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There is a particular kind of conversation that takes place in organisations everywhere. Leaders know that 
something is not quite working as it should, although identifying precisely what is wrong can be 
surprisingly difficult. Costs are under pressure, people are busy, priorities keep multiplying, 
transformation programmes are under way and there is no shortage of data, meetings, plans or 
governance. Individual teams may be performing well and many of the people involved are highly capable. 
Yet somehow the whole Enterprise feels harder to run than it ought to be. Decisions take longer, 
dependencies appear from unexpected places, the same problems return in different forms and 
enormous amounts of energy are required simply to keep everything moving. 

Usually, nobody designed it that way. What leaders are dealing with today is the accumulated 
consequence of hundreds or thousands of decisions made over many years. A new service was created 
because customers needed it. A system was introduced because the old one was inadequate. A team 
was established to solve a problem. Governance was added to manage risk. A programme was launched 
to transform something that could no longer continue as it was. A temporary workaround became 
permanent because there was never quite the right time to replace it. Each decision may have been 
rational, necessary and well intentioned. The difficulty is that organisations rarely return to examine what 
all those decisions have created when they are combined. 

The result can be an Enterprise that nobody would consciously design if they were starting again 
today. 

That phenomenon lies at the heart of The Business Lifesystem. I call it Chaotic Evolution: the gradual 
accumulation of individually sensible changes that collectively create complexity, fragmentation and 
misalignment. It is not chaos in the conventional sense. The Organisation still works. Customers are 
served, staff are paid, decisions are made and services continue to be delivered. Indeed, that is partly why 
the problem can remain hidden for so long. Capable people compensate for the weaknesses around 
them. They create spreadsheets where systems do not connect, relationships where structures do not 
help, meetings where information does not flow and workarounds where processes no longer fit reality. 
The Enterprise keeps functioning, but increasingly because of the ingenuity and effort of its people rather 
than the coherence of its design. 

For leaders, this creates a difficult trap. When an Organisation is under pressure, the instinct is usually to 
do something: launch another programme, restructure a team, procure new technology, introduce more 
controls, demand greater productivity or add another priority to an already crowded list. Sometimes those 
actions are exactly what is needed. Sometimes, however, they add another layer to the complexity they 
were intended to resolve. Transformation can become something that happens to parts of the 
Organisation rather than a deliberate reshaping of the Enterprise as a whole. Projects can complete 
successfully without the anticipated Value appearing. Strategies can change while the Capabilities, 
Investment and organisational arrangements required to deliver them remain largely untouched. New 
initiatives are added while old activities continue unchallenged. The Organisation changes constantly 
without necessarily becoming more coherent. 
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This raises a question that runs throughout the book: if we were creating this Enterprise 
today, knowing what we know now, would we deliberately design it this way? Would we 
choose the same services, processes, systems, structures and hand-offs? Would we 
make the same Investments? Would we maintain all the activities that consume 
people's time? Would we have quite so many priorities? Would we launch every project 
currently competing for scarce capacity? Most importantly, could we explain clearly 
how all of these things connect to the Value the Enterprise exists to create? 

 

The Business Lifesystem offers a way of answering those questions by looking beyond the familiar 
organisational fragments and seeing the Enterprise as one connected, living system. It begins from the 
premise that many apparently separate problems are connected. A technology problem may have its 
origins in an unclear Process or fragmented accountability. A capacity problem may be created by 
decisions about the Proposition offered to Customers. A financial problem may reflect an accumulated 
set of operational choices rather than simply excessive expenditure. A transformation problem may begin 
much earlier, with an Objective that was never translated into sufficiently clear Results. Once those 
relationships become visible, leaders can begin to understand not only what is happening, but why. 

The methodology developed through the book provides a structured way to do that. It reveals the 
Enterprise that has actually evolved, rather than the cleaner version represented by strategies, 
organisation charts and process maps. It helps leaders design a more coherent future and understand 
what must genuinely change to reach it. At whole-Enterprise level, this deliberate renewal is what the 
Business Lifesystem calls Enterprise Regeneration: preserving what still creates Value, removing or 
redesigning what no longer does, strengthening what is fragile and creating what the future requires. 
Enterprise Regeneration is not another programme layered over the existing Organisation, nor is it a sixth 
Business Lifesystem stage. Reveal, Design, Route and Deliver provide the mechanism for deliberate 
renewal, while Sustain helps the regenerated Enterprise continue through Designed Evolution. It also 
introduces a discipline conspicuously absent from many transformation programmes: deciding what 
should stop. One reason Enterprises become increasingly difficult to manage is that they are much better 
at starting things than ending them. 

There is a further challenge running through the book. Organisations have become very good at delivering 
change, but delivering change is not the same as creating Value. A programme can meet its milestones, a 
system can go live, a restructure can be completed and a project can close, while the Business achieves 
little of the improvement on which the original Investment was justified. The difficult part often begins after 
delivery: changing how people work, releasing capacity, improving performance, changing Customer 
behaviour or actually capturing the financial or operational Benefit. The Business Lifesystem follows that 
connection all the way through, asking not simply whether something has been delivered, but whether the 
Enterprise became better because it was. It distinguishes Value Potential, Target Value, Latent Value, 
Realised Value and Foregone Value, and treats a Value Opportunity as something that may depend upon 
several Enablers and other realisation conditions. The Enterprise Value Ledger makes those relationships 
visible across the Enterprise, linking Value Opportunities to the Enablers, dependencies, Investment, 
effort and resources required to realise them while helping prevent the same Value being claimed more 
than once. This can reveal Value already within reach but not yet released, as well as Value that may 
otherwise be lost or left behind. 

Although the ideas grew from decades spent working with organisations undergoing significant change, 
this is not a book that argues leaders need another elaborate management framework layered on top of 
everything they already have. Quite the opposite. Its purpose is to help them see more clearly what is 
already there, reconnect things that have drifted apart and challenge complexity that has gradually 
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become accepted as inevitable. Some of what that reveals may be uncomfortable. A programme may no 
longer justify the resources committed to it. A Process everyone has learned to live with may no longer 
serve a useful purpose. A strategic priority may not really be a priority if nothing else is allowed to give way. 
An apparently successful project may have created very little measurable Value. Clarity does not 
guarantee comfortable answers, but it makes the real questions much harder to avoid. 

Perhaps the most important idea in The Business Lifesystem is therefore also one of the simplest. The 
objective is not to make complex Enterprises simple. Hospitals, technology companies, public services, 
growing businesses and large corporations operate in complicated environments and will always contain 
complexity. The opportunity is to distinguish the complexity that is necessary from the complexity that has 
merely accumulated, and then make the Enterprise sufficiently clear that leaders can make deliberate 
choices about its future. 

Because when people can see how the whole Enterprise connects, they can begin to change it 
deliberately rather than continuing to inherit it accidentally. The ultimate destination is not a static 
future design. The Enterprise will continue to change. The aim is Designed Evolution: a continuing 
condition in which the Enterprise adapts deliberately while repeatedly reconnecting change to 
Purpose, Business DNA, the Golden Thread and Value, rather than allowing change to 
accumulate chaotically. 

The following Introduction explains why that opportunity is so significant and how the book begins the 
journey from Chaotic Evolution towards a more coherent, value-creating Enterprise. 
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BOOK EXTRACT 

INTRODUCTION 

Why This Book Exists 

The problem at the heart of this book 

Every day, capable people go to work intending to make something better. They serve customers and 
communities, solve problems, make decisions and keep complex organisations functioning under 
pressures that are rarely visible from the outside. Much of that effort creates genuine Value. Too much of 
it is absorbed by duplication, delay, unclear priorities, disconnected systems and work that continues 
because the Organisation has learned how to live with it. 

The people involved are usually not careless or resistant to change. More often, they are doing what the 
Organisation has asked of them while compensating for weaknesses around them. They reconcile 
information that should agree, bridge gaps between teams, navigate processes that have accumulated 
over time and keep important work moving through personal knowledge and informal relationships. The 
Enterprise continues to function, which can make the underlying problem surprisingly difficult to see. 

This book is about that problem: how an Enterprise can become less coherent even while capable people 
continue making sensible decisions within their own areas. New structures, systems, controls and 
programmes are introduced for good reasons, but the combined result is rarely designed as a whole. The 
Business Lifesystem calls this Chaotic Evolution. It is not chaos in the everyday sense; it is the gradual 
accumulation of choices whose individual logic no longer adds up to a sufficiently coherent Enterprise. 

The opportunity is not to make people work harder. In most Organisations, people are working hard 
enough already. Nor is the answer to eliminate complexity, because serious Businesses are inherently 
complex. The opportunity is to distinguish the complexity the Business genuinely needs from the 
complexity it has inherited, and to convert more of the effort, Investment and Capability already present 
into Value. 

When effort is absorbed by the system 

Over more than thirty-five years of working with businesses, public services and large transformation 
programmes, I have repeatedly encountered the same paradox. Leaders can usually see that something 
is wrong, but they see it through different parts of the Enterprise. Finance sees cost and affordability, 
operations sees demand and capacity, technology sees systems and data, while transformation teams 
see programmes and dependencies. Each perspective can be accurate without being sufficient. 

That fragmentation matters because problems rarely respect organisational boundaries. A financial 
pressure may be rooted in the way a Proposition has evolved. A customer problem may reflect a Capability 
gap rather than a frontline performance issue. A technology programme may deliver exactly what was 
specified while the surrounding Process, ownership and operational conditions remain unchanged, 
leaving the expected Value unrealised. When the Enterprise is managed primarily through fragments, 
leaders can act decisively on symptoms without changing the system producing them. 

Complexity itself is therefore not the enemy. An international company, a hospital, a technology business 
or a growing entrepreneurial firm should not be expected to become simple. The leadership challenge is 
to make the Enterprise clear enough to understand how its important parts connect, where those 
connections have weakened and which choices now need to be made deliberately rather than inherited 
from the past. 
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That is why the question running through this book is not simply whether an Organisation is busy, well 
governed or delivering its plans. It is whether the Business and the Organisation are sufficiently connected 
to create the Value the Enterprise exists to produce. 

Seeing the Enterprise differently 

The Business Lifesystem begins with a distinction that is simple but consequential. The Business 
concerns whom the Enterprise serves, what it offers, what it is trying to achieve and the Value it seeks to 
create. The Organisation is how people, resources, processes, partners and assets are arranged to 
conduct that Business. Together, they form the Enterprise. 

In a coherent Enterprise, the Organisation exists to enable the Business. Over time that relationship can 
quietly reverse. Strategic choices become constrained by the Organisation that already exists; 
restructures change reporting lines without changing the underlying Business; new Objectives are 
announced without creating the Capability or releasing the capacity needed to achieve them. The gap 
between Business intent and organisational reality becomes the space in which much unnecessary 
complexity develops. 

The Business Lifesystem provides a connected way of seeing that relationship. It is a methodology for 
revealing the Enterprise that has evolved, designing the Enterprise that is now required, choosing a 
credible route between the two, delivering change against measurable Results and sustaining coherence 
as the Enterprise continues to evolve. The detailed architecture of the methodology is introduced 
progressively through the book, when each part is needed, rather than as a set of concepts to memorise 
in advance. 

The promise is deliberately practical. Complex organisational problems will not become simple, but they 
can become more visible, more understandable and more open to deliberate action. Once leaders can 
see the connections between the Business, the Organisation, Investment, delivery and Value, they can 
make choices that are much harder to make while those elements remain fragmented. 

Why I wrote this book 

I wrote this book because I have repeatedly seen good Organisations made less effective by complexity 
they did not consciously choose. I have seen leaders struggle to reconcile strategy with operational reality, 
programmes report successful delivery while the anticipated Value remained elusive, and capable people 
spend an extraordinary amount of time compensating for Processes, systems and responsibilities that no 
longer fit together as they should. 

I have also seen how quickly the quality of leadership conversation changes when the Enterprise becomes 
visible. Assumptions can be tested instead of inherited. Activities that have continued for years can be 
judged against the Value they create. Investment can be directed towards the Capability the future 
Business actually needs, and programmes can be judged by the Results they enable rather than by the 
confidence of their status reports. 

The purpose of the Business Lifesystem is not to prove that everything in an Enterprise is broken. It is to 
help leaders distinguish what remains valuable from what is merely familiar, what is necessary from what 
has accumulated, and what is genuinely changing the Business from what is simply creating movement 
around it. Clarity does not remove difficult choices, but it makes the real choice much harder to avoid. 
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Figure I.1 - Why this Book Exists 
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Who this book is for 

This book is written primarily for senior leaders responsible for shaping, transforming or governing a 
complex Enterprise: people with sufficient influence over strategy, Investment, organisational design, 
transformation priorities or Value realisation to change how the Enterprise works. Their sectors and job 
titles will differ, but the situation is recognisable. They are expected to improve performance, respond to 
change and create future Value while leading an Organisation shaped by decisions made over many years. 

Other readers will use the book differently. Programme and delivery leaders may use it to reconnect their 
work to the Results it exists to enable. Consultants and advisers may use it to understand client problems 
more systemically. The methodology is deliberately not sector-specific because the underlying leadership 
problem is broader than any one industry: every Enterprise must connect what it is trying to achieve with 
the Organisation, Capability, Investment and delivery required to make that achievement real. 

This book is intended to be used as well as read. A capable leadership team should be able to use the 
ideas, questions and models in these pages to recognise patterns in its own Enterprise, challenge 
assumptions, undertake useful high-level diagnosis and improve the quality of strategic, Investment and 
transformation decisions. The book therefore explains the complete methodology and the reasoning 
behind it rather than withholding essential parts of the approach. 

The wider Business Lifesystem Toolkit serves a different purpose. It contains the detailed assessments, 
working templates, scoring mechanisms, registers, facilitation structures and repeatable diagnostic tools 
used when the methodology is applied systematically across a real Enterprise. The distinction is therefore 
between understanding and applying the method at a useful leadership level, which this book enables, 
and performing the full structured methodology with the supporting artefacts required for rigorous 
implementation, which is the role of the Toolkit. 

The journey ahead 

The book develops in five Parts. Part One examines how Chaotic Evolution develops, the hidden cost it 
creates and why greater effort alone cannot resolve it. Part Two introduces the core architecture of the 
Business Lifesystem and shows how to see the Enterprise as a connected system rather than a collection 
of organisational fragments. 

Part Three moves from understanding to deliberate design. It shows how to reveal the current Enterprise, 
identify where Value is leaking or remains unrealised and design a Target Enterprise Model around the 
future Business rather than the inherited Organisation. Part Four then creates the route from current 
reality to measurable Value, including the disciplines required to stop work that no longer justifies its 
resources and to ensure that delivery remains connected to Results. 

Part Five addresses the problem that follows every successful transformation: the Enterprise keeps 
evolving. It shows how the Business Lifesystem can become part of the way the Enterprise is led and 
managed so that clarity, alignment and Value are sustained rather than gradually buried beneath another 
layer of complexity. 

The journey begins with a deceptively simple question: how can so many sensible decisions, made by 
capable people for perfectly reasonable reasons, gradually create something that nobody ever intended? 
That is the nature of Chaotic Evolution, and it is where Chapter 1 begins. 


