately, because there was no longer a buffer of stock to absorb them.
Toyota didn’t just get leaner. It got more honest: the factory floor could not lie
to you about where it was stuck, because stuck things were now visible, sitting
in plain sight in front of whichever machine wasn’t being fed.

This is the scene worth holding as we leave the factory: inventory as waste, not
virtue; a pull system that only starts work when there is real demand for it; and
problems that become visible the moment you stop stockpiling around them.
Lean manufacturing, the label this approach eventually acquired, spent the



following decades migrating out of car plants into hospitals, software teams
and management consultancies. The migration was not obvious, because the
thing being piled up changes completely once you leave the factory floor — and
that change is the whole difficulty of applying flow thinking to knowledge work.

The invisible inventory

A door panel sitting in a rack is inventory you can see, touch, count and
photograph. What is the equivalent for Maya, at her desk at Lighthouse,
moving between the podcast pipeline, the conference, the hiring round, the
website migration and the grant report?

It is information. A half-drafted grant report sitting in a shared document,
waiting for Priya’s comment. A guest-booking email sitting in Tom’s inbox,
waiting for him to say yes or no. A hiring-round shortlist sitting in Dana’s
calendar, waiting for thirty minutes of her attention. None of these things exist
as a pile you can walk past and wince at. They exist as open browser tabs,
unread messages, documents with a cursor blinking in someone’s queue. This
is the central claim of Donald Reinertsen’s 2009 book The Principles of
Product Development Flow, which did for knowledge work roughly what
Ohno’s plant-floor observations did for manufacturing: in product
development — and by extension in any work whose product is a decision, a
document or a design rather than a physical part — the inventory is
information, and information sitting in a queue is invisible in a way a stack of
door panels never was.

Reinertsen’s point is not just that knowledge-work inventory is harder to see. It
is that this invisibility changes behaviour, because organisations manage what
they can see. Walk the floor of an office and you will readily notice an idle
worker — someone with nothing to do, feet up, looking bored. Idle work, by
contrast, is nearly undetectable by casual observation. The grant report waiting
for Priya’s comment does not look like anything. It doesn’t slow down when it’s
stuck; it just sits, silently, in a folder that looks identical whether the next step
happens in ten minutes or ten days. A manager touring a factory can see a
bottleneck. A manager touring an office sees people typing, people in meetings,
people who all appear busy — and busy is not the same as flowing. This is why
so much management attention in offices gravitates towards keeping people
occupied rather than keeping work moving: occupied is visible, moving is not.

Little’s law, and Lighthouse’s queue

There is a piece of mathematics, older than Reinertsen’s book and originally
proved for telephone-exchange queues, that makes this concrete. Little’s law,
named for the operations researcher John Little who proved it rigorously in
1961, states a relationship that holds for any stable queueing system: the
average time an item spends in the system (its cycle time) equals the average



number of items in the system (work in progress, or WIP) divided by the
average rate at which items complete (throughput). Written the more useful
way round: cycle time is proportional to WIP, for a fixed rate of getting things
done.

Picture Lighthouse’s front desk as a lighthouse in the literal sense — a single
lamp room, one keeper, and ships radioing in requests to have their bearing
checked. If one ship calls in at a time and the keeper answers in five minutes,
the queue never builds and each ship waits close to five minutes. If five ships
all call in within the same few minutes, the keeper still checks bearings at the
same rate — one every five minutes — but now the fifth ship in the queue waits
twenty-five minutes before being seen, even though the keeper’s own work on
each request is unchanged. Nothing about the keeper got worse. What changed
was how many requests were in the system waiting at once. That is Little’s law
in miniature: cycle time is what WIP does to a fixed rate of service. Add more
ships to the queue and every ship’s wait grows, roughly linearly, even though
nobody got slower.

Now put Maya back at her desk with five workstreams open at once. She is,
structurally, the lighthouse keeper with five ships radioing in simultaneously —
except unlike shipping traffic, her own queue is self-inflicted: she chose to have
five workstreams live at the same time, or her role requires it of her, or both.
Little’s law says this has a real, mathematical, unavoidable cost, and the cost is
not “Maya works five times harder.” It’s that each workstream sits in her queue
five times longer than it would if she carried it alone, because her attention —
the throughput term in the equation — is fixed, and she has multiplied WIP by
five without multiplying her rate of getting through it. The grant report doesn’t
get four-fifths finished while she works on the conference; it gets zero-fifths
finished and simply waits, exactly like the fifth ship.

Touch time, lead time, and the three-week task

This gives us the vocabulary for the single most disorienting fact about
knowledge work, one that surprises almost everyone the first time they
measure it rather than guess it. Take a task that shows as “in progress” on
some tracker for three weeks. Now ask: how much actual, hands-on-keyboard
work went into it across those three weeks? Time it — literally use a stopwatch
on every session where a human was actually touching that task — and a
typical answer is somewhere around four hours.

The three weeks is the lead time: the full duration from the moment the task
was declared “in progress” to the moment it was declared done. The four hours
is the touch time: the sum of the periods where someone was actually working
on it. The ratio between the two — in this example roughly 1:30 — is sometimes
called flow efficiency, and low ratios like this are the norm in knowledge work,
not the exception. Most of a task’s life, once you can see it clearly, is spent



waiting: waiting for someone to look at it, waiting for a meeting slot, waiting
behind other things in the same person’s queue, waiting for an approval,
waiting simply because nobody has picked it back up.

This is the invisible-inventory problem made numerically vivid. Nobody at
Lighthouse would tolerate a physical part sitting untouched on a workbench
for twenty-nine of every thirty days it was “in production.” But a grant report
sitting untouched in a shared document for eighteen of its twenty-one days in
progress looks, from the outside, indistinguishable from a grant report being
worked on steadily. The document doesn’t visibly age the way a stalled part on
a factory floor does. And because touch time is what people default to
estimating when they’re asked “how long will this take” — they mentally
simulate the hands-on-keyboard hours, not the queueing — almost every
deadline built this way is wrong, not because anyone is bad at their job, but
because the estimate silently omitted the twenty-nine idle days.

Why big batches slow everything down

One of the reasons queues form in the first place is batch size — the habit of
accumulating a group of things before releasing them together, rather than
releasing each one as it’s ready. Sam, running the website migration, might
wait until he has collected ten content fixes from Maya before he does a single
deploy, reasoning that batching saves him deployment overhead. This looks
efficient from Sam’s chair. From the system’s chair it is close to disastrous, for
a reason Little’s law already gives us: a bigger batch is more WIP sitting in the
queue at once, and more WIP means longer waits for everything in it, including
the first fix Maya sent him, which might have been ready to ship in an
afternoon and instead sits for two weeks waiting for nine siblings to arrive.

Large batches also delay feedback. If one of Maya’s ten fixes was subtly wrong,
a small-batch process would have surfaced that within a day of her submitting
it; a ten-item batch surfaces it whenever Sam eventually gets around to
deploying the lot, by which point Maya has moved on and the context has gone
cold in her head — an early taste of the tacit-knowledge decay that chapter 7
will take up properly. Reinertsen’s argument, echoing Ohno’s original insight
about piled-up parts, is that batch size is a dial organisations turn without
realising it’s a dial, defaulting to “bigger batches, fewer transitions” because the
cost of a transition (a deploy, a meeting, a review) is visible and immediate,
while the cost of the resulting queue is diffuse and delayed. The two costs trade
off against each other; most organisations only ever look at the first one.

Cost of delay: the number nobody computes

If big batches are one silent failure, sequencing is another, and it has a name
Reinertsen pushed hard: cost of delay. Every item sitting in a queue is costing
someone something by not being finished — lost grant money if the report slips



past a deadline, a guest who books elsewhere if the podcast outreach stalls, a
candidate who accepts a rival offer if the hiring round drags. Cost of delay is, in
principle, a number: pounds or reputation or opportunity lost per week of
delay, for each piece of work in the queue. If Lighthouse could compute it
accurately for everything on Maya’s plate, sequencing would answer itself —
work the highest-cost-of-delay item first, always.

In practice this number is almost never computed, and the reason is not
laziness so much as that it requires guessing at things organisations find
genuinely hard to price: what a grant deadline is actually worth against a hiring
delay, what a stalled podcast guest costs against a shaky website migration. So
sequencing decisions get made instead by whoever shouts loudest, whichever
request landed most recently, or plain habit — proxies for cost of delay rather
than the thing itself. Reinertsen’s provocation is not that Lighthouse must
build a spreadsheet with exact cost-of-delay figures for every task Maya
juggles; it’s that even a rough, order-of-magnitude estimate — is this urgent-
and-expensive-to-delay, or comfortable-and-cheap-to-delay — beats the
default of sequencing by whoever asked most recently, which optimises for
nothing at all.

Kanban comes to the office

If invisible inventory is the core diagnosis, the most direct treatment came
from a consultant named David Anderson, who around 2010 adapted Ohno’s
factory-floor kanban system for software and knowledge-work teams, in a book
that simply took the word Kanban as its title. Anderson’s method rests on
three moves, each aimed squarely at the invisibility problem. First, visualise
the work — put every item of work-in-progress on a board, as a card, so that
what used to live only inside someone’s head or inbox becomes a physical (or at
least a shared digital) object other people can see. Second, limit WIP — cap
how many cards can sit in any given column at once, so that starting new work
becomes impossible until existing work finishes, forcing the organisation to
feel the cost of too much WIP directly rather than absorbing it invisibly. Third,
manage flow — watch how cards move (or don’t) across the board, and treat a
card that’s stopped moving as the signal to act on, rather than a card that
hasn’t started.

Applied to Maya’s board, this would mean her five workstreams are not five
items she juggles inside her own head, but five cards on a shared board Priya
can also see; a WIP limit would cap how many of Maya’s items can be “in
progress” simultaneously, forcing an explicit conversation about which of the
five actually gets attention this week rather than all five limping along at once;
and a stalled card — the grant report that hasn’t moved in eleven days —
becomes visible to Priya the moment she looks at the board, rather than



invisible until the deadline arrives. Anderson’s contribution was essentially
importing the rack of door panels back into knowledge work, deliberately, as a
board, precisely because information doesn’t pile up visibly on its own.

Goldratt and the bottleneck that governs everything

A different strand of the same lineage comes from Eliyahu Goldratt, an Israeli
physicist turned management thinker whose 1984 book The Goal — written,
unusually, as a business novel rather than a manual — introduced what he
called the theory of constraints. Goldratt’s claim is disarmingly simple once
stated: in any system with a sequence of steps, one step is the bottleneck — the
one with the least capacity relative to what’s asked of it — and the entire
system’s output is governed by that one step, no matter how fast every other
step runs. Speed up a non-bottleneck step and you get more waiting in front of
the bottleneck, not more finished output. An hour lost at the bottleneck is an
hour of total system output lost forever, because that hour of capacity can
never be recovered; an hour lost anywhere else is usually just absorbed,
invisibly, as slack.

The prescription that follows — Goldratt’s five focusing steps, in brief — is to
identify the constraint, decide how to exploit it (make sure it is never starved or
idle), subordinate every other step to that decision (even if it means other
stations run below their own maximum capacity), elevate the constraint’s
capacity if still insufficient, and then repeat the whole process once a new
constraint emerges elsewhere. The counterintuitive heart of it is subordination:
every other part of the system should be willing to look locally inefficient —
Tom finishing his section slightly later than he could, Sam holding a deploy —
if that’s what keeps the actual constraint fed and unblocked.

At Lighthouse, the constraint is not hard to find. Decisions of any real weight —
sign-off on the grant report’s final numbers, the last call on a hiring candidate,
approval to change the website’s information architecture — all route through
Dana, the executive director, and Dana’s attention is the scarcest, least elastic
resource in the building. Everyone else’s work, across all five of Maya’s
workstreams, eventually queues behind a moment of Dana’s attention. That
makes Dana’s attention Lighthouse’s bottleneck in Goldratt’s precise sense:
speeding up Maya, or Tom, or Sam changes nothing about the organisation’s
overall throughput, because their finished work simply queues in front of Dana
instead of somewhere else. An hour of Dana’s attention spent well is worth
disproportionately more than an hour of anyone else’s, and an hour of Dana’s
attention lost — spent in a meeting that didn’t need her, or fragmented across
six unrelated asks — is an hour the whole organisation cannot get back.
Subordinating everything to the constraint would mean, concretely, protecting
Dana’s attention as the organisation’s single scarcest input: batching decisions
for her rather than trickling them in one at a time, giving her pre-digested



options rather than raw problems, and treating anyone’s request for “just two
minutes of Dana’s time” as a real claim on the whole system’s output, not a
small favour.

The graph as a queueing system

This lets us go back to the dependency-graph vision from chapter 1 and chapter
4 and finish formalising it. A “blocked by” edge between two people is not
simply a fact about who owes whom a reply. It is a queue: work sits in it,
waiting its turn, and it has the same properties as any other queue — an arrival
rate, a service rate, and a length that grows whenever arrivals outpace service,
exactly as Little’s law describes. Maya’s five workstreams are her personal WIP,
and the cycle-time cost of carrying five at once rather than one is not a
metaphor, it is the mathematics of the last section played out in her working
week. And her day — the order in which she checks in on the podcast pipeline,
chases Tom, drafts a grant paragraph, pings Sam — is a scheduling policy, in
the same technical sense that an operating system has a scheduling policy for
which process gets the processor next. Some scheduling policies are better than
others at the same underlying workload: sequencing by cost of delay beats
sequencing by whoever emailed last, exactly as a well-designed scheduler beats
first-come-first-served when some jobs matter more than others.

Seen this way, the graph from chapter 1 was never just a map of who depends
on whom. It is a live queueing network, with visible people and invisible
inventory, a scarce shared resource in Dana that the whole network’s
throughput bends around, and a day-shape for Maya that is really a scheduling
decision dressed up as a to-do list. The organisation was never only a set of
dependencies. It was always, underneath, a system for moving information
through queues — and almost nobody in it can see the queues.

Loop back

Return to eleven o’clock on Maya’s Tuesday, the moment she gets into the
grant report document, builds a hard-won sentence or two, and is pulled off it
again — first by the wifi question, then by the pull of the other four threads.
Read once, it looked like ordinary multitasking, a person hopping between
duties. Read through this chapter, it is touch time being extracted in a four-
minute sliver from a task that has already sat in progress, mostly untouched,
for the better part of three weeks on its way to Friday’s deadline — the grant
report is inventory, sitting invisibly in her open-tabs queue, and slivers like this
are almost the only moments it ever actually moves. And the order in which
she picks the threads back up afterwards — conference before podcast, the
catering confirmations before another nudge at Tom — is itself a scheduling
decision she’s making instinctively, without ever having named it as one.



This connects directly to chapter 4’s account of “blocked by” as a coordination
fact: that chapter established the shape of the dependency — Sam gatekeeping
the website migration, Tom sitting on an answer Maya needs. This chapter has
added the dynamics — that shape is a queue with a length and a wait time, not
just a topology, and the eleven o’clock interruption is what a queue with too
much WIP in it looks like from the inside, one keeper, five ships, all radioing in
at once.



Chapter 6 — Attention

Where we are

Chapter 5 looked at flow: work moving through Lighthouse as a system, most
of it waiting rather than being worked on, queues hidden because the inventory
is information rather than boxes on a shelf. This chapter takes the same
crowded picture and shrinks it down to one person. Herbert Simon, back in
chapter 3, named the scarce resource precisely: in an information-rich world,
what’s scarce is not information but the attention needed to process it. Chapter
6 is about what that scarcity feels like and does from the inside — to Maya, at
her desk, with five workstreams open and a notification badge climbing. If
coordination is the difficulty between people and flow is the difficulty of the
system, attention is the difficulty inside the single skull trying to hold all of it.

The scarcity inside the person

Simon’s insight was addressed to designers of organisations and information
systems: build too much information flow and you don’t get better decisions,
you get worse ones, because everyone downstream is drowning in inputs and
starved of the attention to weigh them. It’s a systems point. But it has a
personal mirror. Every one of Lighthouse’s roughly forty staff is, individually,
exactly the bottleneck Simon described — a fixed, non-negotiable amount of
attention per day, arriving to meet a demand for it that has no natural ceiling.
Priya can ask Maya to think harder about the conference; Sam can ask her to
test the new migration; Tom can ask her to chase the grant numbers; nobody
sending these requests is being unreasonable, because from where they sit,
Maya is simply another node with spare capacity. Only Maya can see that her
capacity isn’t spare. It’s the same asymmetry Simon pointed at, playing out at
the scale of one calendar.

This is worth sitting with for a moment because it explains why “just prioritise
better” is such thin advice. Prioritising assumes you can rank the demands on
your attention and serve them in order. But attention isn’t a queue you can
reorder at will — it’s a state you’re in, and getting into a useful state costs
something every time you change it. That cost is what the rest of this chapter is
about: not just that attention is limited in quantity, but that it is expensive to
redirect, easy to fragment, and — because it also has to be protected from other
people’s reasonable requests — subject to a social cost that Simon’s framing
doesn’t quite capture on its own.



What deep work claims, and what it doesn’t

Cal Newport, a computer scientist at Georgetown, published Deep Work in
2016 with a fairly narrow, testable claim: certain valuable tasks require long,
uninterrupted stretches of concentration — he called this deep work — and the
ability to do it is becoming both rarer and more valuable as everyone’s day fills
with shallow, interruptible tasks like email and messaging. His prescription
followed from the claim: block out hours, sometimes whole days, in which you
are unreachable, and use them for the hard cognitive work that actually
produces something new — a proof, a design, a piece of writing, a difficult
analysis.

At Lighthouse, this describes Tom almost exactly. Tom is deep in a research
report that needs him to hold a large, intricate argument in his head at once —
the kind of task where fifteen minutes of interruption doesn’t cost you fifteen
minutes, it costs you the twenty it takes to rebuild the argument’s shape before
you can add anything to it. Tom disappearing for a morning, going quiet on
Slack, being “hard to get answers from” as Priya puts it — this looks, charitably,
exactly like deep work functioning as intended. The report is a depth-
dependent task: its value comes from sustained, undivided cognitive contact
with a hard problem, and fragmenting that contact doesn’t just slow the work
down, it degrades the work itself.

It describes Maya barely at all, and being honest about that gap matters more
than repeating Newport’s prescription as if it travelled unmodified into every
job. Maya’s day is not organised around one hard problem to be solved in
isolation; it’s organised around five workstreams that are each mostly about
keeping other people moving — chasing a podcast guest’s assistant for a date,
unblocking a hiring round that’s stuck on a rubric Priya hasn’t signed off,
nudging Sam about a migration deadline, drafting a grant report that needs
numbers only Tom can supply, checking whether the conference venue has
confirmed catering. None of these are solved by four hours of silence. Most of
them are solved by being reachable at the right moment — replying to the
assistant within the hour so the guest doesn’t slip to a competitor podcast,
catching Sam before he leaves for the day, catching Dana in the ninety seconds
she has free before her next call. Maya’s job is coordination-dependent: its
value comes from being available at the moments other people’s workstreams
touch hers, not from disappearing.

This is not a flaw in Newport’s argument so much as a limit on its scope that
the popular version of the idea tends to drop. Deep work is a real and useful
description of what depth-dependent roles need — and dangerous advice,
taken whole, for coordination-dependent roles, where going dark for a day
doesn’t produce a proof, it produces a backlog of people who were blocked on
you and didn’t know it. The honest version of the idea, and the one worth
keeping, is narrower than the book jacket: protect long blocks for tasks whose
value depends on depth, and recognise — rather than feel guilty about — the



fact that a role built on unblocking other people has a genuinely different
attention shape, one that needs short, well-timed availability more than it
needs isolation.

The residue you don’t see

Even granting that most of Maya’s day is made of short tasks rather than one
long one, there’s a cost to moving between them that isn’t zero, and Sophie
Leroy, a management researcher, gave it a name and some evidence in a 2009
paper: attention residue. Her experiments had people start one task, switch to
a second before finishing the first, and then measured performance on the
second. The consistent finding was that part of the mind stayed behind on the
unfinished task — performance on the new task suffered in proportion to how
unresolved the old one had felt when it was interrupted. Finishing a task
cleanly before switching largely avoided the effect; being pulled off mid-stream
did not.

This matters for Maya because her day isn’t one switch, it’s dozens. She’s
drafting a paragraph of the grant report when a Slack message from Sam
interrupts her about a broken redirect on the migration; she answers it, but the
answer took eight minutes, not the thirty seconds it looked like, because before
she could reply usefully she had to reconstruct in her head what state the
migration was actually in. And when she goes back to the grant paragraph,
some fraction of her attention is still on the redirect — not because she’s
undisciplined, but because that’s what residue is. Five open workstreams don’t
cost Maya five times the effort of one; on Leroy’s evidence they cost more than
that, because each switch between them is taxed, and the tax is paid in
degraded performance on whatever she switches to.

This is the individual-level version of an idea chapter 5 already introduced
from the system’s side. Chapter 5 argued that limiting work-in-progress is how
you manage queueing — that a kanban board with a WIP limit isn’t just a
tidiness rule, it’s a mechanism for keeping a system’s throughput high by
refusing to let too much be “in progress” at once. Seen from inside Maya’s head
rather than from outside the system, a WIP limit is an attention policy. Every
extra workstream she’s nominally carrying is another source of residue waiting
to contaminate whatever she’s actually doing right now. The reason five
workstreams feels harder than twice as hard as two and a half isn’t sloppy
arithmetic on Maya’s part — it’s what switching costs actually do when they
compound.

The meeting that eats an afternoon

Paul Graham, a programmer and essayist, wrote a short 2009 essay called
“Maker’s Schedule, Manager’s Schedule” that gives this cost a shape everyone
recognises once they’ve seen it named. Graham’s distinction is between two



ways of dividing up a day. A manager’s schedule is built from one-hour blocks;
a meeting fits neatly into one slot and the rest of the day carries on around it. A
maker’s schedule — his examples were programmers and writers — needs half-
days or whole days as the unit, because building or writing something requires
ramping up into a state of concentration that takes real time to reach and very
little time to destroy. Graham’s specific, since-quoted-everywhere observation
is that for someone on a maker’s schedule, a single one-hour meeting dropped
into the middle of the afternoon doesn’t cost an hour. It costs the whole
afternoon — the time before the meeting is too short to get properly into
anything, because you know you’ll be interrupted, and the time after is spent
rebuilding the state you were in before.

Priya, as head of programmes, mostly lives on a manager’s schedule — her day
genuinely is built from thirty- and sixty-minute blocks, and a new meeting
slotted into a gap costs roughly what it says on the calendar. This is precisely
why she can, in good conscience, drop a “quick sync” into Maya’s 2pm without
feeling she’s asked for very much. From Priya’s side of the calendar, that’s true.
From Maya’s side, if the sync lands in the middle of the two hours she’d set
aside to make headway on the grant report, it doesn’t cost Maya thirty minutes.
It costs her the rest of the afternoon, because she was using that block the way
a maker uses a block, not the way a manager uses one, and the report doesn’t
reopen at the point she left it — she has to find her way back into it first. The
same hour, booked by two people with different schedule types, has two
different real prices, and almost none of the friction between operations and
research at organisations like Lighthouse would exist if everyone could see that
gap clearly.

A trusted place to put things down

If switching is expensive and interruptions are unavoidable in a coordination-
dependent role, the practical question becomes how to switch without losing
things. David Allen, a productivity consultant, answered this in his 2001 book
Getting Things Done with a system worth taking seriously as a piece of applied
cognitive science rather than dismissing as a filing method for enthusiasts.
Allen’s core move is to treat every unresolved commitment — what he calls an
open loop — as something that costs you attention for as long as it stays in your
head, whether or not you’re actively thinking about it. His fix is a trusted
system: capture every open loop somewhere external and reliable, break each
one down into its next concrete action, and review the whole list often enough
that you trust it completely. Once you trust the list, Allen’s claim is, your mind
stops rehearsing the things on it, because it no longer needs to hold them as a
hedge against forgetting.

The folk-psychological explanation usually offered for why this works reaches
back further than Allen, to Bluma Zeigarnik, a Soviet psychologist who found
in the 1920s that people remember unfinished tasks better than finished ones



— the idea being that an open loop keeps nagging at working memory precisely
because it’s open. It’s worth flagging this as folk psychology that roughly holds
rather than settled science: the original effect has proven harder to replicate
cleanly than the popular retelling suggests, and Allen’s system doesn’t actually
need the Zeigarnik effect to be true in every particular to be useful — it only
needs to be true that offloading a commitment to a trusted list frees up more
working memory than the friction of maintaining the list costs. For Maya, with
five workstreams each generating their own small commitments — reply to the
guest’s assistant, check Sam’s redirect fix, get the hiring rubric back to Priya,
ask Tom for last quarter’s numbers — a system like this is doing real work: it’s
what lets her park the redirect issue the moment Sam messages her, log the
next action, and get back to the grant paragraph without the redirect quietly
running in the background of everything else she does for the rest of the day.
The system doesn’t reduce how much she has to do. It reduces how much of it
she has to actively hold, which is the resource actually in short supply.

Why flow is rare in an office

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, a psychologist, spent much of his career from the
1970s onward studying the experience he named flow in his 1990 book of the
same title — the state people described when an activity absorbed them so
completely that self-consciousness and the sense of time both fell away. His
interviews across very different activities — rock climbers, chess players,
surgeons, composers — converged on a fairly consistent set of preconditions.
The task needs clear goals, so you know at every moment what you’re trying to
do. It needs immediate feedback, so you know at every moment how you’re
doing against that goal. And it needs a rough match between the challenge in
front of you and the skill you bring to it — too easy and you’re bored, too hard
and you’re anxious, and either way flow doesn’t arrive.

Knowledge work of the kind Lighthouse runs on tends to structurally deny all
three, and it’s worth being specific about why rather than just noting that
offices are distracting. Maya’s grant report doesn’t have a clear goal in the way
a climbing route does — “make the case for renewal” admits dozens of
reasonable drafts, and she often isn’t sure what “good” looks like until Priya
reacts to a version of it. It doesn’t have immediate feedback — she writes a
section and it may be days before anyone reads it, versus a climber who gets
feedback from gravity every half-second. And the challenge-skill balance is
scrambled by the very feature that makes her job coordination-heavy: five
workstreams at different levels of difficulty, interleaved, so that just as she
settles into something matched to her skill, a message about something either
trivially easy or maddeningly ambiguous arrives and resets the balance. Tom,
deep in his one report with a clearer internal sense of what a good paragraph
looks like and tighter private feedback loops as he rereads his own argument, is
structurally much closer to Csikszentmihalyi’s conditions than Maya is —



another way of naming the same depth-versus-coordination split that
separated Newport’s advice into what applies to Tom and what doesn’t apply to
Maya. Flow isn’t unavailable to operators, but it has to be built deliberately into
a role that doesn’t hand it to you the way a mountain does.

Attention as a commons

None of this — the deep blocks, the trusted lists, the pursuit of clearer feedback
loops — is available to Maya for free, because protecting her attention has a
cost that falls on other people, and they notice. When Maya declines Priya’s
sync request, or lets a Slack message from Sam sit for three hours while she
finishes the grant paragraph, she isn’t just making a private trade-off between
her focus and her responsiveness. She’s making Sam wait, and making Priya
reschedule, and each of those has a small relational cost that accumulates: Sam
quietly recalibrates how urgently to expect Maya to respond next time; Priya
notices that syncs with Maya take more scheduling effort than syncs with
someone more available. Attention, in an organisation like Lighthouse,
behaves like a commons — a shared resource that everyone draws on and
nobody individually owns the incentive to conserve, because the cost of
drawing on someone else’s attention is mostly invisible to the person drawing
on it. A meeting invite feels free to send. Its actual cost, on Graham’s analysis,
is often an afternoon, but that cost is paid entirely by the invitee, and Priya
may genuinely have no reliable way of seeing it.

This is why calendars fill up in exactly the way they do, tending towards more
meetings rather than fewer, and it’s not simply because people love meetings.
Every individual invite looks cheap to its sender and looks reasonable in
isolation; nobody sending Maya a “quick fifteen minutes” is proposing to cost
her an afternoon, and if you asked them, most would be genuinely surprised to
hear that’s what it did. The commons problem is that there’s no natural
mechanism that makes the true cost visible at the point someone decides
whether to send the invite. Protecting your own attention, correspondingly,
isn’t purely a personal discipline question of willpower and calendar-blocking
— it has a social price attached, paid in slightly slower replies, gently declined
syncs, and the quiet reputational cost of being someone whose time takes more
negotiating to get. Maya can’t opt out of that price. The best she can do is
spend it deliberately, protecting the blocks that are actually depth-dependent
— the grant report, mostly — while staying genuinely available for the short,
well-timed interventions that her coordination-heavy role actually needs, and
accepting that both choices cost something, to her or to someone else, because
there simply isn’t enough attention at Lighthouse to go round without anyone
noticing the shortfall.



Loop back

Picture a moment from any week of Maya’s — this Tuesday’s close cousin —
when Priya drops a fifteen-minute sync into her afternoon and Maya, mid-
sentence in the grant report, has to decide whether to take it. Read flat, it’s a
small, ordinary scheduling event — a hole appears in a calendar and something
is poured into it. Read through this chapter, it’s the exact collision Graham
described: an hour-shaped slot for Priya meeting an afternoon-shaped cost for
Maya, because one of them is on a manager’s schedule and the other, for that
block at least, was trying to be on a maker’s one. When Maya returns to the
report afterwards, whatever residue Leroy’s research predicts is still attached
to whatever the sync was about, and it will cost her real minutes before her
attention on the report is back to where it was.

The connection worth naming back to chapter 3 is Simon’s: attention is the
scarce resource, and everything in this chapter — the value of deep blocks, the
tax on switching, the relief of a trusted list, the rarity of flow, the social price of
guarding your time — is what that scarcity looks like once you stop viewing it
as a system design problem and start viewing it as Tuesday, from inside Maya’s
own head, one interruption at a time.



Chapter 7 — What the organisation knows

Where we are

This chapter takes the fifth lens, knowledge, and asks a plain question: when
Lighthouse “knows” something, where does that knowledge actually live?
Chapter 6 established attention as the scarce resource that decisions,
coordination and flow all compete for; this chapter shows that the very thing
people do to protect their attention — going quiet, going deep, not answering —
is also how an organisation ends up with its knowledge locked inside particular
skulls. Decisions (chapter 3) need information; coordination (chapter 4) needs
shared understanding; flow (chapter 5) needs handoffs that carry meaning, not
just files. All three quietly assume the organisation knows what it needs to
know. This chapter tests that assumption.

Tom’s Tuesday

Somewhere around three in the afternoon, Maya needs something only Tom
has. The grant report is due Friday, and one paragraph has to explain why
Lighthouse changed its outcome metric eighteen months ago — a funder will
ask, funders always ask, and the honest answer involves a judgement call Tom
made after a messy round of internal disagreement that was never written up
because at the time it felt too obvious to need writing up. Maya knows the
decision happened. She does not know the reasoning, and the reasoning is the
only thing that will satisfy the funder.

She messages him. Tom is behind a closed door, three hours into the kind of
concentration that chapter 6 would recognise instantly, and the message sits
unread. Within the hour Maya has guessed at a version of the paragraph,
hedged it defensively, and moved on to the next of her five workstreams, telling
herself she will fix it once Tom surfaces. Later in the afternoon she gives up on
Slack and corners him, mug in hand, at the kitchen — and four minutes of Tom
actually engaging make the guessed version look slightly wrong and slightly
embarrassing. She rewrites the paragraph in ten minutes. The whole detour —
the guess, the wait, the correction — cost the better part of an hour and
produced a paragraph Tom could have supplied correctly in the same four
minutes, at any point in the day, if she had been able to reach the inside of his
head directly.



Notice what Maya does not do. She does not go looking for a document,
because she already knows, without having to check, that no document exists
— not because Lighthouse is badly run, but because nobody has ever had a
strong enough reason to write that particular paragraph down before the
funder’s question made it urgent. She does not ask Priya, because Priya was
not in the room when the decision was made. She does not ask Sam or Dana,
for the same reason. There is exactly one address for this piece of knowledge,
and it is a person, currently unreachable, three floors and one closed door
away.

This is not a story about Tom being slow to answer Slack. It is a story about
where an organisation’s knowledge actually resides, which turns out to be a
much odder place than most people assume.

What Polanyi meant by tacit

The philosopher and chemist Michael Polanyi spent much of his later career on
a puzzle that sounds almost too simple to be worth a career: how do we know
things we cannot say? In The Tacit Dimension (1966) he put it in five words
that have outlived every gloss anyone has added to them since — “we know
more than we can tell.” His favourite illustrations were deliberately
unglamorous. We recognise a face in a crowd of a thousand faces, instantly and
with total confidence, yet if asked to describe the features that let us do it, we
falter; the features we list never quite add up to recognition. We ride a bicycle
by continuously, unconsciously adjusting our balance against the bicycle’s
tendency to fall, a feat of applied physics that almost no cyclist could correctly
state as physics, and that stating correctly would not, in any case, help anyone
learn to ride.

Tom’s paragraph is a face in a crowd. He is not withholding the reasoning out
of carelessness; a good deal of it is not available to him as a tidy, statable rule.
He weighed the funder’s temperament, the internal politics of the
disagreement, a half-remembered instinct about which metric would still make
sense in three years, and arrived at a judgement the way a cyclist arrives at
balance — by doing the thing, not by first deriving the theory of the thing. Ask
him to write down “the rule” and he will produce something that is true but
thinner than what he actually knows, the way a manual on bicycle physics is
true but does not teach anyone to ride. This is the ordinary condition of
expertise, not a personal failing of Tom’s, and it is the reason the paragraph
could not simply have been looked up.

The SECI spiral, and its limits

If tacit knowledge cannot simply be looked up, how does any of it ever get from
one head into general organisational use? The most influential answer came
from Ikujiro Nonaka and Hirotaka Takeuchi’s The Knowledge-Creating



Company (1995), built from studying Japanese manufacturers turning
individual craft into shared capability. They proposed that knowledge moves
through four conversions, forming a spiral that widens as it repeats:
socialisation, tacit knowledge passing to tacit knowledge through shared
experience — an apprentice standing next to a master, absorbing judgement by
watching it exercised, the way a new hire absorbs Tom’s instincts by sitting in
his meetings rather than reading his notes; externalisation, tacit knowledge
forced into words, diagrams or metaphors that others can inspect, which is the
hardest and rarest conversion because it requires someone to do the effortful,
often clumsy work of saying the unsayable; combination, explicit knowledge
combined with other explicit knowledge — different documents, different
reports, assembled into something more useful than either alone; and
internalisation, explicit knowledge absorbed back into practice until it becomes
second nature, explicit instructions turning, through repetition, into someone’s
own tacit skill.

A concrete pass through Lighthouse makes the four modes less abstract.
Socialisation is Maya sitting in on Tom’s calls with the funder for six months
before she is trusted to draft anything herself, picking up his instincts the way
an apprentice picks up a trade, without either of them treating it as training.
Externalisation is the rare, laborious occasion — this chapter’s whole subject —
when Tom actually writes the reasoning down instead of merely acting on it.
Combination is Sam stitching Tom’s paragraph together with the finance
team’s numbers and last year’s report template into one coherent document,
none of which required any new tacit insight, only the assembly of explicit
pieces that already existed. Internalisation is Maya, a year later, no longer
needing to ask Tom at all, because she has drafted enough of these paragraphs
herself that the judgement has become her own reflex rather than his borrowed
one.

The spiral is worth knowing as the classic account, and worth treating with a
little scepticism. Nonaka and Takeuchi were describing an idealisation — a
picture of how knowledge creation could work when an organisation
deliberately cultivates all four conversions, not a description of what most
organisations actually do most of the time. Lighthouse, like most workplaces, is
heavily lopsided towards socialisation, because standing near someone is
cheap and externalisation is expensive. Tom’s paragraph sat un-externalised
for eighteen months not because Lighthouse lacks a knowledge-management
process, but because nobody had a reason strong enough to pay the cost of
writing it down, and the spiral, for all its elegance, does not explain where that
reason is supposed to come from. That is closer to an economics question than
a psychology one, and it is where this chapter goes next.



Who knows what

The social psychologist Daniel Wegner noticed something odd about long-term
couples in the mid-1980s: they remembered less as individuals and more as a
system. One partner reliably tracked the car’s service history, the other reliably
tracked which relatives needed birthday cards, and neither felt any urgency to
learn the other’s domain, because the couple as a whole never forgot anything
— it simply distributed the forgetting. Wegner called this transactive memory
(1985): a shared system in which what is stored is not primarily the facts
themselves but an index of who holds which facts, so that “where is this
information” collapses into “who would know.”

Lighthouse runs on exactly this system, mostly without anyone naming it.
Maya does not need to carry Lighthouse’s entire institutional history in her
own head — a genuinely impossible ask across five workstreams — she needs a
much smaller, much more manageable thing: a reliable map of who holds
what. She knows Tom holds the metric decision, Sam holds the migration’s
technical constraints, Dana holds anything that needs final authority. This is
efficient in exactly the way a couple’s division of remembering is efficient, and
it is fragile in exactly the same way too. The knowledge does not have to be lost
for the system to fail; the index just has to point at someone who is behind a
closed door for most of the afternoon, or on leave, or gone. Transactive
memory turns “does the organisation know this” into a much sharper question:
does the organisation currently know who knows this, and can it reach them
fast enough to matter.

The index itself is also, quietly, a piece of tacit knowledge, and a fairly senior
one. Knowing that Tom is the person to ask about funder-facing metric
decisions, rather than Priya or Sam, is not written on Lighthouse’s org chart;
Maya built that knowledge the same way she builds any other tacit judgement,
by being present long enough to see who answers which questions well. A new
hire in Maya’s seat would not have known to message Tom at all — they would
more likely have emailed Priya, waited a day for a redirect to Tom, and lost the
rest of that Tuesday afternoon on top of the hour Maya herself lost. The
transactive-memory index has to be learned before it can be used, which is one
more reason the newest person in any room is reliably the slowest to get an
answer, quite apart from anything to do with how hard the answer itself is to
find.

The unnatural act of writing it down

Put Polanyi and Wegner together and Tom-has-it-in-his-head stops looking
like an oversight and starts looking like the default physics of the situation.
Tacit knowledge accumulates for free, as a side effect of doing the work;
nobody has to decide to acquire it, it simply accretes with every report Tom
writes and every funder conversation he sits in. Writing it down, by contrast, is



a distinct, additional, effortful act that produces no benefit for the person doing
it and a considerable benefit for someone else, later, who is often not even a
specific person yet — a future hire, a future version of Maya, a future Tom who
has forgotten his own reasoning. That is a strange trade to ask anyone to make
unprompted: pay a real cost now, for the benefit of an unspecified beneficiary
later, with no guarantee the document will still be findable, relevant or even
true when they need it.

Seen this way, documentation is not the natural state of organisational life that
a tidy org chart implies it should be. It is a deliberate, faintly heroic act of
externalisation that only happens when something — a process, an incentive, a
manager who insists on it, or occasionally a rare person who simply enjoys
writing — pushes against the default. Left alone, every organisation drifts back
towards Tom’s Tuesday: knowledge sitting wherever the work happened to
deposit it, retrievable only through the index of who-knows-what, and only as
fast as that person is reachable.

Why documents rot

Suppose the paragraph had been written down eighteen months ago, when the
decision was fresh. That would not have solved the problem permanently,
because documents decay in a specific, almost mechanical way. A document is
written for its author’s present: their assumptions, their audience, the state of
the world as it stood on the day of writing, most of which never makes it onto
the page because it did not need to be said to anyone who was already living
inside it. Eighteen months later the world has moved — the funder relationship
has shifted, the metric itself may have been tweaked again, some adjacent
decision has quietly superseded half the reasoning — and the document has not
moved with it, because prose does not know when it has become wrong.

This is the real asymmetry between a stale document and stale code. Code that
no longer matches reality tends to announce itself: a test fails, a build breaks, a
number comes out visibly absurd. A stale paragraph in a wiki announces
nothing. It sits there looking exactly as authoritative as it did on the day it was
true, waiting for a reader who does not yet know enough to spot the gap, and
by the time anyone notices the paragraph is wrong, the moment to trace back
and fix it has usually passed — the reader has already made a small decision
based on it and moved on. Nobody owns the job of periodically re-reading old
documentation against current reality, because that job produces no
immediate output and looks, from the outside, exactly like doing nothing. So
the rot compounds silently, one confidently wrong paragraph at a time, which
is a large part of why experienced people at Lighthouse trust Tom’s memory
over the wiki, and are not being unreasonable to do so.



The handover, the stress test

The place all of this stops being theoretical is the handover. Someone leaves,
someone new arrives, someone goes on parental leave or simply on holiday for
three weeks at the wrong moment, and the organisation is forced to discover,
in public and under time pressure, exactly how much of what it thought it knew
was actually written down anywhere versus how much was living,
unexternalised, in one person’s ordinary working memory. A handover
document gets written in a hurry, covering what the departing person
remembers to mention, which is reliably not the same set of things the next
person will turn out to need — because the departing person, like everyone
else, cannot fully see their own tacit knowledge any more than Polanyi’s cyclist
can narrate their own balance. Weeks later the new person hits a decision that
depends on context nobody wrote down, because it never occurred to anyone
that it needed writing down; it was just how things were.

Onboarding is the slower-motion version of the same test. A new hire is
handed the wiki, reads it diligently, and still spends their first month asking
questions the wiki cannot answer, because the wiki captures explicit knowledge
— the combination layer, in Nonaka and Takeuchi’s terms — while the actually
load-bearing knowledge at Lighthouse is tacit and socialised, passed on by
sitting near the right people in the right meetings. This is not a documentation
failure to be fixed with a better wiki. It is what the anthropologist Jean Lave
and the learning theorist Etienne Wenger described, from studying
apprenticeships among tailors and midwives, as legitimate peripheral
participation (1991): newcomers to a community of practice learn mostly by
being present at the edge of real work and gradually moving inward, absorbing
norms and judgement by proximity, not by reading a manual about them. The
most useful thing Lighthouse could do for a new hire is not a better document.
It is making sure they are in the room.

Thinking on paper

None of this means writing things down is futile, only that it needs to be turned
from a virtuous individual choice into an institutional habit with teeth, and the
clearest example of an organisation doing exactly that is Amazon’s practice of
the narrative six-pager. Rather than pitching a plan through a slide deck,
whose bullet points let vague thinking hide behind visual confidence, teams
write a full-prose document and the meeting opens with everyone reading it in
silence in the room, sentence by sentence, before any discussion starts. A
companion practice, the working-backwards press release, asks a team to write
the announcement of a not-yet-built product as if it already existed and already
delighted a customer, which forces someone to externalise, in advance, exactly
what problem the thing solves and for whom — reasoning that would otherwise
stay comfortably tacit until the product shipped and either worked or did not.



What makes this a genuine institutional fix, rather than one more well-meant
memo nobody reads, is that it attacks the actual economics described earlier in
this chapter. Writing a six-pager is expensive, but the cost is no longer borne
alone and invisibly: the room reads it together, on the spot, and the writer gets
immediate, pointed feedback rather than silence into a shared drive. It is
externalisation with combination built in as the very next step, not left to
chance. Lighthouse does not need Amazon’s specific format to take the
underlying lesson. It needs some occasion — a report, a proposal, even Tom’s
paragraph about the metric — where writing the reasoning down is not an
optional extra someone might get to, but the thing the meeting is actually for.

Loop back

Return to half past three on Maya’s Tuesday, message sent, Tom behind his
door. Chapter 6 already named half of what is happening: Tom is protecting a
scarce, fragile resource, and his silence is a legitimate, even admirable defence
of deep work against exactly the kind of interruption Maya’s question
represents. This chapter names the other half, which chapter 6 could not see on
its own — that the same silence which protects Tom’s attention is also, at that
moment, the only access route to a piece of knowledge that exists nowhere else.
Attention and knowledge are not the same lens, but here they sit on top of each
other: the thing that keeps Tom productive is the thing that makes Tom a
single point of failure.

Nothing about this scene required malice or incompetence from anyone in it.
Tom did the right thing by his attention; Maya did the right thing by guessing
rather than sitting idle; the paragraph simply lived in the one place — a head,
mid-flow, behind a door — that the rest of Lighthouse’s dependency graph
could not currently reach. The next chapter turns to why organisations build
hierarchies, liaisons and chiefs of staff at all, and one honest answer, waiting
quietly in this chapter, is that structure is partly an attempt to route around
exactly this problem: to make sure the graph has more than one edge into the
knowledge that any single Tom happens to be holding.



Chapter 8 — Structure

Where we are

The last five chapters have zoomed in: on the single decision, on the handoff
between two people, on the queue a task sits in, on the attention a person has
to spend, on the knowledge that lives in someone’s head rather than in a
document. This chapter zooms back out to the whole organisation, because
Lighthouse itself — its org chart, its layers, its committees — is not neutral
scaffolding around the work. It is a design, made (mostly unconsciously) to
route decisions, absorb uncertainty and get information to the people who
need it. Structure is where the other five lenses collide and get baked into
concrete, fairly durable form: who reports to whom, who has to be consulted,
who can just decide. Get the structure wrong and every one of the previous
chapters’ problems gets worse; get it right, mostly by accident, and they mostly
disappear.

The organisation as an information processor

Start with a puzzle that bothered two young researchers at the Carnegie
Institute of Technology — now Carnegie Mellon — in the 1950s. Classical
organisation theory, of the sort Frederick Taylor had bequeathed it, treated the
firm as a machine for converting inputs into outputs — materials and labour in,
product out — and treated its structure as an engineering problem: divide the
work, specify the steps, assign the people. James March and Herbert Simon, in
their book Organizations (1958), proposed something different. An
organisation, they argued, is best understood as a system for processing
information under uncertainty, and a great deal of what looks like bureaucratic
clutter is actually a solution to that problem, not an obstacle to it.

Their central move was to notice that most of what happens inside an
organisation is not fresh decision-making but the running of standard
programmes: pre-worked-out routines that tell people what to do without their
having to reason from scratch every time. At Lighthouse, the annual conference
has a programme — a rough sequence of tasks, deadlines and named owners,
inherited and lightly revised from last year’s conference, and now mostly living
in Maya’s head and a shared document Sam maintains. Nobody re-derives
“how do we run a conference” every January. The programme absorbs a huge
amount of what would otherwise be decision load; it converts a genuinely



uncertain, effortful problem — how should this event be organised? — into a
checklist that mostly runs itself, with judgement reserved for the parts that
don’t fit the template.

March and Simon’s second move follows from the first: organisations survive
by absorbing uncertainty rather than eliminating it. Information arrives messy,
gets summarised, gets passed up a level already interpreted, and by the time it
reaches someone several steps removed from the source, the raw ambiguity has
been quietly resolved along the way — a process they called uncertainty
absorption. When Tom hands Priya a one-paragraph summary of where his
research stands, he has already made a hundred small judgement calls about
what to include and what to leave out; Priya receives a cleaner signal than the
reality it describes, and reasons from that cleaner signal as if it were the reality.
This is not necessarily a failure. It is how a forty-person organisation manages
to run at all without every person re-litigating every fact from scratch. But it
means that by the time uncertainty reaches Dana — the point where an actual
decision gets made — a great deal of the original messiness has already been
quietly, invisibly resolved by people below her, for better or worse.

Galbraith: uncertainty is a gap, and there are two ways to
close it

Where March and Simon gave the diagnosis, the organisational theorist Jay
Galbraith gave, in the 1970s, something closer to an engineering manual. His
framing, developed across a run of work culminating in Designing Complex
Organizations (1973), defines organisational uncertainty precisely: it is the gap
between the amount of information a task requires to be done well and the
amount of information the people doing it actually possess in advance. A
simple, routine task needs little information and mostly has it already, so
uncertainty is low and a rulebook suffices. A complex, novel task needs a lot of
information that nobody has yet, so uncertainty is high, and no rulebook can
specify in advance what to do.

Sam’s website migration is a good illustration of a task whose information
requirement keeps expanding as it goes: every plugin they touch surfaces three
more things that depend on it, so the amount of information needed to finish it
well keeps outrunning the amount anyone possessed at the start. Tom’s grant
report, by contrast, is uncertain for a different reason — not because it keeps
sprouting new dependencies, but because nobody, including Tom, knows
exactly what the finished argument will look like until he has thought it
through on the page.

Galbraith’s real contribution is what follows from this framing: there are,
structurally, only two ways to close an information gap, and every
organisational design choice is really a choice about which one to lean on. The
first is to reduce how much information processing the situation actually



demands. You can build in slack — extra time, extra budget, extra stock — so
that variation doesn’t have to be planned around exactly; Lighthouse padding
the conference timeline by two weeks against the inevitable venue problems is
exactly this. Or you can create self-contained units: give a team everything it
needs to do its job without having to coordinate with anyone else, trading a
small loss of efficiency for a large reduction in cross-team information traffic.
The second family of solutions increases the organisation’s capacity to move
information rather than shrinking the need for it: better information systems
(a shared tracker that lets everyone see the same status rather than asking
around for it), and lateral relations — direct links between people at the same
level that let information flow sideways instead of climbing up to a manager
and back down. Sam and Maya talking to each other directly about the
migration’s effect on the conference microsite is a lateral relation in exactly
Galbraith’s sense; it exists so that a decision doesn’t have to route up to Priya
and Dana just because it touches two different workstreams.

Seen this way, most reorganisations are Galbraith moves in disguise. A
company that “adds more process” is usually trying to reduce the information
the task demands by making the input predictable. A company that “flattens
hierarchy” is usually trying to increase lateral capacity so information doesn’t
have to detour through a manager who has become a bottleneck. The
organisation chart is downstream of a bet about where the uncertainty actually
sits.

Hierarchy, read charitably

It is tempting, and not entirely wrong, to read hierarchy as a power structure:
who commands whom. But Galbraith’s framing suggests a more useful reading
for anyone trying to understand why an organisation is shaped the way it is.
Hierarchy is also, and perhaps primarily, an attention-routing device — a
design for handling exceptions. In a well-functioning hierarchy, routine cases
are handled at the level closest to the work, by people running the programme
March and Simon described, and only genuinely novel or high-stakes cases —
the exceptions the programme doesn’t cover — escalate upward to someone
with broader context and more authority to decide.

This is roughly what Dana’s role at Lighthouse actually is, whatever her job
title says. Most of the organisation’s daily decisions never reach her: Sam
decides which plugin to use, Maya decides which podcast guest to chase first,
Tom decides how to structure a paragraph. What reaches Dana is the residue —
the questions nobody below her felt able or entitled to answer, because they
were ambiguous, politically sensitive, or genuinely novel. A hierarchy that is
working well is one where that residue is small and genuinely hard; a hierarchy
that has gone wrong is one where trivial questions keep climbing to the top
because nobody below has been given the authority, the information or the
confidence to absorb them, which is exactly the decision-debt problem from



Chapter 3 recurring at the structural level. Dana’s scarce attention, in other
words, is not simply a personal bottleneck; it is what an exception-handling
design looks like when the exceptions are arriving faster than one person can
process them.

What managers actually do all day

If hierarchy exists to route exceptions to the people equipped to handle them, it
is worth asking what those people’s days actually look like. The received image
— a manager as a calm planner, working through a considered agenda,
thinking several moves ahead — turns out to be almost entirely wrong,
according to one of the most quietly devastating pieces of empirical
management research ever done. Henry Mintzberg, in The Nature of
Managerial Work (1973), shadowed working executives and logged what they
actually did, minute by minute, rather than asking them to describe it
afterwards. What he found was not deliberate planning but a blur of short,
fragmented, mostly verbal episodes: the average activity lasted only a few
minutes, was constantly interrupted, and was conducted face to face or by
phone rather than through considered written analysis. Managers, in
Mintzberg’s data, behaved less like chess players and more like air traffic
controllers — responding to whatever landed in front of them, in whatever
order it arrived, rarely getting an uninterrupted stretch to think.

Priya’s Tuesday looks a great deal like Mintzberg’s data rather than like the
planner myth. She does not sit down with a prioritised list and work through it;
she fields a question from Maya about the conference budget, breaks off to
approve an expense, gets pulled into a five-minute hallway conversation with
Sam about the migration, checks in on the hiring round, and only notices at the
end of the day that the one item she’d actually blocked time for — reviewing
Tom’s draft — never happened. This is not Priya failing at management. It is
roughly what managing a set of interdependent workstreams looks like from
the inside, and it is worth knowing that the discrepancy between how
management is supposed to look and how it actually looks was documented,
precisely, over half a century ago.

Mintzberg later extended this observational method into a typology of
organisational structures, and it is worth a single paragraph here because it
explains why two organisations with the same headcount can feel utterly
different to work in. A machine bureaucracy — think of a large manufacturer or
a tax office — standardises work through detailed rules and procedures,
pushing uncertainty down towards zero wherever it can; an adhocracy — closer
to a design studio or a fast-moving startup — instead relies on skilled people
coordinating directly, ad hoc, project by project, because the work is too novel
to standardise. Lighthouse, forty people doing research, advising and events
under one roof, sits somewhere between the two: enough of a machine



bureaucracy to have a grant-reporting template and a conference checklist,
enough of an adhocracy that Tom’s research and Maya’s guest-booking still run
on judgement and direct coordination rather than rules.

Spans and layers

One structural variable is simple enough to draw on a napkin and still shapes
daily experience more than almost anything else: how many people report to
one manager (span of control), and how many layers stand between the newest
hire and the executive director (depth). The trade-off is blunt. A wide span —
one manager, many direct reports — gives each person more autonomy by
necessity, because the manager physically cannot closely supervise everyone,
but it risks overloading that manager with more requests for attention,
approval and exception-handling than they can process, echoing the same
scarce-attention problem from Chapter 6. A narrow span gives each person
more managerial support and closer coaching, but adds layers, and every extra
layer is another hop for information to travel through — another opportunity
for the uncertainty-absorption effect from March and Simon to blur the signal,
and another place a decision can queue while it waits its turn, as Chapter 5
would predict.

Priya’s span at Lighthouse is wide for a non-profit of this size: Maya, Tom, Sam
and several others all report to her, alongside her own workstreams. This is
precisely why Maya has learned to resolve most things herself and only bring
Priya the genuine exceptions — not from some ideal of empowerment, but
because a wide span leaves Priya no spare capacity to do anything else. Widen
the span further and this stops working, because a manager who is asked to be
the exception handler for fifteen people runs into the same bottleneck Dana
faces one layer up: for structural reasons rather than personal ones, the
demand for their attention starts to outrun the supply. There is no universally
correct span; there is only the trade-off, and the question of which failure mode
— manager overload or bottlenecked layers — an organisation would rather
live with at a given size.

The people who live on the edges

Galbraith’s lateral-relations idea implies a role, not just a mechanism: someone
whose actual job is to be the connection between two parts of the organisation
that would otherwise have to route everything through a shared manager above
them. He called these liaison roles, and named a whole family of them —
dedicated coordinators, integrating managers, full matrix structures — of
increasing formality as the coordination burden grows. In practice, most
organisations reinvent versions of this without necessarily reading Galbraith:



project managers whose deliverable is not a piece of the work itself but the
smooth handoff between the people who do the work, and chiefs of staff whose
entire portfolio is translating between an executive and everyone below them.

Maya is, without ever having the title, exactly this kind of role at Lighthouse.
Her five workstreams are less interesting individually than the fact that so
many of them sit at the seam between other people’s territory: the website
migration needs both Sam’s systems knowledge and the programme team’s
content; the hiring round needs both Priya’s judgement and Tom’s technical
read on candidates; the conference touches every department at once. If you
drew Lighthouse’s dependency graph the way Chapter 1 introduced it, Maya
would not be a single well-defined node but a cluster of edges — she exists
structurally to be the place where things that would otherwise need Dana’s or
Priya’s attention to connect instead connect through her. This is, in Galbraith’s
terms, a cheap way to add lateral capacity without adding a whole layer of
hierarchy: rather than promoting someone new to co-manage two
departments, you let one well-placed person quietly do the connecting work
informally. It is efficient, and it is also precisely why Maya’s job is exhausting
in a way her job title does not capture — the edges of a graph carry as much
traffic as the nodes, without a formal claim on anyone’s attention.

Goal systems: pointing everyone at the same target

Structure decides who talks to whom; goal systems try to decide what everyone
is aiming for, so that all that talking adds up to something coherent. Peter
Drucker gave the first influential version of this in The Practice of
Management (1954), coining management by objectives: instead of managers
supervising activity directly, each level of an organisation agrees a small set of
concrete objectives with the level above, and is then judged — and largely left
alone — against whether those objectives were met. It was, at the time, a
genuinely liberating idea: it substituted agreed outcomes for constant
oversight, letting people closer to the work decide how to get there.

The same basic move resurfaced decades later in a sharper form. Andy Grove,
running Intel in the 1970s and 80s, built a sharper version — a clearly stated
objective paired with a small number of measurable results that would prove it
had been achieved — and John Doerr, who learned the system as a young Intel
employee, later carried it to Google as an early investor, popularised it, and
attached the name most people now know it by: Objectives and Key Results
(his 2018 book Measure What Matters is the reason most people have heard
the term). The lineage from Drucker to Grove to Doerr is really one continuous
idea wearing different clothes across seventy years: alignment achieved by
agreeing what “done” looks like at every level, rather than by specifying every
step.



The idea is powerful and also has a well-known failure mode, which this book
will look at properly in the next chapter under Goodhart’s law: once a measure
becomes the target, people optimise the measure rather than the thing it was
meant to stand for. It is worth flagging here, structurally, because goal systems
are themselves an information-processing technology in Galbraith’s sense — a
way of reducing how much information has to flow between levels, by letting
an agreed number substitute for a running conversation about what “good”
means this quarter. Lighthouse’s own version is informal: Maya and Priya have
rough shared targets for the conference (attendee numbers, guest quality) and
the podcast pipeline (episodes booked), and those numbers do real work in
reducing how often Priya needs to check in on the details. Whether they quietly
start distorting what Maya optimises for is exactly the kind of question Chapter
9 will take up.

Why reorganisations keep happening

Anyone who has sat through more than one workplace reorganisation has
probably wondered why the same debates — centralise or decentralise, flatten
or add a layer, functional teams or cross-functional squads — seem to recur
every few years, at the same company, sometimes reversing a change made
only recently. The Galbraith framing gives an unglamorous but accurate
answer: every structure is a specific bet about where the organisation’s
information flows most need help, and every bet has a cost as well as a benefit.
Centralising the website work under Sam’s team reduces duplicated effort and
keeps expertise concentrated, but it also means every small content change
now has to queue behind Sam’s other priorities — a cost that was invisible on
the day the change was made and only shows up months later as a chorus of
complaints about how slow simple updates have become. The natural response
is to decentralise again, which fixes the queueing problem and reintroduces the
duplication and inconsistency the original centralisation was meant to solve.

No structure processes all of an organisation’s information needs equally well,
because information needs are not uniform: some decisions need speed, some
need consistency, some need deep expertise, some need local context, and a
single reporting-line design cannot maximise all four at once. A reorganisation
does not solve the underlying problem; it relocates the pain to wherever the
newly favoured trade-off pushes it, and it takes long enough for the new pain to
become visible that it looks, misleadingly, like a fresh problem rather than the
mirror image of the one just solved. This is not evidence that leadership keeps
getting it wrong. It is closer to evidence that there was never a version without
a cost, only a menu of different costs, and organisations cycle through the
menu as each cost in turn becomes the more annoying one to live with.



Loop back

Picture a moment from a week like this one — Tuesday’s near neighbour —
when a decision about the conference microsite needs both Sam’s sign-off and
a nudge from Priya, and Maya spends twenty minutes simply establishing who
actually needs to weigh in before she can even start the real work. Read
through this chapter, that twenty minutes is not friction Maya generates by
being disorganised; it is the cost of Lighthouse not having a clean lateral
channel for exactly this kind of cross-team question, so Maya is manually
performing the liaison role Galbraith described, without the formal standing or
protected time the role would carry in a more deliberately designed structure.
Read back further, it also revisits Chapter 4’s coordination lens from a different
angle: coordination asked why the dependency exists and what technology
might smooth it; structure asks why the organisation chart routed that
dependency through Maya’s informal effort in the first place, rather than giving
it a designed channel of its own. The graph this book opened with — every
operator lightly blocked by others, the whole thing evolving — turns out to have
a shape, and that shape is a series of old, half-forgotten bets about where
information needed help moving fastest.



Chapter 9 — Movements and critiques

Where we are

The structure chapter closed on a small mystery: goal systems keep getting
reinvented, roughly once a generation, under a new name and the same
promise. This chapter turns the six lenses on that pattern itself. Read across a
century, the discipline of managing knowledge work looks less like steady
progress and more like a parade of movements, each announcing that it has
finally found the answer, each carrying a real discovery buried inside its
enthusiasm. The first half walks that parade in order. The second half turns
critical, asking what happens when the whole apparatus goes wrong — jobs
that do nothing, busyness performed as virtue, metrics that eat the thing they
were meant to measure, and burnout properly defined rather than used as a
mood word. It closes with a working test for telling a durable idea from a
fashionable one, which is really a test for judging everything else in this book
too.

Scientific management: work as something to measure

Frederick Winslow Taylor, an American engineer, set out in the 1910s to prove
that physical work could be studied scientifically: broken into motions, timed
with a stopwatch, and reassembled into the one best way to do it, then taught
to everyone. His 1911 book, The Principles of Scientific Management, drew on
his time at Midvale Steel and Bethlehem Steel, where he famously reduced pig-
iron loading to a rate a trained labourer could sustain all day, then paid a
bonus to whoever hit it. The founding insight was genuinely useful: a process
examined is different from a process assumed, and most workplaces had never
bothered to look closely at what people actually did all day.

The blind spot is just as instructive. Taylor treated the worker as an instrument
to be calibrated rather than a person with judgement of their own, which
produced a permanently adversarial relationship with organised labour, and
which works only for tasks that are repeatable, physical, and produce a visible
unit of output — exactly the opposite of the invisible, self-directed work Peter
Drucker would later name knowledge work, in the invention chapter’s account.
Scientific management cannot see a decision, only a motion.

What survived is real, though: the discipline of studying a process before
redesigning it, standard work as a baseline you can improve against, and a
whole lineage running through the century — quality management, lean, most



of modern “process mapping” — that keeps Taylor’s method while trying to
shed his contempt for the person doing the work.

Human relations: the workers noticed you were watching

Elton Mayo, an Australian-born researcher at Harvard, ran a long series of
experiments at Western Electric’s Hawthorne plant near Chicago through the
1920s and into the 1930s, varying lighting levels and rest breaks to see what
raised output. Output rose whichever way the researchers moved the dial —
brighter lights, dimmer lights, more breaks, fewer — because the workers were
responding to being noticed, not to the physical variable itself. The finding
entered the language as the Hawthorne effect and stood for decades as the
founding argument against Taylor’s assumption that only pay and physical
conditions moved output: social attention, group belonging and informal
norms mattered as much or more.

It is worth being honest that the legend has outrun the evidence. When the
economists Steven Levitt and John List went back to the original Hawthorne
records in 2011, they found the effect was far patchier and less consistent than
the popular telling suggests, with much of the output change plausibly
explained by other factors — Depression-era job insecurity among them —
rather than by the mere fact of being watched. The famous finding rests on
shakier ground than most people repeating it realise.

What survived the re-examination anyway is the underlying instinct, which
turned out to be right even if this particular proof of it was overstated: morale,
informal group dynamics and the sense of being attended to are real variables
in how people work, and organisational psychology as a field grew directly out
of chasing them. There is also a smaller, more useful lesson buried in the
debunking itself — measuring a workplace changes it, a cousin of an idea this
chapter returns to properly in its second half.

Sociotechnical systems: the machine and the group have
to be redesigned together

Eric Trist and his colleagues at the Tavistock Institute in London studied,
through the 1950s, what happened when the Durham coalfields switched from
the traditional “shortwall” method of mining to mechanised “longwall”
methods. Shortwall mining had been done by small, autonomous teams who
rotated through the full range of tasks together and were tightly bonded
socially. Longwall mechanisation was, on paper, a straightforward technical
upgrade — better machines, a more efficient sequence of tasks — but it broke
those teams into narrow, supervised, sequential roles, and productivity and
morale both fell even though the technology itself was superior.



Trist’s founding insight was that the technical system and the social system
have to be jointly optimised: you cannot redesign the machinery and the task
sequence without also redesigning who works with whom and how much
autonomy they keep, or you lose more in social disruption than you gain in
mechanical efficiency. This is, a generation early, the same claim the structure
chapter drew from Jay Galbraith — that structure has to answer to how
information and coordination actually flow through the work — and a
coordination-chapter argument besides: longwall mining took reciprocal,
mutually adjusting teamwork and forced it into an artificially sequential chain,
the exact kind of interdependence James Thompson would later distinguish as
needing its own coordination logic.

The blind spot is that joint optimisation is hard to scale beyond a bespoke pilot
site, and it asks for a level of worker autonomy that mainstream industrial
management — and later, plenty of knowledge-work management — has rarely
been willing to grant, which is why sociotechnical systems never became a
mainstream orthodoxy the way Taylor’s or Deming’s ideas did. What survived
is quieter but real: autonomous work groups, agile’s cross-functional squads,
and the software world’s DevOps rule that whoever builds a system also runs it
are all descendants of the same idea, that you cannot design the technology
and the social structure apart from each other.

Quality, continuously improved

W. Edwards Deming, an American statistician, taught statistical quality control
to Japanese industry through the 1950s as it rebuilt after the war; Toyota and
others built what became the Toyota Production System on top of his ideas,
and the West reimported a version of it in the 1980s as Total Quality
Management once Japanese manufacturers’ quality advantage in cars and
electronics had become too large to explain away. The founding insight was
that quality is a systemic property of a whole process, not an inspection step
bolted on at the end, that the people doing the work usually understand the
process better than the managers who designed it, and that continuous small
improvement — kaizen — beats occasional big redesigns imposed from above.

The blind spot, for a book about knowledge work specifically, is that the whole
apparatus was built for repeatable, physical, statistically analysable processes
— a car door either sits within tolerance or it doesn’t. Knowledge work’s
variance comes overwhelmingly from judgement calls, the atomic unit the
decisions chapter built the whole chapter around, not from manufacturing
drift, so the statistical control-chart machinery translates awkwardly even
where the underlying respect for the worker who knows the process travels
perfectly well. What survived and travelled cleanly is the pull system and the
visible, owned queue: kanban boards entered software development through
lean’s second life, refined by David Anderson into the Kanban Method around
2010, and picked up in full in the flow chapter.



Agile, then bureaucratised

Seventeen software practitioners met at a ski lodge in Snowbird, Utah, in
February 2001 and produced the Agile Manifesto: four value pairs, of which
individuals and interactions over processes and tools, and responding to
change over following a plan, are the two that matter most here. The founding
insight was that software requirements can rarely be specified completely up
front, so short iterations with real feedback from working software beat a
single long plan drawn up in advance — itself a direct reaction against decades
of heavyweight, document-driven project methods that were really Taylor’s
planning-in-advance logic imported wholesale into software.

The manifesto describes a stance rather than a method, which is exactly what
let it spread so fast and also what made it easy to attach to almost any process
while keeping the label. It also quietly assumes a small, co-located, empowered
team, an assumption that breaks the moment a large organisation tries to run
it across dozens of teams and thousands of people. What resulted, at scale, was
a family of frameworks — the Scaled Agile Framework chief among them —
that reintroduce exactly what the Snowbird signatories were rebelling against:
fixed-length planning increments, certified roles, layers of ceremony. Several of
the original authors have since publicly disowned their scaled descendants.

What survived underneath the ceremony is real: short iterations,
retrospectives, and the basic habit of letting a plan update as you learn, all
sitting quietly under most knowledge-work project management even in
organisations where “agile” itself has become a byword for empty ritual. It is
also a clean early instance of a mechanism this chapter names properly in its
second half — the daily stand-up report and the story point (agile’s quick
synchronising ritual and its unit for sizing a task) were once informative
signals, and became targets, and stopped being good measures of anything the
moment they did.

Working apart, on purpose

Jason Fried and David Heinemeier Hansson, running the software company
Basecamp, argued from the mid-2000s onward, and at length in their 2013
book Remote, that co-location is a habit rather than a requirement for most
knowledge work. GitLab, fully remote from its founding in 2014, built its
culture around an enormous public handbook rather than institutional
memory held in people’s heads. The founding insight was that a great deal of
coordination overhead is an artefact of office design rather than of the work
itself: shift the default communication mode from walking over to ask, to
writing it down so anyone in any timezone can read it, and a large amount of
interruption and meeting load simply disappears — and the written artefacts
left behind double as a partial answer to the problem the tacit-knowledge
chapter raises, of an organisation’s real knowledge being trapped in people’s



heads. The shift accelerated hugely and involuntarily in 2020, when
organisations that had never questioned the office found themselves adopting
async habits under duress.

The blind spot is that not all coordination is sequential and document-able.
Onboarding a new hire, building trust inside a new team, and fast-moving,
mutually adjusting creative disagreement — Thompson’s reciprocal
interdependence again — still tend to want synchronous, ideally co-present
time, and fully async organisations report real costs in relationship-building
and in the writing discipline required for nobody to need a follow-up question.
What survived is a mixed settlement rather than either extreme: meetings as a
last resort, more written-first decisions, and the handbook-as-culture idea,
short of the wholesale abandonment of the office its founders once predicted.

The wave we’re inside

The current wave, roughly from 2023 onward, is large language models
drafting, summarising, coding, and increasingly acting semi-autonomously
alongside knowledge workers. It gets the shortest treatment here deliberately,
because the honest answer is that its shape is not yet known. Every other
movement in this chapter is being described in hindsight, after the enthusiasm
has curdled or settled; this one is still being lived through, which makes
confident retrospective claims about its founding insight a form of guessing
dressed as history.

What can be said soberly: it appears to be changing the ratio of drafting to
judging, doing more of the first faster, which if anything sharpens rather than
dissolves the decisions chapter’s claim that the judgement call is knowledge
work’s scarce, irreducible unit. It puts real pressure on ideas from earlier
chapters that felt settled — what tacit knowledge means when a model can
produce fluent text about almost anything, what documentation decay means
when a model can plausibly be asked to keep it current, whether attention
becomes scarcer under the new interruption or gets some of it back. Whether
any of this settles into a durable structural fact about knowledge work, the way
joint optimisation did, or becomes a fashion a future book’s ninth chapter
looks back on with mild amusement, genuinely cannot be known from inside it
yet.

Bullshit jobs, and the fair complaint

Turn now from movements to critiques — from proposals about how to
organise knowledge work well, to arguments about how it goes wrong. David
Graeber, an anthropologist, published an essay in 2013 arguing that a very
large share of jobs, disproportionately concentrated in management,
administration and corporate services, are pointless by the admission of the



people doing them, expanded in 2018 into the book Bullshit Jobs: A Theory.
Graeber’s own test for a bullshit job was simple: would the world carry on
unchanged, or even improve, if this role simply stopped existing.

His taxonomy is worth having in the vocabulary, because each name points at a
distinct failure mode rather than one vague complaint. Flunkies exist to make
someone above them look or feel important — a receptionist hired purely for
status, an assistant with nothing left to assist. Goons exist because other
organisations have goons, and would mostly vanish together if everyone
disarmed at once — much of corporate law, lobbying and telemarketing fits
here. Duct tapers exist to patch a problem that a better-designed system would
never have created in the first place. Box tickers exist so an organisation can
claim to be doing something it isn’t really doing, the compliance-theatre role.
And taskmasters exist to supervise people who don’t need supervising, or
worse, to invent extra work purely so others can look busy.

The fair pushback deserves as much weight as the theory. Graeber’s central
evidence is a 2015 YouGov poll — thirty-seven per cent of British respondents
said their job made no meaningful contribution to the world — plus a large
volume of reader testimony solicited after the original essay went viral, and
neither is a rigorous measure of anything; a job feeling meaningless is a
different claim from a job being objectively unnecessary. Economists have also
pointed out that much of what Graeber labels bullshit — compliance, internal
audit, large parts of corporate law — is really a coordination cost of operating
at scale or under regulation, the transaction-cost logic the coordination chapter
builds from Ronald Coase, which does not make the work enjoyable but does
make it more load-bearing than the taxonomy allows for. Held loosely, as a
naming device rather than a census of the economy, it is still useful: the next
time an organisation like Lighthouse catches itself creating a role whose whole
purpose is to reassure someone else that a process happened, box ticker is a
precise word for what just happened.

Busy as a status symbol

Thorstein Veblen, the economist who coined conspicuous consumption in his
1899 book The Theory of the Leisure Class, also named its quieter cousin:
conspicuous leisure. In a society where visible non-work signalled that you
didn’t need to work, the idle rich dressed and behaved in ways specifically
designed to prove they could afford to do nothing productive — leisure itself
was the status display.

Knowledge-work culture has largely inverted this. A 2016 study by Silvia
Bellezza, Neeru Paharia and Anat Keinan, “Conspicuous Consumption of
Time,” found that describing yourself as busy and overworked now reads as
higher-status in many contexts than describing yourself as leisured, because
busyness signals that your labour is scarce and in demand. The calendar



packed edge to edge, the apologetic “sorry, swamped” reply, the humble-brag
about a four-a.m. inbox — all function as the modern equivalent of Veblen’s
idle rich showing off their leisure, with the sign flipped.

Worth noticing at Lighthouse: Maya, Priya, Tom, Sam and Dana are all
plausibly running near capacity, but there is a real difference between a
schedule genuinely full of decisions and coordination — the material of two
earlier chapters — and a schedule performed as full because looking busy has
become the currency people trade in, and from the outside, in any given
moment, the two often look identical. The critique is not that people shouldn’t
work hard; it is that a culture where busyness signals status will reliably
produce more visible busyness than the underlying work actually requires,
which turns out to be a special case of the measurement problem taken up
next.

Goodhart’s law and the measurement trap

Charles Goodhart, an economist writing about UK monetary policy in 1975,
observed that any statistical regularity used as a policy target tends to break
down precisely because it has been targeted — once a central bank targets a
measure of the money supply because it has correlated with inflation, people
change their behaviour around that exact measure, and the correlation stops
holding. The catchier phrasing now attached to his name — when a measure
becomes a target, it ceases to be a good measure — is usually credited to the
anthropologist Marilyn Strathern’s 1997 restatement rather than to Goodhart’s
own words, though the whole idea now travels under his name regardless.

In knowledge work the mechanism shows up wherever a proxy stands in for
something that cannot be directly observed: tickets closed as a proxy for useful
engineering effort, lines of code as a proxy for productivity, response-time
targets as a proxy for good service, hours logged as a proxy for effort itself. Left
unwatched, each proxy is roughly informative. The moment someone is
evaluated or paid against it, behaviour reorganises around gaming the proxy
rather than producing the thing it was meant to stand for — tickets get split
into smaller pieces to inflate the count, code gets padded, the clock on a service
target gets paused rather than met, hours get logged whether or not real work
happened inside them.

This is the mechanism sitting quietly underneath two things already
established in this book. The flow chapter’s distinction between touch time and
lead time exists precisely because time in progress is a poor proxy for work
actually done, and the structure chapter’s aside about goal-setting frameworks
decaying into a scorekeeping ritual is the identical failure one level up, at
company goals rather than individual tickets. The sound response is not to
abandon measurement, which just trades one failure mode for the worse one of



flying blind — it is to keep proxies plural, hold each loosely, and treat any
metric that has been an explicit target for more than a year or two with active
suspicion.

Burnout, defined properly

Christina Maslach, a social psychologist, developed the Maslach Burnout
Inventory in the late 1970s and 1980s, initially from work with people in
caregiving professions, and defined burnout as a syndrome with three distinct
dimensions rather than a single feeling of tiredness. The first, emotional
exhaustion, is the depleted, used-up sense most people mean when they say
“burnt out” in conversation. The second, cynicism — originally named
depersonalisation, reflecting its roots in clinical work — is doing at least as
much damage and gets talked about far less: a detached, callous stance towards
the work and the people it serves, treating colleagues or clients as cases rather
than people, going through motions that used to be cared about. The third,
reduced personal efficacy, is the growing sense that nothing you do actually
accomplishes anything, and it is distinct from both the others — someone can
be exhausted while still believing the work matters, or cynical while still
technically capable of doing it well. Burnout proper is the co-occurrence of all
three, not any one alone.

This matters here because it turns burnout from a vibe into something with
separately checkable symptoms, and because each dimension traces back to a
different lens already built. Exhaustion often tracks an attention and workload
problem — too many context switches, too little recovery, an unprotected
calendar, the material of the attention chapter. Cynicism often tracks a
coordination or structure failure — repeatedly blocked by the same person,
decisions that never land, effort that visibly does not matter to how the
organisation actually runs, the material of the coordination and structure
chapters. Reduced efficacy often tracks a flow problem — lead times so long
that the causal link between effort spent and outcome seen has stretched past
the point of feeling real, the material of the flow chapter. Someone at
Lighthouse who says they are burnt out is naming a symptom; the useful next
question is which of the three dimensions, and which lens sits behind it — the
exact diagnostic the final chapter builds in full.

A heuristic for telling the difference

After nine movements and four critiques, a working test worth keeping, cheap
enough to apply on the spot to whatever the next fashionable idea turns out to
be. Ask two questions of it. Does it survive translation across industries —
would the same mechanism plausibly hold in a coal mine, a hospital ward and
a software team, or does it only make sense inside the particular culture that
invented it? Sociotechnical systems’ joint optimisation passes easily: it explains



a 1950s coal mine and a present-day platform team equally well, because it
names a real structural relationship between technology and social
organisation, not a preference about how work should feel.

Second, does it name a mechanism, or only a mood? Goodhart’s law names a
mechanism — a specific, checkable claim about what happens to a measure
once it is targeted, one you can go and verify actually happened in front of you.
A slogan like move fast and break things names a mood, a preference dressed
up as a principle, silent on which situations it applies to or why it would ever
stop being good advice. Ideas that survive translation and name a mechanism
tend to still be true decades later, quietly doing real work under a different
label — joint optimisation living on inside agile’s cross-functional squads,
Deming’s respect for the worker who knows the process living on inside
kanban. Ideas that fail the test tend to become the next chapter for some future
book to write, with a genuine discovery buried somewhere inside them,
underneath a decade of enthusiasm that eventually curdled into ritual — the
way Snowbird’s four value pairs curdled, at scale, into SAFe’s certified roles.
The point of walking the whole parade is not nostalgia for old management
theory; it is building the taste to hold the next one, whatever it ends up being
called, at the right distance.

Loop back

Return to a moment from Maya’s Tuesday: the ten o’clock sync, say, on a week
when Sam reports migration progress by way of a tidy number — a percentage
complete, a ticket count, something clean enough to say out loud and move on.
In the room it reads as simply informative, one more fact among many in a
busy day. Read through this chapter, it is a live Goodhart’s-law event: the
instant that number starts determining who looks good in the meeting, it will
start drifting away from the thing it was ever meant to measure, quietly,
without anyone deciding to lie.

This is the same claim the flow chapter made from a different angle, through
touch time and lead time. The reason “the migration is eighty per cent done”
can be true on a dashboard and still leave Sam unable to say when it will
actually ship is that percentage-complete is exactly the kind of proxy this
chapter has been warning about — informative right up until someone starts
managing to it. A useful habit for the rest of the day, and the rest of the book:
whenever a number in a meeting sounds reassuring, ask what would have to
change, quietly, for it to go on looking good — and whether anyone in the room
would notice if it did.



Chapter 10 — The Tuesday, re-read

Where we are

Nine chapters ago you were promised a second viewing of one Tuesday, and
this is it. Nothing about the day itself has changed: Maya still arrives a little
after quarter to nine, still gets stonewalled by Tom before she has finished her
coffee, still loses four seconds and a great deal more than four seconds to a
colleague’s question about a wifi password. What has changed is you. You now
have six lenses — decisions, coordination, flow, attention, knowledge, structure
— and a small crowd of people who spent careers building them: Herbert
Simon, Donald Reinertsen, Michael Polanyi, Jay Galbraith, Eliyahu Goldratt,
and the rest. This chapter does not introduce anything new. It walks back
through the day scene by scene and lets each moment declare which lens it was
always asking for, the way a familiar street looks different once you know what
the buildings used to be.

The day again

The five threads Maya runs through her head before nine o’clock are not, it
turns out, five tasks in the ordinary sense. They are five open positions in a
queue that Maya is managing more or less by hand, and the simple fact that
there are five of them, all live at once, is itself the first thing worth noticing —
not any individual thread’s difficulty. This is Reinertsen’s inventory problem
(The Principles of Product Development Flow, 2009) in its most basic form:
work in progress is not free just because nobody has costed it, and the more of
it a person is carrying simultaneously, the slower every single piece of it moves.
Maya’s Tuesday will end with all five threads touched and none finished, and
by the time you reach the end of this section you will see why that was never
really a surprise.

The podcast thread stalls first, and it stalls in a way that looks, on the surface,
like a communication failure — Tom won’t answer his messages. It is not that,
or not only that. What Maya is actually waiting on is a piece of tacit knowledge
that exists nowhere except behind Tom’s eyes: whether an unpublished finding
is safe to share externally. Michael Polanyi’s observation that we know more
than we can tell (The Tacit Dimension, 1966) is exactly the shape of this
blockage — there is no document Maya could read instead of asking Tom,
because the judgement was never written down anywhere, including, arguably,
inside Tom’s own conscious awareness until someone asks him to produce it.
Layered on top of that is a plain sequential dependency in James Thompson’s



taxonomy (Organizations in Action, 1967): the producer needs Maya, Maya
needs Tom, and the chain only moves in one direction. And because Tom is
slow to answer roughly everyone, roughly everywhere, he functions as what
Eliyahu Goldratt would call the constraint on this particular thread (The Goal,
1984) — not because he is uniquely important, but because so much routes
through him and his attention does not expand to meet the demand. The task
sits in Reinertsen’s invisible inventory for hours, doing no work and costing
something anyway, simply by existing in a queue nobody can see.

Sam’s interruption at half nine looks, at first glance, like ordinary helpfulness
— Maya answers a question and moves on. What it actually reveals is a second,
quieter kind of tacit knowledge: two years of publishing history that lives only
in Maya’s memory, never written down because nobody expected to need it
until a migration was already mid-flight. This is Thompson’s interdependence
again, but reciprocal rather than sequential — Sam’s migration and Maya’s
institutional memory were entangled from the start, only nobody mapped the
entanglement until it became urgent. And it is a small, perfect demonstration
of the gap between touch time and lead time that Reinertsen’s flow thinking
makes visible: a piece of work that had been stuck for two days unsticks itself
with twenty minutes of actual effort, because the twenty minutes was never the
scarce resource. Availability was.

The hiring decision squeezed in before the ten o’clock sync is the day’s cleanest
specimen of Herbert Simon’s bounded rationality (Administrative Behavior,
1947, and later work through the 1950s–70s): Maya cannot fully evaluate the
candidate, so she satisfices — reads the letter twice, checks one writing sample,
and moves on a hunch she cannot completely defend on paper. That she
resolves it alone rather than escalating is itself a small, correct application of
the logic behind Jeff Bezos’s reversible-decision framing, which the book met
in chapter three: a scoring call inside a multi-stage hiring round is a two-way
door, cheap to revisit, and escalating every one of them would grind the round
to a halt for no corresponding gain in decision quality. The line of reasoning
she writes into the tracker is not paperwork for its own sake; it is a small hedge
against exactly the kind of decision debt chapter three warned about — the
point where nobody remembers why a call was made, and the same debate has
to be refought from nothing next time.

The ten o’clock sync is the day’s coordination set piece, and re-read now it
plainly is not a status meeting at all, whatever the calendar invite says. What it
does is put everyone’s blockers into what chapter four called common
knowledge — not just known to each person individually, but known by each
person to be known by the others, in the room, at the same time — so that
Priya, hearing all four at once, can do the one thing a single node in the graph
is positioned to do: reprioritise across them. This is coordination technology
performing its actual function, distinct from communication for its own sake,
and it is worth noticing how little it resembles what a scientific-management



observer from chapter two would recognise as productive activity. No unit of
output leaves that room. The map of who is waiting on whom gets redrawn
instead, and that redrawing is the entire point.

The wifi interruption just after eleven is Sophie Leroy’s attention residue
(2009) with almost nothing added — the four seconds the question costs and
the far larger cost of reconstructing a half-built sentence are precisely her
finding, running in real time on an ordinary Tuesday. What is worth adding on
a second pass is what this costs in relation to the grant report paragraph itself,
which is not, whatever its filename claims, merely a report. Seen through Jay
Galbraith’s lens on organisations as information-processing systems
(Designing Complex Organizations, 1973), the paragraph is an uncertainty-
reduction device: Maya is doing enough thinking, in writing, that Dana’s later
decision can be made in minutes rather than requiring a meeting to
reconstruct the reasoning from scratch. A muddier paragraph would not just
read worse — it would push cost further up the organisation, in the form of a
follow-up conversation Dana would otherwise not need to have. The attention
residue from the wifi question and the quality of this uncertainty-absorbing
paragraph are, in other words, the same event looked at from two lenses.

The lunchtime escalation to Dana is decision rights working correctly, not a
failure of nerve. The money is not Maya’s to move and the political cost of
guessing wrong is not hers to carry, so she does what chapter three would call
routing a decision to the person who actually holds it, framed as three clean
options with a stated recommendation rather than a vague request for help.
Then she waits, and the waiting is not dead time so much as a visible instance
of Goldratt’s constraint again: Dana is the bottleneck through which a hundred
such questions pass most weeks, and no amount of local efficiency on Maya’s
part moves the queue behind Dana any faster. This is also, quietly, Little’s law
(John Little, 1961) doing its work in the background — the more questions
queue behind one person, the longer each one’s wait, on average, has to be,
arithmetically, regardless of how good that person is at deciding once a
question finally reaches them.

Cornering Tom in the kitchen mid-afternoon is the chapter seven scene played
out in full: institutional reasoning about a methodology change, eighteen
months old, existing only in one person’s memory because the conversation
that produced it was never written down. What Maya gets from Tom in four
minutes is a small instance of what Nonaka and Takeuchi called socialisation
(The Knowledge-Creating Company, 1995) — tacit knowledge passing from
one head to another through direct, face-to-face exchange, the only mode
available once nothing was recorded at the time. And it is a textbook single
point of failure in transactive-memory terms (the who-knows-what map a team
keeps, mostly unspoken): if Tom left Lighthouse tomorrow, this fragment of
reasoning leaves with him, and nobody would notice the gap until the next
funder asked the same question and got silence instead of an answer.



The mid-afternoon catering chase — twenty minutes spent pursuing two
unrelated confirmations that happen to feed the same spreadsheet cell — is
Thompson’s pooled interdependence in miniature: two independent inputs
converging on one output, neither one aware of the other, both of them Maya’s
problem to synchronise. And Dana’s reply just before four, when it finally
comes, does not close the loop so much as open three new ones: the decision
now has to fan out to the venue, the speaker and comms before end of day,
each of them an edge in the graph that needed the information an hour ago and
is only now receiving it. This is cost of delay, in Reinertsen’s phrase,
compounding invisibly the whole time the decision sat with Dana — not a one-
off cost paid at the moment of the decision, but a cost that had been
accumulating, unseen, for every hour of the wait.

The hiring feedback at half four and Sam’s ping at five are both small
confirmations that the day’s earlier work was real, without being proof of
anything — the panel’s strong reaction to the borderline candidate is not
vindication of Maya’s hunch so much as evidence that the hunch was not
obviously wrong, which chapter three would tell you is usually the most a
judgement call ever gets. And when Tom finally answers properly at twenty to
six, the reason is almost funnier than it is frustrating: he had been three drafts
deep in something else and simply had not seen the message. This is Cal
Newport’s deep work (2016) and Paul Graham’s maker’s schedule (2009) from
the other side of the desk — the same protected attention that makes Tom’s
own output possible is exactly what made him unreachable all day, and the cost
of that trade-off landed not on Tom but on everyone waiting behind him.
Maya’s day ends with all five threads touched and none finished outright, and
by now that sentence should read less like an indictment of her time
management and more like an accurate description of what running five
concurrent threads through one person’s attention was always going to look
like.

The six-lens diagnostic

If you spend your working life, as you do, sitting across from stressed operators
who describe themselves as stuck, the six lenses are not just a way of reading
someone else’s Tuesday. They are a differential diagnosis. The trouble is that
the six kinds of stuck tend to disguise themselves as each other, and the
disguise is usually more informative than the surface complaint.

A decision problem shows up as chronic deferral — the same choice comes
back to the table meeting after meeting, unresolved, with no new information
arriving to justify the delay. A second tell is decisions escalated far past the
level where the stakes actually warrant it, the two-way doors treated with the
ceremony that only the one-way doors deserve. A third is decisions remade
from scratch, repeatedly, because nobody wrote down the reasoning the first
time, so the debate simply restarts each time it recurs.



A coordination problem sounds different in the room: “I’m waiting on so-and-
so,” offered as a complete explanation, with no visibility into what so-and-so is
themselves waiting on. A second tell is meetings that keep happening to
establish who owns what, rather than to make anything — a sign that the
dependency map, not any individual task, is the thing actually broken. A third
is surprise: someone discovers, well after the fact, that their work depended on
someone else’s, in a way nobody had thought to make explicit.

A flow problem is quantity dressed as quality — someone carrying an unusually
large number of things “in progress” at once, each one moving slowly not
because any single piece is hard but because there is too much simultaneously
live. A second tell is the touch-time gap: ask how long a task has actually been
worked on versus how long it has existed, and the two numbers are wildly
different, days or weeks of elapsed time against an hour or two of real effort. A
third is invisible inventory — half-finished work sitting in an inbox or a queue
that nobody has counted, so its cost never shows up anywhere a manager
would look.

An attention problem sounds like interruption and fragmentation — a calendar
with no protected blocks, constant task-switching, the specific complaint of
losing a train of thought and not getting it back. A second tell is disproportion:
small interruptions, four seconds by the clock, produce an aftermath far larger
than four seconds, and the person cannot explain why except that it “threw
them off.” A third is the maker/manager mismatch — someone doing deep,
single-threaded work being scheduled as though their day were made of
interchangeable half-hour slots.

A knowledge problem shows up as the same question, asked repeatedly, of the
same one person — a bottleneck not of authority but of memory. A second tell
is onboarding and handover pain: a departure or a new hire reveals how much
of what “the team knows” was never written anywhere, only held. A third is
documentation that exists but has quietly gone stale, trusted by people who
have not noticed it stopped being true.

A structure problem is the one people are slowest to name, because it looks like
a person problem from every angle except the right one. The first tell is a
decision that has to travel further up an organisation than its stakes seem to
justify, not because anyone chose that on purpose but because that is simply
the shape the organisation currently has. A second is the same difficulty
recurring across different people in the same role, which is usually good
evidence that the role, not any individual filling it, is where the trouble sits. A
third is the reorg reflex — a felt sense that “we need to restructure” recurring
every few months, which is sometimes right and sometimes a way of avoiding
the harder, more specific diagnosis underneath.



The confusions between these are the useful part, because they are where a
coach earns their keep. What looks like an attention problem — someone who
“just can’t focus” — is very often a flow problem in disguise: not too little
willpower, but too much work in progress, assigned by someone else or
accepted too readily, so that switching costs are structurally guaranteed no
matter how disciplined the person is. What looks like laziness or avoidance is
very often decision debt or an invisible queue — the task looks untouched
because it has been sitting, correctly, waiting its turn, and the person feels
guilty about a delay that was never really theirs to control. What looks like a
communication breakdown between two people is very often a knowledge
problem: they are not failing to talk, they are failing to know that a piece of
information exists at all, in a form neither of them thought to ask for. What
looks like an indecisive person is very often a structure problem: nobody has
actually assigned that decision to anyone, so it drifts between people who each,
reasonably, assume it belongs to someone else. And what looks like one
person’s underperformance is very often the organisation routing too much
through a single node — a Dana, a Tom — and mistaking the resulting delay for
a fault in the node itself rather than in the wiring around it.

None of this makes the diagnosis mechanical. Most stuck situations are two or
three of these at once, tangled together, and the lenses are a way of pulling the
tangle apart enough to see which strand to pull first — not a checklist to run
through with a straight face in front of a client.

How to keep learning

The map this book has built is not the territory, and it was never meant to be
the last word on any of its six lenses — only enough of a trellis that later
reading has somewhere to attach. You now have names for the shapes you were
already half-seeing in your clients’ weeks, and that is the most a primer can
honestly offer. What comes next is depth: Simon’s actual arguments about
bounded rationality read in full rather than summarised, Reinertsen’s flow
mathematics worked through properly, Polanyi’s stranger and more
philosophical claims about tacit knowing followed past the one famous line
everyone quotes. Appendix A sorts the people behind these six chapters into
where to start and where to go deeper, keyed back to the lens each one belongs
to. Appendix B lists specific books, with the specific chapters and passages
worth extracting, so that when you are ready to go past a primer’s depth on any
one lens, you know exactly which pages to pull.

Loop back

Look back across all nine chapters that came before this one and a single shape
holds them together: Maya’s Tuesday was never really about Maya. It was
about a graph — nodes for people and for the threads running through them,



edges for who depends on whom — and six different instruments for reading
that graph’s health: whether a judgement is being made well under
uncertainty, whether the edges between people are the right ones and are
visible to the people on both ends, whether work is queuing invisibly while
everyone insists they are simply busy, whether attention is being spent on the
thing that most deserves it, whether knowledge is written down or merely held,
and whether the organisation’s shape is quietly deciding, in advance, what will
be easy and what will be hard for everyone inside it. You arrived at this book
with an intuition that organisations were something like a living dependency
graph, evolving by the hour, every operator lightly blocked by everyone else.
That intuition was right from the start. What you have now is a way of naming
what you already, half-consciously, knew how to see — which, if the six lenses
are worth anything at all, is the most useful thing a book like this can leave you
with, on your way back to a Tuesday of your own.



Appendix A — Who to read

This primer compresses about seventy years of thinking into ten chapters,
which means every idea in it has been simplified, and most of the people
behind those ideas wrote more, and better, than a paraphrase can carry. This
appendix is a map back to them, organised the way the book itself is organised:
the whole territory first, then the six lenses in turn. Within each lens you’ll find
three tiers — start here (accessible, written for a general reader), go deeper
(more demanding but still readable), and a primary source (the original,
sometimes hard-going, text the field actually rests on). None of this is required
reading. It’s what to reach for when a chapter has hooked you and you want
more than a chapter can give.

A note on how to actually use this list: don’t start at the top and work down.
Read the chapter, notice which lens made something in your own work
suddenly legible, and go looking there first. The primary sources especially are
not for completism — they’re for the specific moment when a “start here” book
has left you wanting to check the original claim for yourself, or when a client’s
problem needs more precision than a paraphrase can give you. Several of the
authors below (Simon and March & Simon most obviously) wrote for other
academics, not for you, and there is no shame in reading the first third of a
book and stopping once you have what you came for.

The whole territory

Peter Drucker’s The Effective Executive (1967) is the closest thing this book
has to a parent. Drucker isn’t building a theory so much as issuing instructions
from long observation, and the book reads like a series of firm, slightly old-
fashioned conversations — “know thy time,” “what can I contribute,” “first
things first.” It’s short, it repeats itself, and it’s aimed at a reader who already
runs something, which is exactly the audience this primer’s reader coaches. If
you read one book from this whole appendix, make it this one; it’s under two
hundred pages and every chapter is a self-contained essay you can read on a
train.

Drucker’s earlier Landmarks of Tomorrow (1959) is where he actually
coins “knowledge work” and “knowledge worker” — worth dipping into for that
origin alone, though it’s more a work of social forecasting than a manual and
shows its age in places (a chapter confidently predicting the shape of the 1980s



reads oddly from here). It is genuinely the founding document of everything
this book is about, which makes it worth having on the shelf even if you only
ever read the chapter where the coinage happens.

Decisions

The judgement call made with incomplete information is where this book starts
its account of the atomic unit of knowledge work, and the literature here runs
from psychology through economics to plain organisational description of how
decisions actually get made and unmade.

Start here: Daniel Kahneman’s Thinking, Fast and Slow (2011) is the
book that made System 1 and System 2 part of everyone’s vocabulary, and it
earns the reputation — clear, generous with examples, organised so you can dip
in and out. It’s long (400-plus pages) and the middle third on heuristics and
biases can feel like a catalogue; that’s fine to skim.

Go deeper: Herbert Simon’s Administrative Behavior (1947) is the book
that gives you bounded rationality and satisficing in Simon’s own, considerably
drier prose. Be honest with yourself about this one — it’s a dense mid-century
academic monograph, written for organisation theorists, and large stretches
are tough going even for a motivated reader. Read the early chapters on
decision premises and stop when it gets punishing; you’ll already have more
than most people ever extract from it.

Primary source: Kahneman and Amos Tversky’s 1979 paper “Prospect
Theory: An Analysis of Decision under Risk” (Econometrica) is the actual
research the popular book sits on top of — technical, but short, and it’s the
moment loss aversion enters the literature.

Coordination

Most of the difficulty in knowledge work is between people rather than within
tasks, and this is the lens with the most genuinely fun reading on the list — the
writers here noticed that organisational structure and technical structure keep
echoing each other, decades before anyone had a name for it.

Start here: Fred Brooks’s The Mythical Man-Month (1975, with a 20th-
anniversary edition in 1995) is one of the most quotable management books
ever written, despite being nominally about software projects at IBM in the
1960s. Brooks’s law — adding people to a late project makes it later — is in
here, along with the essay on communication paths that Chapter 4 leans on.
It’s short, funny in a dry way, and every chapter stands alone.

Go deeper: James Thompson’s Organizations in Action (1967) is where
the pooled/sequential/reciprocal taxonomy of interdependence actually comes
from — the chapter defining the three types is the one to find. It’s proper 1960s



organisation theory: careful, systematic, and written with no interest in being
entertaining. Worth it for that one chapter even if you never open it again.

Primary source: Melvin Conway’s 1968 essay “How Do Committees Invent?”
is free online and takes about fifteen minutes to read — the source of
“Conway’s law,” and much clearer in the original than in any paraphrase.

Flow

Work moves through a system the way physical inventory moves through a
factory, and the writers here — mostly manufacturing people, oddly enough,
before software borrowed them — are the ones who worked out how to see the
invisible queues that knowledge work is mostly made of.

Start here: Eliyahu Goldratt’s The Goal (1984) is, unusually for this list, a
novel — a factory manager named Alex Rogo has ninety days to save his plant,
and the theory of constraints gets taught to you through his crisis rather than
explained at you. The boy-scout hiking scene, where the troop’s pace turns out
to be set by the slowest hiker, is the clearest explanation of bottleneck-paced
flow you’ll find anywhere. The dialogue is wooden and the domestic subplot
hasn’t aged well; read it anyway.

Go deeper: Donald Reinertsen’s The Principles of Product
Development Flow (2009) is the one that actually rewires how you see
queues, batch size and cost of delay — but be warned, it’s dense: written as 175
numbered principles with minimal narrative connective tissue, closer to an
engineering reference than a book you read cover to cover. Read it in short
sittings, principle by principle, and let it change how you look at every “in
progress” list you own.

Primary source: John Little’s 1961 paper “A Proof for the Queuing Formula:
L = λW” (Operations Research) is where Little’s law comes from — a few pages
of proof, genuinely readable even without a maths background, and satisfying
once you see why average work-in-progress and average lead time have to
relate the way they do.

Attention

If decisions are the atomic unit of knowledge work, attention is the fuel that
unit runs on, and it’s the resource this book keeps returning to as the binding
individual constraint — scarce, fragile, and given away by default rather than
by choice.

Start here: Cal Newport’s Deep Work (2016) is the accessible entry point —
part argument (why sustained attention is valuable and scarce), part manual
(his four rules, including “Drain the Shallows”). It’s a bit more prescriptive



than descriptive, and Newport’s own life as a tenured professor makes some of
his advice easier to give than to follow, but it’s the right first stop.

Go deeper: Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s Flow: The Psychology of Optimal
Experience (1990) is the origin of the concept Newport and everyone else
since has borrowed, and it’s a genuinely different, more contemplative book —
concerned with the phenomenology of absorption, not productivity. David
Allen’s Getting Things Done (2001) sits alongside it as the practical
counterpart: a system for getting commitments out of your head and onto
paper so attention isn’t spent guarding them. GTD is a manual, not a theory,
and its 2001 productivity-culture voice can grate, but the underlying idea —
capture everything, trust nothing to memory — holds up.

Primary source: Paul Graham’s short essay “Maker’s Schedule, Manager’s
Schedule” (2009), free on his website, is the clearest possible statement of why
meetings cost more than their calendar slot — ten minutes to read, and you’ll
never schedule a 2pm the same way again.

What the organisation knows

Much of what an organisation actually knows never gets written down, because
it can’t easily be — it’s held in heads, transmitted by watching someone do a
job, and quietly lost every time someone leaves. This lens is the smallest
literature of the six, and also the one where a little reading goes a very long
way.

Start here: Ikujiro Nonaka and Hirotaka Takeuchi’s The Knowledge-
Creating Company (1995) is where the SECI spiral — socialisation,
externalisation, combination, internalisation — comes from, built around case
studies of Japanese firms turning tacit know-how into shared products. It’s a
business book with academic bones, readable but not light.

Go deeper: Michael Polanyi’s The Tacit Dimension (1966) is short — three
lectures, barely a hundred pages — and contains the line this whole lens is built
on: “we know more than we can tell.” It’s philosophy, not management writing,
and repays slow reading rather than fast.

Primary source: Polanyi’s earlier and much heavier Personal
Knowledge: Towards a Post-Critical Philosophy (1958) is the full
epistemological argument the short book distils — six hundred pages of mid-
century philosophy of science, genuinely hard, and only worth it if the short
version left you wanting the whole structure underneath it.



Structure

The organisation itself is an information-processing design, and its shape
decides in advance what kind of work will be easy and what kind will be
quietly, structurally hard — this lens is where the book’s argument gets most
explicitly about org charts, spans of control and the strange persistence of the
reorg.

Start here: David Graeber’s Bullshit Jobs (2018) is the funniest and
angriest book on this list — an anthropologist’s argument, built from hundreds
of testimonies, that a large share of paid work is felt by the people doing it to be
pointless, and that this is a symptom of organisational structure rather than
individual bad luck. The taxonomy of five bullshit-job types in the early
chapters is genuinely useful; the later political theorising is more contestable
and you can take or leave it.

Go deeper: Henry Mintzberg’s The Nature of Managerial Work (1973) is
the study that demolished the tidy textbook picture of managers calmly
planning, organising and controlling — Mintzberg actually followed executives
around and found their days were brief, fragmented, and mostly verbal. It’s
readable, empirical, and still the best corrective to how people imagine
management working.

Primary source: James March and Herbert Simon’s Organizations (1958)
is the foundational text that treats the organisation itself as an information-
processing system — hugely influential, and hugely dry; a textbook in tone
throughout. Dip into the chapters on uncertainty and organisational goals
rather than attempting it start to finish.



Appendix B — Books to source

This primer is deliberately short — ten chapters and two appendices, built to be
read in a few sittings and to give you a working map of knowledge work rather
than an exhaustive treatment of it. Every named idea in the ten chapters is
compressed almost to the point of paraphrase, which is the right choice for a
primer and the wrong choice for anyone who wants to go further. You can get
PDFs of the real books behind it, and a future expanded edition could go much
deeper by pulling specific chapters straight from the primary sources rather
than paraphrasing them again at second hand. This appendix is that shopping
list: which books to fetch, and exactly which chapters, sections or passages
within each one are worth extracting, and where in this primer’s existing
structure they’d slot.

Where I’m confident of a book’s actual chapter titles or numbering, I’ve named
them; where I’m not, I’ve described the passage by topic rather than inventing
a chapter title I can’t verify. Treat the descriptive ones as “find the bit that
covers this,” not as exact citations — a table of contents is easy to check once
the PDF is in hand, and it’s better to point you at the right neighbourhood of a
book than to hand you a precise-sounding title that turns out to be wrong.

Peter Drucker, The Effective Executive (1967). Extract: the chapter
“Know Thy Time,” and the two closing chapters, “The Elements of Decision-
Making” and “Effective Decisions.” The time chapter is a direct primary-source
expansion of Chapter 6 (Attention) — Drucker’s argument that executives
should track actual time use before trying to manage it predates and outclasses
most modern time-audit advice. The decision chapters would deepen Chapter 3
(Decisions) with Drucker’s own, more managerial framing of decision quality,
sitting alongside Simon and Kahneman rather than repeating them.

Peter Drucker, Landmarks of Tomorrow (1959). Extract: the section in
the book’s final part where Drucker introduces “knowledge worker” and
“knowledge society” as terms. This is the founding document behind Chapter 2
(The invention of the knowledge worker) — a direct quotation of the coinage, in
Drucker’s own words and context, would replace the primer’s paraphrase with
the actual moment the term entered the language.

Herbert Simon, Administrative Behavior (1947). Extract: the chapters
“Rationality in Administrative Behavior” and “The Psychology of
Administrative Decisions.” These are the chapters where bounded rationality



and satisficing are actually defined, rather than described secondhand — direct
material for Chapter 3 (Decisions), and dense enough that even a page or two
of Simon’s own argument would sharpen the chapter considerably.

Herbert Simon, The Sciences of the Artificial (1969; the third
edition of 1996 is the one to fetch). Extract: the third edition’s chapter on
economic rationality, which restates bounded rationality more compactly than
the 1947 book and connects it to information processing generally. A shorter,
cleaner alternative extraction for Chapter 3 if the Administrative Behavior
prose proves too heavy to pull from directly.

Daniel Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow (2011). Extract: the
chapter “The Outside View” (where the planning fallacy lives) and the chapter
“Anchors”. Both are compact, self-contained, and each ends with a memorable
finding (planning fallacy: forecasts are systematically optimistic even when the
forecaster knows the base rate) that would give Chapter 3 (Decisions) a sharper
concrete example than the primer currently has room for.

Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman, “Judgment under
Uncertainty: Heuristics and Biases” (Science, 1974). Extract: the
whole paper — it’s short. This is the primary research paper behind the whole
heuristics-and-biases programme, and a page of it quoted directly would let
Chapter 3 (Decisions) cite the actual 1974 finding rather than the popularised
version.

Daniel Kahneman, Olivier Sibony and Cass Sunstein, Noise: A Flaw
in Human Judgment (2021). Extract: the early chapters distinguishing
bias from noise (systematic error versus scatter), plus one of the noise-audit
case studies (underwriters or judges). Chapter 3 (Decisions) states the
distinction; a worked audit, pulled directly, would show the scatter being
measured rather than asserted.

James D. Thompson, Organizations in Action (1967). Extract: the
chapter defining pooled, sequential and reciprocal interdependence — the
taxonomy Chapter 4 (Coordination) leans on directly. Pulling Thompson’s own
definitions and his examples (which are richer than the primer’s Lighthouse
vignettes) would let the chapter show the taxonomy in the original technical
language before translating it back into plain English. Thompson also has a
chapter on how organisations try to buffer their technical core from
uncertainty, which would be a good secondary extract for Chapter 8
(Structure).

Fritz Roethlisberger and William Dickson, Management and the
Worker (1939). Extract: the sections reporting the relay-assembly and bank-
wiring-room studies at the Hawthorne plant — the original source of what later
got flattened into “the Hawthorne effect.” This would give Chapter 9
(Movements and critiques) a primary account of the human-relations turn to



sit against Taylor’s scientific management in Chapter 2, rather than the usual
secondhand summary of “people work harder when observed,” which is a
caricature of what the studies actually found.

Ronald Coase, “The Nature of the Firm,” in The Firm, the Market,
and the Law (1988 essay collection; the essay itself dates to 1937).
Extract: the whole essay — around thirty pages, and the shortest item on this
whole list relative to its influence. This is the source of the transaction-cost
argument for why firms exist at all, referenced but not quoted in Chapter 4
(Coordination); a direct extract would let a future edition open the chapter
with Coase’s own question — why does anything get organised inside a firm
rather than bought and sold on the open market — rather than a summary of it.

Fred Brooks, The Mythical Man-Month (1975; anniversary edition
1995). Extract: the chapters “The Mythical Man-Month,” “Aristocracy,
Democracy, and System Design,” and “Why Did the Tower of Babel Fail?”
These three chapters between them cover Brooks’s law, the communication-
paths argument, and a case study of coordination failure — all central to
Chapter 4 (Coordination), and each written with enough wit that quoting
Brooks directly would improve the chapter’s prose, not just its citations.
Conway’s law also gets a mention inside these pages, which would let a future
edition cross-reference the two ideas from a single extracted source.

Donald Reinertsen, The Principles of Product Development Flow
(2009). Extract: the section of numbered principles covering queueing
economics (the early principles on queue size and its cost, which restate Little’s
law in Reinertsen’s own worked terms) and the separate chapter on batch size.
These are the two ideas Chapter 5 (Flow) most needs reinforced with harder
detail — Reinertsen’s own numerical examples of how queue size and cost of
delay interact would give the chapter something more rigorous than the
lighthouse-keeper analogy currently carries.

Eliyahu Goldratt, The Goal (1984). Extract: the boy-scout hiking chapter,
where the troop’s pace turns out to be set by the slowest hiker, Herbie. This
scene is the clearest possible dramatisation of bottleneck-paced flow and would
work as a direct narrative insert into Chapter 5 (Flow), sitting next to the
Lighthouse material as a second, fictional illustration of the same constraint.

Cal Newport, Deep Work (2016). Extract: the chapter “Drain the
Shallows” and the section on Carl Jung’s tower as a case study in structuring a
working day. Both are concrete, story-driven passages that would strengthen
Chapter 6 (Attention) beyond its current more abstract treatment of context-
switching costs and attention residue.

Michael Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension (1966). Extract: the first lecture,
“Tacit Knowing,” in full — it’s short and self-contained. This is where “we know
more than we can tell” actually appears in context; Chapter 7 (What the



organisation knows) currently uses the line as a single quotation, and the
surrounding argument about skilled performance would deepen the chapter
considerably.

Ikujiro Nonaka and Hirotaka Takeuchi, The Knowledge-Creating
Company (1995). Extract: the chapter introducing the SECI spiral
(socialisation, externalisation, combination, internalisation), together with one
of the accompanying Japanese-manufacturing case studies. Chapter 7 (What
the organisation knows) names the SECI model but doesn’t walk through it; a
worked case, pulled directly, would let a future edition show the spiral
operating rather than just labelling it.

Henry Mintzberg, The Nature of Managerial Work (1973). Extract:
the chapter setting out the ten managerial roles (interpersonal, informational
and decisional), and the empirical findings on how fragmented and verbal a
manager’s actual day is. This is the direct primary source behind Chapter 8
(Structure)‘s claim that managers’ days are brief and interrupt-driven rather
than calm and planned; Mintzberg’s own diary-study data would be more
convincing than the primer’s summary of it.

James March and Herbert Simon, Organizations (1958). Extract: the
chapter on organisational goals and the chapter on uncertainty absorption.
Both are central to Chapter 8 (Structure)’s argument that organisations are
information-processing designs, though the prose is genuinely dry — worth
extracting for the ideas rather than the writing, and pairing with lighter
connective text in the primer itself.

David Graeber, Bullshit Jobs: A Theory (2018). Extract: the second
chapter, which sets out the five-part taxonomy of bullshit jobs (flunkies, goons,
duct tapers, box tickers and taskmasters). This is a direct, ready-made addition
to Chapter 9 (Movements and critiques) — the taxonomy is more specific and
more useful than the primer’s current general gesture at Graeber’s argument.

Christina Maslach and Michael Leiter, The Truth About Burnout
(1997). Extract: the chapter defining the three dimensions of burnout —
exhaustion, cynicism (depersonalisation) and reduced professional efficacy.
Chapter 9 (Movements and critiques) sets out Maslach’s three dimensions in
brief; the original definition, extracted directly, would anchor the primer’s
burnout material in the source rather than a summary.

A closing note on sequencing, if you do fetch all of these: read the extracts in
the order the chapters need them, not in the order listed here — Coase, Brooks
and Thompson belong together in one sitting on Coordination, Polanyi and
Nonaka and Takeuchi belong together on Knowledge, and Roethlisberger and
Dickson pairs naturally with Graeber and Maslach and Leiter as the three
critique-adjacent voices behind Chapter 9. Reading each pair against the
chapter that already covers the ground is far more useful than reading the
whole stack cover to cover before returning to the primer.



A second note on what this list deliberately leaves out: several of the shorter
primary sources behind this primer — Conway’s 1968 essay on committees and
organisation charts, Paul Graham’s essay on the maker’s and manager’s
schedules — are free to read online in a few minutes each, and are covered
instead in Appendix A rather than repeated here. This appendix is reserved for
the books genuinely worth the PDF-and-extract treatment: long enough, and
specific enough in their argument, that a targeted chapter pulled out and
dropped into a future edition would do real work a paraphrase can’t.


