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Abstract
Organizations are investing heavily in technologies that accelerate decision cycles, compress time, and increase simultaneity. Yet many report declining judgment quality, rising burnout, ethical drift, and erosion of trust, even as performance metrics appear strong in the short term. These outcomes are often misdiagnosed as leadership skill gaps, cultural resistance, or individual resilience failures. This article advances a different claim: leadership breakdowns increasingly occur at the human–system interface, when organizational systems exceed the conditions required for human sensemaking and judgment. Drawing on systems theory, human factors research, and executive responsibility in complex environments, the article introduces The Coherence Stack™, a situated systems model explaining how judgment degrades when acceleration outpaces coherence. The paper reframes leadership not as answering faster, but as designing the conditions under which sound judgment remains possible in an AI-accelerated world.

The Problem Leaders Are Misnaming
Most leaders today are not confused, disengaged, or unskilled. They are making decisions continuously, staying responsive, and working hard to keep organizations moving under pressure. And yet many describe a quieter problem they struggle to articulate: decisions feel thinner, alignment erodes faster, and mistakes appear that no single individual can explain or own.
The dominant explanations tend to personalize the issue. Leaders are told they need more adaptability, greater resilience, sharper execution, or stronger accountability. When outcomes deteriorate, organizations look for better talent, faster tools, or tighter controls. These responses feel logical, but they are increasingly insufficient.
What is missing from most diagnoses is a structural question:
Are our systems operating within the conditions required for human judgment to function well?
Research on decision environments has long shown that judgment quality depends not only on individual skill, but on cognitive load, timing, and contextual clarity (Simon, 1957; Kahneman, 2011).

Acceleration Has Changed the Nature of Leadership
Acceleration is no longer episodic. It is continuous. Artificial intelligence, automation, always-on communication, and overlapping initiatives have compressed decision timelines while multiplying inputs. The natural pauses that once allowed sensemaking, integration, and reflection have largely disappeared.
Speed has quietly become a default value rather than a strategic choice.
Studies of organizational tempo show that when pace increases without corresponding changes in structure, error rates rise and learning declines (Perlow, 1999; Weick & Sutcliffe, 2015). Decisions close faster than meaning can form.
This shift does not simply increase workload. It alters the conditions under which judgment is formed.

The Misdiagnosis of Leadership Failure
When judgment degrades, organizations typically reach for familiar explanations: skill gaps, mindset issues, cultural resistance, or accountability failures. These explanations feel actionable, but they obscure a deeper pattern. They treat human strain as a personal deficit rather than a system signal.
In high-reliability fields such as aviation and healthcare, human error is understood as an outcome of system design, not individual weakness (Reason, 1990). Regulation, pacing, and load management are treated as infrastructure.
Most modern organizations have not applied this logic to leadership itself.

The Central Claim
This article advances three related claims:
1. Leadership breakdowns increasingly occur at the human–system interface, not at the level of individual capability.
2. Judgment degrades when organizational systems exceed the conditions required for coherence, particularly under acceleration and simultaneity.
3. Leadership must shift from answering faster to designing conditions for judgment, treating coherence as an operating requirement rather than a cultural preference.

Introducing The Coherence Stack™
The Coherence Stack™ is a vertical, interdependent systems model explaining how leadership judgment is supported or undermined across five layers. All layers are always active. Failure in one redistributes pressure across the others.
The model draws from systems dynamics, cognitive systems engineering, and human factors research, while remaining grounded in lived executive responsibility (Rasmussen, 1986; Hollnagel, 2014).

Layer 1: System Phase
Every system operates in a phase: forming, executing, stabilizing, or transitioning. Each phase tolerates different levels of ambiguity, risk, and accountability.
Acceleration collapses phase awareness. Organizations behave as if they are always executing, even when they are still forming or destabilizing. Phase mismatch is a known driver of coordination failure and premature blame (Edmondson, 2018).
Leadership responsibility begins with accurate phase recognition.

Layer 2: Structural Load
Structural load refers to what the system is asking people to carry, including decision load, integration load, emotional and relational load, and continuity or memory load.
Much of this labor is invisible, particularly integrative work. Research on coordination and boundary spanning shows that unrecognized integrator labor becomes a hidden cost that accumulates until failure occurs (Ancona & Caldwell, 1992).
Making load explicit is a leadership act.

Layer 3: Cognitive Bandwidth
Cognitive bandwidth is consumed by ambiguity, novelty, simultaneity, and competing narratives. Context switching carries measurable metabolic and attentional cost (Rubinstein, Meyer, & Evans, 2001).
More data does not restore coherence. In fact, information overload degrades decision quality when integration capacity is exceeded (Eppler & Mengis, 2004).
Designing for cognitive sustainability is now a core leadership task.

Layer 4: Regulation Infrastructure
Regulation is often misframed as personal wellness or resilience. In reality, it is a system property. Regulation infrastructure includes recovery margin, role clarity, orientation and meaning, and temporal coherence.
When systems lack regulation, they externalize failure into human bodies. Burnout and moral injury are predictable outcomes of chronic system overload, not individual fragility (Maslach & Leiter, 2016).
Resilience rhetoric that ignores design constraints asks individuals to compensate for structural failure.

Layer 5: Outcome Integrity
Outcome integrity extends beyond performance metrics to include trust, quality, longevity, and human cost. Short-term performance can mask long-term degradation, particularly when judgment capacity is being depleted.
Moral injury, originally studied in military and healthcare contexts, increasingly appears in organizational settings where individuals are pressured to act against values under structural constraint (Dean, Talbot, & Dean, 2019).
Leadership stewardship includes protecting future judgment capacity.

Leadership Reframed
In accelerated systems, leadership shifts from heroics to design. Authority becomes grounded in coherence, not dominance. Limits, cognitive, temporal, and human, become assets rather than liabilities.
Research on collective sensemaking shows that integrators who sequence work and maintain shared context are essential under complexity, yet often undervalued (Weick, 1995).

The Coherence Stack in an AI-Accelerated World
Artificial intelligence accelerates systems. It does not replace judgment. Automation compresses time and creates an illusion of certainty, often masking unresolved ambiguity (Parasuraman & Riley, 1997).
As automation increases, human coherence becomes more critical, not less. Human-in-the-loop systems must preserve pacing, sensemaking, and ethical reflection, or they will scale error faster than value.

Ethical Implications
Coherence is a moral responsibility. Systems that demand sacrifice without consent are extractive, even when profitable. Ignoring human limits does not remove them. It transfers cost forward.
Leadership stewardship requires choosing design over denial.

Conclusion: Coherence as the Condition for Wise Action
Acceleration is structural, not temporary. Judgment cannot be automated. Coherence is not resistance to change. It is the condition that allows change to be navigated wisely.
The central responsibility of modern leadership is no longer to decide faster, but to design systems humans can inhabit without losing their capacity for judgment.
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