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A COMPLIMENTARY RESOURCE

Four Organizational Patterns: and the Risk
Hiding Inside Each One

Every organization runs on one of four patterns. Each one works well, until the
exact moment it doesn't.

Neal McIntyre Consulting
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Which One Is Yours?

Every organization coordinates itself in one of four basic patterns. None of them is 
wrong. Each one is simply a trade-off: a way of getting things done that carries its own 
specific, predictable weak point.

Read through all four. Most leaders recognize their organization immediately in one of 
them, and recognize the risk just as quickly, once it is named.
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The Founder-Centered Organization

Everything runs through one person. Decisions move fast because they do not have to 
travel far. It is often the most energetic, responsive way to run an organization, and the 
riskiest.

The Hidden Risk

Institutional knowledge, key relationships, and real decision-making authority live in 
one person's head. Often there is no meaningful delegation, not because no one else is 
capable, but because it simply has never had to happen.

Ask yourself: Could you name, right now, who would make each category of decision if 
you were unreachable for 60 days?

The Standardized Organization

Coordination happens through rules, policies, and hierarchy. Leaders can be swapped out 
with very little visible disruption; the operation just keeps running.

The Hidden Risk

This looks safe on the surface. The real risk is quieter: decisions get made by people far 
removed from the daily work, so leadership changes rarely fix the actual gap between 
strategy and what is happening on the ground.

Ask yourself: When strategy fails here, who gets blamed, and does that ever include the 
people who set the strategy in the first place?
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The Expertise-Driven Organization

Highly trained professionals operate with real autonomy. Leadership supports the experts 
rather than directing them.

The Hidden Risk

Risk here is not concentrated in one person; it is spread out. Loyalty often runs to the 
profession as much as to the institution, which can make the organization slow to change
and vulnerable to losing key people to a competitor with little warning.

Ask yourself: If your three most experienced people left within the same year, what 
would actually break?

The Team-Driven Organization

Leadership shifts fluidly to whoever is best positioned to solve the problem in front of them.
There is no fixed chain of command, just ongoing collaboration.

The Hidden Risk

There is no single point of failure, and that is exactly the risk. Institutional memory 
rarely gets written down anywhere, so when key connectors leave, no one may notice 
the gap until something quietly stalls.

Ask yourself: Is there anyone who could explain, in five minutes, who really owns any 
given decision here?
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Quick Reference

Pattern Strength Hidden Risk

Founder-Centered Speed, vision, energy Everything depends on one 
person

Standardized Consistency, resilience to 
turnover

Leaders disconnected from 
real work

Expertise-Driven Deep skill, high quality Loyalty to craft over 
institution

Team-Driven Adaptability, innovation No one owns institutional 
memory

Most organizations are a blend of two patterns rather than a pure fit with one; that is 
normal. What matters is recognizing which risk you are carrying, so it stops being 
invisible.
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Where This Leads

Naming your pattern is the first step. The next question, the one most organizations 
never get around to asking, is whether anything is actually holding that risk in check, or 
whether it is running unchecked.

That is the conversation I have with CEOs and boards every week.
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