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A COMPLIMENTARY RESOURCE

When Your Organization Doesn't Fit Any Pattern
Three warning signs that your organization has already moved past ordinary risk

and into something more urgent

Neal McIntyre Consulting
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When the Usual Patterns Don't Apply

Most organizations fit a recognizable pattern: one built around a founder, one built 
around standardized process, one built around expert autonomy, or one built around 
flexible teams.

A smaller number of organizations do not fit cleanly into any of these. That is not a 
coincidence, and it is not neutral news. When an organization stops resembling any 
coherent pattern, it usually means something has already started to break, not that a 
crisis is simply approaching.

The absence of a clear pattern is not neutral information. It is usually the clearest 
signal available that something has already broken.

Below are three specific ways this shows up. See if you recognize your organization in 
any of them.
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The Scattered Empire

A central office oversees several largely independent units or locations, each running 
things its own way, so long as the numbers come in. The center manages by watching 
results, not by understanding how the work actually gets done.

The Hidden Risk

Each unit is quietly running its own version of founder-dependency, process-
dependency, or expert-dependency, often a different one in every location, with no 
shared view of any of it from the center. Leadership can recite last quarter's numbers for
every unit. Leadership often cannot say who would run any given unit if its current 
leader left tomorrow.

Ask yourself: If our three best-performing locations each lost their current leader next 
month, would we already know who steps in, or would we be finding out for the first 
time?

The Belief-Driven Organization

An organization held together less by formal structure and more by a shared mission, 
cause, or belief system. People are trusted to do the right thing because they deeply 
believe in why the work matters, not because a rulebook told them to.

The Hidden Risk

This carries a risk that goes beyond ordinary succession planning. A successor can 
inherit the title. A successor cannot always inherit the belief system that made people 
follow the founder in the first place. Without it, the organization can keep its name while
losing the very thing that held it together.

Ask yourself: If our founder stepped away tomorrow, would the belief that holds us 
together survive intact, or would it quietly start to fracture along with the leadership?
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The Organization at War With Itself

No single source of authority is really in charge. Instead, several competing centers of 
power, formal titles, informal influence, expert credibility, factional loyalty, are all 
operating at once, with no clear resolution of which one actually wins when they 
disagree.

The Hidden Risk

This is usually not a stable pattern at all. It is often what happens after a merger that 
never truly integrated, or after a leader departs without a clear successor and multiple 
people quietly start acting like the rightful heir. It is the most urgent of the three patterns
here, because it means there currently is no functioning way to make a decision that 
sticks.

Ask yourself: If you asked five senior people who is really in charge right now, would 
you get five confident but different answers?
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Quick Reference

Pattern The Risk How Urgent

Scattered Empire Risk multiplied across units 
with no shared visibility

Manageable with a shared 
standard

Belief-Driven 
Organization

The glue holding it together 
may not transfer to new 
leadership

Needs early, deliberate 
attention

Organization at 
War With Itself

No functioning decision 
authority currently exists

Urgent, before anything else 
can help
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Where This Leads

Recognizing one of these patterns in your own organization is not a comfortable 
moment, but it is a useful one. Each of these situations is addressable, though each one 
requires a different starting point than the usual succession-planning conversation.

If any of this sounds familiar, that is exactly the kind of conversation worth having with 
someone outside your organization.
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