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The Cost of
Governance Ambiguity

Why organizations lose value when governance
precision fails to keep pace with strategic ambition.

Executive summary.

This whitepaper argues that organizations rarely lose value through a lack of ambition.
More often, value erodes through ambiguity in governance: in prioritization, decision-
making, and ownership.Where that precision is absent, delay, fragmentation, and
financial leakage emerge long before they are formally recognized.

The core proposition is straightforward: sustainable execution power does not begin
with more structure, but with greater clarity in direction, priorities, and accountability.
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Why activity seldom becomes progress

Many organizations mistake activity for progress. Coordination is intensive, decisions are
taken continuously, and effort is highly visible. Yet strategic movement remains limited.

This pattern becomes visible when staff and support functions respond primarily to
events rather than providing direction. Legal enters too late. Finance reports accurately,
but provides limited forward-looking guidance. Project Control tracks progress while the
underlying choices have already lost definition.

The issue is rarely commitment. It is governance clarity. Once direction, priorities, and
ownership are no longer aligned with sufficient precision, value erosion begins: the
organization continues to move, but structurally surrenders speed, focus, and return.

Why execution power begins with governance clarity

Many organizations intervene through process design, governance models, and
templates. That may create order in the system, but it rarely corrects the underlying
issue. When the choices beneath the surface remain diffuse, the organization merely
adds structure around existing ambiguity.

Execution power increases when leaders define the same issue in the same way, apply
the same priorities, and allocate ownership explicitly. Without that precision, governance
noise emerges. With it, processes, meeting structures, and decision-making become
productive.

How governance friction turns into value loss

When priorities lack precision and decisions are delayed, costs emerge faster than
dashboards reveal. Projects slip. Functions optimize locally. Leaders spend
disproportionate time aligning issues that should already have been settled. What
appears manageable at board level often translates operationally and financially into
structural loss.

In practice, this pattern is not exceptional. It is widespread. It appears in large
enterprises, mid-sized organizations, and smaller teams whenever choices are
insufficiently developed and ownership becomes diffuse. The scale may differ, but the
effect does not: speed, quality, and economic return decline immediately.

International research by McKinsey shows that low engagement and employee turnover
materially damage organizational performance. The same dynamic is visible in Dutch
organizations: where productivity is under pressure and talent is scarce, the cost of
governance ambiguity rises rapidly.
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Financial Impact

Research indicates that 20-40% of organizational capacity does not
effectively contribute to strategic objectives, due to insufficient coherence in
choices, ownership, and decision-making. (Sources: McKinsey & Company, Gallup, Statistics
Netherlands (CBS), TNO)

For an organization of 80 FTE, a 30% loss in effective capacity represents a
potential annual impact of approximately €1.9 million, based on average
employer costs of €80,000 per FTE.

This does not usually require more systems or more people. It requires sharper choices,
explicit ownership, and execution that does not depend on implicit assumptions. That is
where the execution gap closes.

From ambiguity to governance precision

The most effective interventions rarely begin with solutions. They begin by distilling an
issue into the key choices beneath it: what is the actual problem, which tension must be
resolved, and where should ownership sit? Only once those questions are answered with
precision does the space emerge for consistent execution and measurable progress.

The question leadership can no longer postpone

The essential question, therefore, is not only whether the strategy is strategically sound,
but whether the organization is sufficiently governable and precise to realize that
strategy without losing speed, consistency, and ownership.

Where governance friction becomes visible too late, delay, inefficiency, and strategic
noise accumulate into avoidable value loss. This is precisely where one of leadership’s
strongest levers resides: not in more interventions, but in sharper choices, more explicit
ownership, and higher-quality decision-making.

Those who address this underlying friction in time protect not only the quality of
governance, but also the organization’s ability to convert strategy into results. That is
where sustainable execution power begins.
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Strategic dialogue

Where governance ambiguity persists, value continues to erode.
Surfaced helps surface the underlying friction and turn it into clear choices and

focused execution.
Start exploring the friction that is unnecessarily slowing your organization.

T: 085 060 3615
E info@surfaced.nl

W: surfaced.nl
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