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Chapter 1When the Question Does Not Fit the Organisation Chart

Some of the most consequential corporate mistakes do not begin with a lack of expertise. They begin when an organisation has plenty of it.

A company may have excellent engineers, experienced lawyers, sophisticated finance teams, capable strategists and executives who know their businesses intimately. Each function may analyse a proposed decision correctly within its field. The technology may work. The investment case may meet the required return. The contract may allocate liability sensibly. The operational plan may appear realistic. Yet the organisation can still reach an inadequate understanding of what it is actually deciding.

This is not a paradox. Specialist expertise answers questions from within boundaries. Those boundaries make expertise possible. The engineer must distinguish technical performance from commercial desirability. Finance must translate uncertain futures into assumptions that can be compared. Legal counsel must identify obligations and exposure rather than decide what kind of company the client should become. Human resources cannot assess every strategic consequence each time it evaluates a change in work. The organisation depends upon these divisions because no serious enterprise could operate if every specialist had to reconsider the whole company before offering an answer.

Most of the time, this arrangement works remarkably well. A competent leadership team can combine functional recommendations, resolve disagreements and make decisions. Cross-functional processes, project governance and experienced consultants can address many problems that exceed one department. There would be little reason to invent another professional role merely because organisations have silos or because specialists sometimes disagree.

The problem becomes different when the decision changes the conditions under which several parts of the organisation will operate, while no function has a natural mandate to examine the change as a whole. In such cases, the difficulty lies less in finding answers than in deciding whether the organisation has asked a sufficiently complete question.

Take a company that asks whether it should delegate a class of decisions to artificial intelligence. The technology team can assess whether a system can perform the task. Finance can estimate cost and productivity effects. Risk and legal specialists can examine exposure. Human resources can consider job design. Operations can evaluate integration into existing processes. Each analysis may be excellent. Yet the decision may also alter who exercises judgement, what employees learn from ordinary cases, how exceptions become visible, where responsibility rests when outcomes deteriorate and which organisational capabilities still exist several years later. No single specialist is necessarily wrong if these issues remain disconnected. The original question may simply have distributed the problem too early.

This is the space in which we propose the Corporate Evolutionist.

A Corporate Evolutionist is an independent, highly experienced practitioner who works across disciplines to examine the framing and assumptions of consequential organisational questions, identify knowledge the organisation has not yet brought into the inquiry, synthesise specialist accounts, and assess what different choices may cause the organisation to become as its environment changes. The Corporate Evolutionist does not claim expertise in every discipline involved. The role does not replace the CEO, board, engineer, lawyer, strategist or consultant, and it does not assume responsibility for implementation. Leadership still decides. Specialists still provide the knowledge on which sound decisions depend.

Consequential decisions are mechanisms through which organisations evolve. Technology choices, acquisitions, outsourcing, workforce design, decision rights, customer interfaces and operating models do more than solve the immediate problem placed before management. They alter capabilities, routines, dependencies and future options. The Corporate Evolutionist therefore asks not only whether a decision works now, but what it makes the organisation more or less capable of becoming later.

What changes is the object of attention. Most specialists receive a question and contribute to its answer. The Corporate Evolutionist has continuing permission to examine the question itself. That permission is central. Organisations are becoming faster at changing than at asking what the change is for. The role exists partly to restore the missing inquiry before momentum, budget and implementation make the original framing difficult to reopen.

That distinction sounds modest. In practice, it can be demanding. Questions arrive in organisations already shaped by assumptions. “How should we automate this process?” assumes that automation is the relevant choice. “Which AI platform should we select?” places the decision one step further downstream. “How can we reduce the cost of these decisions?” establishes cost as the problem to solve. None of these questions is necessarily misguided, but each directs expertise towards a particular territory and away from alternatives outside it. Once teams, budgets and deadlines form around that territory, the framing becomes increasingly difficult to challenge. The organisation can accumulate more and more information while the premise that organises the information remains largely untouched.

The practitioner begins at a point that management practice can pass too quickly: Why are we doing this? What problem are we actually trying to solve? What do we expect to gain? What should the technology do, what should people continue to do, which consequences sit outside the initiating function's remit, and what would have to be true for this to be the right question?

The problem is not the boxes

It would be easy to describe this as another argument against organisational silos. That would miss the point. Companies need boundaries. Accountability becomes meaningless if everyone owns everything, and expertise becomes shallow if each professional must cover every dimension of a decision. The problem arises only under particular conditions.

A routine procurement decision with established technical specifications, known suppliers, clear financial thresholds and familiar risks does not require a Corporate Evolutionist. Neither does a well-bounded system implementation merely because IT, finance and operations must coordinate. An experienced project leader or consultant can integrate those perspectives. Adding another person whose purpose is to challenge the question might create delay rather than insight.

A different situation appears when the decision alters the organisation beyond the immediate object of the project. The company may introduce a technology that changes the distribution of human judgement. It may adopt a business model that changes what customers reasonably expect. It may outsource a capability whose disappearance will matter only when an unusual event occurs. It may set a performance measure that gradually changes behaviour in ways that the original business case did not consider. Here, the functions do not simply hold different pieces of one puzzle. They may be working with different ideas of what counts as success.

Finance may define success as a return realised within three years. Operations may define it as greater reliability this quarter. Technology may define it as accurate system performance. Legal may define it as defensibility. A business-unit leader may care most about growth. Employees may experience the same decision as a change in where professional authority resides. These measures are not mutually exclusive, and none is automatically superior. The managerial challenge is that they operate across different time horizons and causal chains. A decision can satisfy several of them now while weakening something that the organisation will depend upon later.

Senior executives are supposed to see across these boundaries, and strong executives often do. The argument for a Corporate Evolutionist therefore cannot rest on an assumption that CEOs lack breadth or that boards cannot think strategically. The issue is structural. Authority to make the final decision does not automatically provide the conditions for sustained inquiry into every premise behind it. Executives operate under time pressure, depend upon information prepared through organisational channels and carry responsibility for action. They must eventually close questions. They have value only where the importance of keeping a question open for longer exceeds the cost of doing so.

This is also why the role cannot be reduced to “the person who asks difficult questions”. Organisations already contain many people capable of that. A serious inquiry requires more than contrarianism. If the Corporate Evolutionist challenges a technology proposal, the response cannot stop at a provocative observation about technology. They may need to understand enough about machine learning to know what to ask a technical expert, enough about organisational design to recognise a change in decision rights, enough about behavioural science to examine how people respond to automated recommendations, and enough about the business model to see why these consequences matter. The practitioner then has to return to the specialists, distinguish genuine knowledge from assumption and integrate those accounts without pretending to become an expert in each field.

The intellectual movement is therefore outward and back again: from the corporate question into several bodies of knowledge, then from those bodies of knowledge towards a more adequate understanding of the decision.

[image: An initial question leads to specialist inquiries and a Corporate Evolutionist inquiry. The specialist inquiries cover technical, financial, legal, operational and human aspects. The Corporate Evolutionist tests framing and assumptions, seeks missing knowledge, examines adaptive consequences and synthesises specialist accounts. Both streams lead to a decision-worthy question and then to a leadership decision.]Figure 1. From the initial question to a decision-worthy question (proposed conceptual model)The CE examines the question alongside specialists and connects their accounts. Leadership retains the decision.

Is this simply excellent consulting?

Any credible account of the Corporate Evolutionist has to address an obvious objection. Good management consultants already challenge briefs, integrate disciplines, conduct research and confront senior leaders. A strong consultant may identify an assumption that a client has missed. That overlap matters, but these acts alone do not amount to Corporate Evolutionist practice.

The difference lies partly in what the practitioner is capable of seeing across the inquiry. A Corporate Evolutionist needs substantial depth in more than one domain, the intellectual range to enter others without mistaking acquaintance for expertise, and the judgement to recognise when a corporate problem has changed its nature as different kinds of knowledge meet. A consultant who asks a difficult question has not thereby demonstrated that capacity. Nor does a practitioner acquire it simply by adopting the title Corporate Evolutionist.

The organisational arrangement matters as well. A consultant may have the intellect to notice that a project's brief misses a larger corporate question, yet the brief, timetable and commercial obligations of an ordinary consulting engagement direct attention towards a commissioned result. The Corporate Evolutionist requires permission to follow that larger question, access to the people and expertise it calls for, and enough continuity to discover whether the original account survives what the organisation subsequently does.

Capability and mandate therefore depend on each other. A wide mandate given to a person without the necessary intellectual architecture will not produce Corporate Evolutionist practice. Exceptional intellectual range without the freedom to pursue its implications may remain unused. The professional category must hold both to a demanding standard.

A consulting engagement usually exists because an organisation wants something investigated, designed, improved or implemented. Even when the brief evolves, the engagement has a project logic. There is a problem to solve, a deliverable to produce or a transformation to advance. The consultant's ability to question the brief can be substantial, but the work ultimately has to become useful to the commissioned task. The CE's charge is to examine whether that task remains an adequate account of the corporate decision, even when the answer unsettles the project itself.

The practitioner would be engaged under a different licence. They must be able to follow a consequential question beyond the boundaries of the initial project, including where that inquiry creates inconvenience for the project itself. If a technology programme raises a question about which human capability the organisation wishes to preserve, that consequence is not peripheral simply because it sits outside the technology workstream. If a cost-saving initiative depends upon an assumption about customer behaviour that marketing has never tested, the inquiry can move there. If implementation produces an unexpected result six months later, the Corporate Evolutionist can return to the assumptions behind the original decision without having to defend the design that was chosen.

It would be easy to dilute this distinction by offering a consultant a longer contract and calling the result Corporate Evolutionist practice. That would grant time and access without establishing the practitioner's ability to move across deep fields of knowledge, produce a synthesis none of them contains, and know when that synthesis needs expert correction. The qualification standard must precede the appointment. The mandate then makes it possible for a qualified person to do the work.

The mandate also explains why proximity to implementation matters. A detached thinker who delivers an elegant analysis and disappears may identify interesting issues without discovering whether they mattered. Many corporate assumptions reveal themselves only after a decision encounters reality. The Corporate Evolutionist can remain close enough to implementation to observe what the organisation learns, but without taking ownership of the specialist execution that would make it harder to question earlier conclusions. This position is uncomfortable by design. They should care whether the decision works without acquiring a personal interest in proving that the original advice was right.

There are many situations in which this additional capability would be unnecessary. If a retailer needs to redesign a distribution process whose goals are clear, whose effects are well understood and whose uncertainties are principally operational, a strong internal team supported by appropriate specialists may be entirely sufficient. If a company already has someone with the unusual range, practical judgement, time, access and independence to conduct the wider inquiry, it may have no reason to appoint an external CE for that decision. Corporate Evolutionist practice should not become a ceremonial layer attached to important projects. Its case depends upon a consequential need that existing capacity cannot meet.

Why call this evolution?

The term 'evolution' does not imply that organisations follow a biological law, move towards a predetermined ideal state or should simply adapt to whatever happens around them. Organisations contain intentional choice, power, strategy and design, and they can shape the conditions around them as well as respond to them. The relevant idea is more practical: repeated consequential decisions change the organisation itself, often before anyone describes those changes as a transformation.

That matters because today's decision can alter tomorrow's room to manoeuvre. Automation may improve current efficiency while changing how judgement develops; outsourcing may remove cost while allowing knowledge to disappear; centralisation may improve consistency while reducing local responsiveness. The role does not presume that any of these choices is wrong. It asks what the organisation is changing about itself when it makes them, and which future options, capabilities or forms of judgement may become easier, harder or impossible as a result. In this book, 'evolvability' refers only to that future capacity to adapt when conditions change again.

The hierarchy is important. Questioning the question is the method. Organisational evolution is the reason the method matters. Evolvability is one of the consequences the inquiry may examine. The Corporate Evolutionist therefore does not begin by forecasting what the organisation should become. The work begins one step earlier: Why this change? What are we actually trying to solve? What assumptions have already entered the question? Only then does the inquiry examine what different choices may cause the organisation to become and what must remain possible afterwards.

What changes in the age of AI

Artificial intelligence makes this problem more visible because it allows organisations to redesign decisions themselves, not merely the processes that surround them.

Take a company that wants to automate routine decisions about whether existing business customers qualify for temporary extensions of their credit limits. Its initial question is straightforward: Can an AI system make these decisions at sufficient accuracy and lower cost than the current process?

That question deserves an answer. Technical specialists can assess performance against historical cases. Finance can model the economics. Risk specialists can examine default exposure. Legal and compliance teams can identify applicable constraints. Operations can estimate the effect on turnaround time.

A Corporate Evolutionist would not replace any of those analyses. The inquiry would instead test what must be understood before their answers can support the larger decision.

The practitioner might first clarify what the company means by a “routine” decision. Perhaps these cases are precisely where junior credit professionals learn to recognise patterns before they encounter difficult ones. If so, automation changes not only labour cost but the organisation's mechanism for producing experienced judgement. The inquiry might then examine what happens to unusual cases. If the AI resolves most transactions automatically, employees may encounter a smaller but disproportionately difficult set of exceptions. The job that remains may require more expertise at the same time as the system reduces opportunities to acquire it.

The question of performance would also change. Accuracy against historical decisions assumes that those decisions represent an appropriate benchmark. If existing practices contain inconsistency, reproducing them more reliably may not be equivalent to improving them. Conversely, occasional disagreement with historical decisions does not prove that the system is inferior. Relevant experts would need to determine what constitutes a good credit decision and over what period its quality becomes observable.

Responsibility would require similar scrutiny. If a relationship manager can request an exception, does that person retain genuine authority or merely initiate another automated process? If the system performs well enough that employees rarely challenge it, how will the company detect a gradual change in customer conditions that the model has not captured? Who has authority to pause automation before statistically conclusive evidence appears? These are not reasons to reject AI. They are reasons to understand what the organisation would delegate alongside the decision itself.

Contemporary AI governance frameworks already treat such questions as broader than technical model performance. The US National Institute of Standards and Technology's AI Risk Management Framework describes risk management as an organisation-wide, lifecycle concern that involves multiple forms of expertise, while the OECD's updated AI Principles emphasise human agency, oversight, accountability and risk management across the AI system lifecycle (OECD, 2024; Tabassi, 2023).

The practitioner adds a different layer. A risk framework can tell an organisation that it should address accountability, human oversight or emerging consequences. It cannot decide what those ideas should mean for this company, with this workforce, this strategy and this particular transfer of authority. Their task is to keep those questions connected until leadership can see the choice it is actually making.

The leadership decision might consequently change from “Is the AI sufficiently accurate to automate credit-limit decisions?” to something closer to “Under what conditions should we transfer this class of judgement to AI, which human capabilities and decision rights must remain viable, what evidence will tell us that the arrangement still works, and what would cause us to reverse it?”

The second question is harder. It may also produce a more discriminating answer. Leadership might
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