THE IRRELEVANCE TRAP

A Working Memo for Senior Leaders

How to use this memo

e Thisis a personal working exercise, not an organizational assessment.
e Answer from your own vantage point, not the institution’s stated strategy.
¢ Ifyou find yourself explaining an answer, pause. That hesitation is the signal.

Why this memo exists

Most organizations do not fail because they ignore change. They fail because they respond to it too
late, after success has hardened into habit.

Strong performance creates powerful incentives. Metrics get optimized. Resources get locked in.
Certain questions stop being asked, not because leaders are complacent, but because the
organization is busy winning.

The Irrelevance Trap forms quietly in these moments. It is the gap between what an organization is
exceptionally good at today and what will matter most tomorrow. By the time performance signals
clearly break, the real decisions have already been made.

This memo is a working document intended to surface tensions that often remain unspoken inside
successful leadership teams.

The value is not in agreement. The value is in noticing what is harder to say than it should be.

Executive self-diagnostic

Seven questions. No scoring.

1. Sacred assumptions - Which assumptions about our customers, economics, or competitive
position would | be personally uncomfortable challenging in the next executive meeting?

2. Optimization inertia - What are we still optimizing because it once mattered, even though |
can no longer clearly articulate why it must matter now?

3. Reversibility - Which decisions currently feel irreversible, not because they are, but because
reversing them would expose prior bets?

4. Defensibility - What work is happening today that | would struggle to defend if asked how it
advances our future relevance?

5. Instinctive protection - If we were forced to cut 15 percent of our cost base in 90 days,
what would | instinctively protect before examining whether it still earns that protection?

6. Abstract risk - Which risks do | treat as abstract today that would feel obvious in hindsight if
we are wrong?

7. Outsider reset - If a credible outsider took my role tomorrow, what would they stop doing
before they started anything new?



If these questions felt easy, revisit the ones you answered fastest.

Three trade-offs leaders avoid too long

These are not abstract tensions. They show up in budget conversations, talent decisions,
governance, and what gets protected when pressure rises.

Extend the core business vs. create room to move

Default behavior: squeeze the existing model harder because it is measurable and familiar.
Hidden cost: you reduce future options while telling yourself you are being disciplined.

Tell: new work is asked to prove itself on the core’s time horizon and margins.

Forcing question: what would we stop doing this quarter to buy capacity for learning that could
matter next year?

Efficiency vs. resilience

Default behavior: treat variance as waste and compress slack everywhere.

Hidden cost: you lose the ability to absorb shocks, pivot, or experiment without breaking
operating promises.

Tell: every new initiative must be funded by perfect execution elsewhere.

Forcing question: where do we need deliberate slack because the next two years will not
behave like the last two?

Alignment vs. adaptability

Default behavior: over-standardize decisions to reduce friction and increase control.

Hidden cost: you train the organization to wait for permission and to optimize for consensus.
Tell: leaders treat disagreement as disloyalty instead of signal.

Forcing question: what decision rights should move closer to the edge, even if it creates short-
term inconsistency?

A final note

If this memo surfaced tensions you recognize but have not yet addressed, pause there. Those
tensions rarely resolve themselves. They either get examined deliberately, or they resurface later
with fewer options and higher stakes, often by someone else.

— JP Nicols



