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The Structure of Prosperity: Alignment
“Structure organizes relationships; alignment determines whether they can function coherently.”


Misconception
When Steve Jobs returned to Apple Inc. in 1997, the company already had capable teams, advanced technologies, and a wide range of products under development. Different groups were executing effectively within their domains, and the organization remained active and coordinated. Yet the overall system had become difficult to understand even from within the company. As Jobs described it, “I couldn't even figure out the damn product line… what is this model? How does this fit?”
Despite ongoing coordination across Apple, decisions did not yield consistent outcomes. Jobs understood that improving performance did not begin with better execution but with clarifying the direction that could align decisions across the organization. When Jobs made that direction clear, even teams whose projects were canceled became energized because, as he explained, they “finally understood where… we were going.” Coordination was already in place, but without a shared understanding of what the company stood for, that direction could not be sustained. This shift in direction became part of the transformation that took Apple from near bankruptcy to one of the most successful companies in the world.
What initially appears to be a failure of execution gradually reveals a deeper limitation in how decisions are aligned around a shared direction.
Systems are often assumed to fail because of poor execution, insufficient coordination, or a lack of discipline. When outcomes are inconsistent, the common response is to improve processes, strengthen oversight, and increase coordination across components. Yet as systems grow more complex, these efforts often fail to restore coherent performance. Execution can remain strong and coordination can improve, yet outcomes continue to diverge.
This reveals a limitation in how system performance is understood. Coordination ensures that actions occur together, but it does not ensure that those actions produce compatible outcomes. Systems can remain highly coordinated in execution while failing to sustain coherence at the system level. When decisions across components are misaligned, improvements in coordination do not resolve the underlying problem. Operations continue, yet outcomes fail to accumulate into consistent performance. Coordination organizes execution, but it cannot ensure compatible outcomes once independently made decisions no longer contribute compatibly across the broader system.

Coordination
As system complexity increases, they require structures capable of synchronizing actions across expanding systems. Coordination is the function that organizes execution, ensuring that activities occur in a way that allows the system to operate as a whole rather than as disconnected parts. Through coordination, systems can sequence actions and maintain operational consistency across multiple components. At lower levels of complexity, coordination can emerge through direct interaction and immediate awareness, with individuals adjusting their actions in response to one another. However, as systems expand, coordination becomes more demanding, requiring formal structures, defined roles, and explicit processes to keep actions synchronized across the system. These coordinating structures allow systems to maintain operational order even as the number of interactions increases.
As complexity continues to expand, the limitations of coordination become increasingly apparent. Coordination ensures that actions occur together, but not that they contribute to a consistent outcome. Systems can be highly coordinated in execution while still producing results that are inconsistent at the system level. Coordination can therefore sustain activity without ensuring coherence. As complexity increases further, coordination itself can contribute to the expansion of activity without improving overall performance. Coordination can expand operational complexity without increasing coherence because it enables more interactions without ensuring that those interactions produce compatible results. The system becomes more active and more organized in execution, yet remains vulnerable to inconsistencies across its components.
Coordination determines how actions are carried out, but not whether they yield consistent outcomes at the system level. Its limitations become increasingly apparent as independently operating components continue expanding interactions without mechanisms capable of preserving compatibility across growing interdependencies.

Alignment
As systems operate through coordination across multiple components, each part increasingly optimizes its actions based on its own conditions, constraints, and objectives. These local optimizations improve effectiveness within immediate contexts, yet they do not ensure that independently made decisions remain compatible across the broader system. As interdependence expands, outcomes increasingly depend on decisions made elsewhere in the system. Components may therefore remain highly coordinated in execution while gradually producing outcomes that diverge at the system level, because independently effective decisions do not necessarily contribute compatibly across expanding interdependencies.
This divergence does not stem from disorder or failure in individual components, but from the structure of interdependence itself. As each part continuously adjusts its actions to improve local performance, the compatibility of decisions gradually erodes. At higher levels of complexity, this divergence becomes increasingly difficult to contain because the number of interdependencies grows, the consequences of each decision spread further across the system, and local adaptations increasingly reshape broader system behavior. Coordination can therefore sustain activity and operational synchronization even as independently optimized decisions gradually weaken overall coherence. Systems do not fail because their parts stop functioning, but because independently adaptive components increasingly cease to contribute coherently to the broader system as a whole.
As interdependence continues to expand, sustaining coherence increasingly requires mechanisms that preserve compatibility across independently made decisions. Alignment emerges as the function that organizes this compatibility across distributed systems. Coordination synchronizes execution, but alignment preserves compatibility among decisions operating under different constraints, roles, and local conditions. Without alignment, independently operating components progressively optimize in divergent directions even while remaining operationally coordinated.
Alignment addresses this limitation by organizing how independently operating components make decisions amid distributed complexity. It preserves compatibility across specialized roles, local constraints, and changing conditions without requiring centralized control over every action. Components can therefore continue operating independently while still contributing to coherent system-level outcomes because alignment sustains the broader direction that keeps distributed decisions compatible across the system. Alignment does not eliminate specialization or distributed decision-making, but instead allows increasingly differentiated systems to continue functioning coherently as interdependence expands.
For this reason, alignment does not require uniformity among components. Systems can contain diverse roles, perspectives, capabilities, and local objectives while still preserving compatibility across the broader system. Independently operating components do not need to make identical decisions to sustain coherence, but their decisions must remain compatible with the broader direction and constraints shaping the system as a whole. Without alignment, coordination can continue to sustain activity even as divergence progressively accumulates across expanding interdependencies. Components remain operationally synchronized, yet the broader system gradually loses its ability to sustain integrated functionality.
As systems become increasingly distributed and interdependent, alignment becomes structurally necessary to sustain coherent performance. Coordination alone can organize execution, but it cannot preserve compatibility across continuously adapting systems evolving under different conditions. Sustaining coherence increasingly depends on preserving compatibility among independently operating components as distributed adaptation continuously reshapes the system itself. As systems become increasingly adaptive and distributed, compatibility alone also becomes insufficient. Distributed systems increasingly require shared interpretive structures that guide how independently operating components understand priorities, evaluate tradeoffs, and translate broader direction into local decisions under changing conditions.

Story
As systems become increasingly distributed, independently operating components must interpret changing local conditions, evaluate tradeoffs, and respond without direct supervision. Coordination can organize execution, and alignment can sustain compatibility among decisions, yet neither alone can fully determine how components should act under constantly changing circumstances. As interdependence expands, system behavior increasingly depends on how independently operating components interpret situations and translate broader direction into local decisions. Under these conditions, sustaining coherence increasingly requires shared interpretive structures that enable distributed components to evaluate actions through a common understanding of direction, priorities, and purpose.
Story emerges as the mechanism that organizes interpretive consistency across distributed complexity. Story functions not primarily as narrative but as interpretive infrastructure, enabling independently operating components to remain compatible without centralized control over every action. It shapes how components understand what matters, how priorities are interpreted, and how tradeoffs are evaluated under changing conditions. Shared direction therefore allows distributed systems to sustain compatibility among independently operating components even as complexity, specialization, and interdependence continue to expand.
The Kibbutz, for example, sustained highly distributed forms of responsibility under the Ottoman and British empires because members operated within a shared interpretive structure that extended far beyond formal rules. The movement was organized around a clear story rooted in shared values, mission, vision, and purpose: returning to work the land, building a prosperous and equal society, and participating in the establishment of a Jewish state. This shared direction allowed individuals to make independent decisions in changing local conditions while preserving broader organizational continuity, because members understood the larger purpose the community was attempting to sustain. Responsibility therefore remained highly distributed without generating widespread divergence between local decisions and broader collective objectives. The system depended less on centralized supervision and more on shared interpretation, which preserved compatibility across distributed responsibilities.
Yet the later deterioration of the Kibbutz movement also demonstrates the structural importance of sustaining a shared interpretive direction. After 1948 and the establishment of the State of Israel, the movement largely achieved the central mission around which its coherence had been organized. At the same time, the overall security and economic conditions of Kibbutz communities improved significantly, and many Kibbutzim reached extraordinary levels of agricultural, industrial, and social success. Many communities, including the one in which I was born, were established only after the state already existed and therefore operated under somewhat different stories and conditions than the earlier pioneering communities. Older Kibbutzim also continued to prosper for years and sometimes decades because highly coherent systems can retain significant organizational inertia even after the original interpretive direction begins to weaken. Operational norms, social cohesion, productive systems, and accumulated capabilities continued to function within the powerful structure the movement had already created.
Yet over time, as the original mission was progressively fulfilled without being replaced by a renewed shared direction, the movement increasingly shifted from story-driven coherence toward efficiency-driven coordination and increasingly professionalized economic management. Operational coordination and economic performance often remained strong, yet distributed decisions increasingly diverged as the interpretive structure that had previously sustained compatibility progressively weakened. Communities gradually began questioning their broader purpose and long-term justification, despite continuing prosperity and organizational sophistication. The deterioration, therefore, did not begin during collapse or scarcity, but precisely when many of the Kibbutz movement’s economic and organizational achievements were at their strongest.
A similar structural pattern emerged at Apple after Steve Jobs was removed from the company in 1985. For a time, Apple continued to function successfully because its operational systems, technological capabilities, and organizational structure retained substantial inertia from the earlier period of coherent direction. Professional management preserved operational performance and, in some areas, even improved it. Yet over time, the company increasingly lost strategic coherence and product compatibility across the organization. When Jobs returned, the first transformation was not primarily operational but interpretive. He restored coherent direction that aligned distributed decisions across the company, and the organization rapidly regained coherence and performance. The lesson is not that professional management lacks value, but that operational optimization alone cannot replace the role that shared interpretive direction plays in sustaining compatibility across distributed systems.
This realization also reshaped how many investors approach startups. For a time, investors often believed that once a founder’s operational knowledge had been extracted, professional management could replace entrepreneurial leadership and improve organizational performance. In many cases, the opposite occurred: companies frequently lost coherence, strategic direction, and innovation compatibility after founders were removed, even as professional management improved operational execution. Over time, many investors increasingly recognized that founders often sustain not only operational knowledge but also the interpretive coherence that keeps independently operating systems aligned as complexity expands. Professional management and interpretive leadership, therefore, increasingly emerged not as substitutes but as complementary requirements within increasingly distributed organizations.
As systems become increasingly distributed and interdependent, sustaining coherence increasingly depends on preserving interpretive compatibility across independently operating components. Shared interpretive structures, therefore, become increasingly necessary to sustain scalable coherence amid growing distributed complexity. Without shared interpretive alignment, distributed systems gradually lose the ability to sustain compatible outcomes as interdependence expands, even as coordination and alignment may continue to function operationally.
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Coordination, alignment, and Story are conditions that can be directly organized. Coherence, like lift in an airplane, emerges only when those conditions become properly integrated.

Coherence
Coordination synchronizes execution, and alignment preserves compatibility among decisions, yet systems can still fail to sustain integrated functionality amid growing interdependence. Components may remain operationally coordinated and locally aligned while broader outcomes gradually diverge, because coordination and alignment alone cannot ensure that independently adapting parts continue to contribute compatibly across the broader system. As systems become increasingly differentiated and distributed, sustaining integrated functionality depends not only on synchronized activity or compatible decisions, but also on whether continuously evolving interactions across the system remain systemically compatible as conditions change. Under these conditions, coherence emerges as the broader capacity that enables increasingly interdependent systems to continue functioning as integrated wholes despite growing complexity.
Coherence does not arise from coordination or alignment alone; it emerges when independently operating components continue adapting to changing local conditions while still producing outcomes that remain systemically compatible with the broader structure. Distributed systems continuously evolve through local responses, adjustments, tradeoffs, and specialized adaptations under varying constraints and conditions. Coherence, therefore, depends on whether these distributed adaptations continue to reinforce rather than progressively undermine the broader system’s integrated functionality.
As interdependence expands, sustaining coherence becomes increasingly difficult because local adjustments continuously generate consequences that ripple across broader networks of relationships. Components may remain highly effective within their own contexts while gradually producing incompatibilities that weaken broader systemic integration. The resulting divergence may not immediately appear as operational failure because coordination and alignment can continue to function locally even as the broader system progressively loses its ability to sustain integrated functionality across expanding interdependencies. Coherence therefore deteriorates not because systems stop functioning, but because independently adaptive components gradually cease to contribute compatibly to the broader system as a whole.
As systems become increasingly distributed and interdependent, sustaining coherence increasingly depends on preserving compatibility across continuously adapting systems operating under different conditions. Coherence, therefore, represents the emergent capacity of increasingly interdependent systems to sustain integrated functionality despite continuous distributed adaptation amid expanding complexity. Systems capable of sustaining coherence can preserve integrated functionality amid expanding interdependence, even as complexity, differentiation, and adaptive pressures continue to grow.
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