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The structural absence 

What is missing in most organisations, and what its absence costs 
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Senior leaders experience a familiar set of frustrations with compliance, governance, 
and operational coherence. Each frustration is usually addressed as a separate 
problem. They are not separate. They share a structural cause that most organisations 
have no vocabulary for. This piece names the cause and what its absence costs. 
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Why this piece — and why this bearing 

This North bearing addresses senior management and the board. Its purpose is different from 

the others. The other bearings answers "what is this and how does it work?" This one answers 

"why does this matter from where leadership actually decides?" The framework's structural 

commitments produce strategic consequences that are largely invisible from outside the 

operational layers. They affect the organisation's cost structure, its risk posture, its 

competitive position, its relationship to regulators and customers, its capacity for 

development and adaptation, and the kind of leadership engagement it requires. None of this 

is visible from the discipline-level view that are represented through the other bearings. All 

of it matters at the level where strategic decisions about compliance, governance, and 

organisational structure are actually made. 

The North bearing starts here, with the piece that addresses the question executives may not 

yet know they are asking. Most senior leaders experience a familiar set of frustrations with 

how compliance and governance work in their organisations — frustrations that are typically 

diagnosed as discipline-specific problems with discipline-specific responses. This piece 

names the structural cause those frustrations share, what the absence of vocabulary for it 

costs, and why it has persisted in organisations that are otherwise well-run. It does so 

diagnostically rather than promotionally. The framework's structural answer becomes 

addressable in the pieces that follow; this piece's work is to make the question itself visible. 

A reader who finishes the piece should recognise their own organisation in the description, 

understand why what they have been doing has been the right thing to do within the 

apparatus they have, and see that a different apparatus is available — not as a sale, but as a 

structural reality that the rest of the North bearing explores. 

The symptoms, named honestly 

Senior leaders in organisations with mature compliance programmes routinely experience 

the following pattern. Each item below is a symptom — a recognisable surface manifestation. 

The pattern matters; the items individually do not. 
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The audit-cycle scramble 

Significant operational effort is consumed in the weeks before each major audit. Compliance staff and 
operational teams are pulled from current work to assemble evidence the auditors will need. The 
scramble produces evidence; it also produces exhaustion, deferred operational work, and a sense that the 
organisation is running compliance rather than running the business. 

The compliance function that grows but does not deliver more 

The compliance team has expanded substantially over recent years. Each expansion was justified by new 
regulations, new customer requirements, or new internal demands. Yet the perceived value of compliance 
has not grown proportionally — if anything, executive frustration with compliance has increased. The 
function works hard; the work does not seem to compound. 

Cross-regime fragmentation 

The organisation operates under several regulatory regimes — different standards, different customer 
contracts, different jurisdictional requirements. Each is managed as its own programme. Each has its own 
documentation, its own assessment cycles, its own audit cadences. The same operational reality is 
described differently to different auditors. Coordination across the programmes is reconstructed by hand 
each cycle. 

Strategic compliance decisions made by accident 

The decision to enter a new regulatory regime — through a new market, a new customer contract, a new 
product line — is made for business reasons, with the compliance work then scrambling to follow. The 
decision to exit a regime is similarly made for business reasons, with the compliance work continuing to 
operate against the exited regime because no structural mechanism exists to retire it cleanly. Strategic 
compliance posture emerges as a byproduct of unrelated decisions rather than as a deliberate choice. 

Cultural problems that resist solution 

Recurring cultural issues — collaboration friction between functions, decisions made without context, 
learning that does not transfer across teams — are addressed through awareness training, town halls, 
and revised policies. The interventions are delivered. The cultural reality remains. The training metrics 
improve; the underlying patterns persist. 

Controls that accumulate but never retire 

The organisation's control inventory has grown steadily over time. Controls added in response to past 
incidents, past audits, past regulatory changes remain in place long after their original justification has 
faded. Retiring a control requires more political capital than maintaining it; the inventory grows; the cost 
of operating it grows; the value of operating it does not. 

The compliance posture that nobody can articulate 

Asked at the board level, "what is our compliance posture?" the answer comes back as a list of 
programmes, certifications, and reporting cycles. Asked, "how is it changing?" the answer comes back as a 
list of upcoming audits and new regulations. The answers are accurate; they are not strategic. The 
compliance posture is not held as a managed property that can be characterised, evaluated, or 
deliberately shifted. 

The recurrence pattern 

Issues that were addressed in the past resurface, sometimes after the people who originally addressed 
them have left, sometimes despite their continued presence. The institutional memory of why a particular 
decision was made, what considerations weighed on it, and what the alternatives were is held in 
individuals' heads and lost when those individuals move on. Learning does not compound; it resets. 

Each item is recognisable on its own. Most executives can name several from immediate 

experience. The pattern is what matters: these are not eight separate problems to be 

addressed through eight separate initiatives. They are eight surface manifestations of the 

same structural absence, and addressing them one at a time produces eight expensive partial 

responses rather than one structural answer. 
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T H E  P A T T E R N ,  I N  O N E  S E N T E N C E  

Eight recognisable frustrations, ordinarily addressed as separate problems with separate 

initiatives. They are not separate. They are surface manifestations of one structural absence — 

and addressing them individually is what produces the steady accumulation of partial 

responses that most compliance functions have become. 

The diagnosis senior leaders are usually given 

When the symptoms become visible enough to demand response, the responses are typically 

diagnosed in familiar terms. Each diagnosis is a partial truth. Each is also a partial 

misdirection. 

"We need more discipline." If the compliance function is not delivering, the response is to 

enforce more rigorous process. More frequent reporting, tighter assessment cycles, more 

comprehensive documentation. The discipline is real and sometimes warranted; it also tends 

to produce more of the work that is already not delivering value. Discipline applied to the 

wrong structure produces diligent execution of the wrong thing. 

"We need better tooling." If the GRC platform is not delivering, the response is to evaluate 

alternatives. New tools are procured; new implementations are launched; new training is 

rolled out. The tooling is real and sometimes warranted; it also tends to produce the same 

operational pattern in a new wrapper. A different platform for compliance work that has not 

been structurally reconsidered produces the same compliance work with different vendor 

support. 

"We need cultural change." If the recurring patterns of cultural difficulty persist, the 

response is to invest in culture. Awareness programmes, communication initiatives, 

leadership development. The cultural concerns are real and the investment can matter; what 

tends not to be examined is whether the recurring difficulties are tensions misclassified as 

risks and addressed through the wrong apparatus. 

"We need to hire better compliance leadership." If the compliance function is not 

delivering, the response is to change who is leading it. A new CISO, a new CRO, a new head of 

compliance. The leadership change is real and sometimes warranted; the structural absence 

that was preventing the function from delivering remains, and the new leader inherits it. The 

pattern repeats with a new occupant. 

"We need more investment in GRC." If compliance is consuming disproportionate 

resources, the response is sometimes to invest more in it — more headcount, more tooling, 

more consulting support, more executive attention. The investment is real; what it tends to 

produce is a larger version of the same structural pattern. The capacity grows; the capacity-

utilisation pattern does not change. 

None of these diagnoses is wrong, exactly. Each addresses something real. The shared 

limitation is that all of them treat the symptoms as discipline-specific problems with 

discipline-specific solutions, and none of them addresses what the symptoms share. The 
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pattern continues, with each successive diagnosis producing a partial improvement that does 

not compound. 

T H E  D I A G N O S T I C  P A T T E R N ,  I N  O N E  S E N T E N C E  

The familiar diagnoses — more discipline, better tooling, cultural change, new leadership, 

more investment — each address something real and each miss what the symptoms share. The 

result is a sequence of partial responses, each producing partial improvement, with the 

underlying structural absence persisting through them all. 

The diagnosis they have not been given 

The symptoms catalogued in section one share a structural cause that most organisations 

have no vocabulary for and therefore cannot address. Naming it precisely takes some care, 

because the absence is not obvious — what is absent does not announce itself the way a 

presence would. 

In any organisation operating multiple management-system disciplines under multiple 

regulatory regimes — which is to say, in most organisations of any meaningful size — 

substantial information about how the organisation actually operates exists nowhere 

structurally. The alignment between risk management and configuration management is held 

in the heads of the people who happen to coordinate them. The mapping from one regime's 

vocabulary to another is reconstructed by hand each time someone needs the mapping. The 

history of why specific controls were established and what they were defending against lives 

in documents that are rarely read and people who eventually leave. The current state of how 

each regime applies to which operations is assembled by the GRC team each audit cycle from 

operational records that were not built with the regime in mind. 

None of this is held coherently. None of this compounds across time. None of this is observable 

as a property of the organisation. None of this can be reasoned about strategically because 

none of this has a structural home. 

What is absent is what could be called a substrate — a coherent place where the alignment, 

the mappings, the history, the contextual information, the chain from regime intent to 

operational reality, the authority structure under which decisions are made, the audit trail of 

how all of this has changed over time — would live as a queryable, governed, structurally 

addressed body of organisational knowledge. The absence of this substrate is what each of 

the eight symptoms reflects. The substrate's absence is what makes the audit-cycle scramble 

necessary, the compliance function unable to compound, the regimes structurally 

fragmented, the strategic decisions accidental, the cultural problems persistent, the controls 

unable to retire, the compliance posture inarticulable, the organisational learning unable to 

accumulate. 

These are not separate problems. They are one problem viewed from eight different angles. 
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T H E  S T R U C T U R A L  A B S E N C E ,  I N  O N E  S E N T E N C E  

In most organisations there is no structural home for the alignment, mappings, history, 

context, chain, authority, and audit that compliance and governance actually require. The 

absence is what each of the surface symptoms reflects. The substrate's absence is the single 

underlying cause. 

What the absence actually costs 

The costs of the structural absence are not what they are usually accounted as. Most 

organisations book the costs of compliance as operational costs — headcount, tooling, audit 

fees, remediation effort, consulting support. These are the visible costs and they are real. The 

costs that go unbooked are larger and more consequential. 

Operational costs that are booked, but to the wrong account 

The audit-cycle scramble consumes operational capacity that would otherwise be doing 

productive work. This shows up as compliance overtime in the compliance budget; it is more 

accurately a tax on operational capacity that is borne organisation-wide. The reconstruction 

work the GRC team performs each cycle is rebuilding alignment that should be held 

structurally. The compliance team that grows without delivering is doing the work that the 

substrate would do if the substrate existed. None of these costs is hidden, but each is 

misattributed. 

Strategic costs that go unbooked 

The organisation that cannot articulate its compliance posture cannot manage it strategically. 

Markets that would be accessible if the organisation could demonstrate continuous 

compliance remain inaccessible because the demonstration cost is prohibitive. Customer 

relationships that would deepen if the organisation could provide assurance on demand 

remain transactional because the assurance cost is prohibitive. Acquisitions that would be 

possible if compliance integration were tractable remain off the table because the integration 

cost is prohibitive. These strategic limitations are real costs; they are also typically invisible, 

because they appear as opportunities not pursued rather than as expenses incurred. 

Risk costs that materialise unevenly 

The organisation whose framework does not observe its own observing cannot detect when 

its own categories are drifting from the reality they classify. Drift accumulates; eventually a 

discovery is made — an audit finding, an incident, a regulator's question — that the drift has 

been in place for months or years. The cost of these discoveries is occasional but substantial. 

More consequentially, the costs are distributed unevenly across time, which makes them hard 

to budget for and hard to prevent through ongoing investment. 

  



PDC A+  v2. 0  The structural absence 

Joacim Brandell 7 / 10 

Trust costs that compound silently 

Regulators, customers, and providers form impressions of the organisation's compliance 

maturity from each interaction. Each scramble, each inconsistency, each request for the same 

evidence in a different form, each missed deadline contributes to an impression. The 

impression compounds. Organisations that have been able to demonstrate compliance 

continuously over time acquire trust that organisations with periodic verification cannot 

match. The trust differential affects everything from regulatory relationships to customer 

renewals to partnership opportunities. It is rarely measured because it is rarely visible until 

a specific moment when the trust matters — at which point the difference is decisive. 

Development costs that go unrecognised 

Most organisational development work — restructuring, role redesign, capability building, 

operating-model change, integration of acquisitions, cultural development — requires 

substantial analysis of how the organisation currently operates. In the absence of substrate, 

this analysis is reconstructed each time. The capacity-to-develop is constrained by the 

capacity-to-reconstruct. Organisations with substrate-held operational reality have 

substantially more development capacity than organisations of equivalent size without it. 

This cost is rarely visible because organisations cannot compare themselves to versions of 

themselves with different structural commitments. 

W H A T  T H E  A B S E N C E  C O S T S ,  I N  O N E  S E N T E N C E  

Operational costs misattributed; strategic costs invisible as opportunities not pursued; risk 

costs that materialise unevenly; trust costs that compound silently; development costs that 

constrain what the organisation can become. The booked costs are the smallest portion. 

Why the absence has persisted 

The structural absence has been with most organisations for a long time, persisting through 

generations of leadership, multiple compliance reorganisations, and successive waves of GRC 

investment. Understanding why it persists matters, because the persistence has a structural 

cause of its own. 

The apparatus most organisations inherited for handling concerns about operational reality 

is risk management, with its mature vocabulary, its standards bodies, its professional 

certifications, and its long history of refinement. The apparatus works well for what it was 

designed for — uncertain future events characterised by likelihood and impact, treatable 

through prevention or mitigation or transfer or acceptance. It works less well for things that 

are not uncertain future events: standing structural conditions, alignment between 

disciplines, the substrate that those alignments would require to be coherent. But when the 

only well-developed apparatus is the risk apparatus, the natural response to a concern is to 

apply that apparatus. The application is usually competent; the misfit between apparatus and 

concern remains. 
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The compliance function as it has evolved is itself partly a product of this misfit. Compliance 

professionals have been doing the work the apparatus invites them to do — assembling 

evidence, running assessments, managing audit cycles, producing documentation. They have 

been doing this work diligently and at substantial scale. What they have not had is an 

apparatus that lets the work compound, lets the alignment across disciplines be held 

structurally, lets the compliance posture be managed strategically. The function has grown to 

accommodate the work; the work has not changed shape because the apparatus that would 

let it change shape has not been available. 

Senior leaders have also been doing the right things within the apparatus they have. When 

compliance has not delivered, they have invested in more discipline, better tooling, new 

leadership, additional capacity. Each investment has been competent within the available 

frame. The frame has not been examined because there has been no obvious alternative to 

examine it against. 

This is the recurring story of the series — different in subject matter for each piece, 

structurally similar across them. The framework's contribution is not to point out that anyone 

has been wrong. Everyone has been doing the right thing within the apparatus they had. The 

contribution is to make a different apparatus available, with structural commitments that 

address the misfit rather than working around it. Recognising the misfit is what allows the 

alternative apparatus to be encountered as an answer rather than as one more proposal to 

evaluate. 

W H Y  I T  H A S  P E R S I S T E D ,  I N  O N E  S E N T E N C E  

The structural absence has persisted because organisations inherited risk-management as 

their main apparatus for handling concerns, the apparatus is competent for what it was 

designed for, and the work that doesn't fit has been handled within the available apparatus 

rather than with an apparatus designed for it. No one has been doing the wrong thing; 

everyone has been doing the available thing. 

What recognition opens up 

Recognising the structural absence is the move that makes the rest of this bearing 

addressable. Until the recognition lands, the framework's contributions read as features 

being marketed — better integration, more continuous compliance, more strategic 

compliance posture. After the recognition lands, the same contributions read as structural 

answers to a specific cause that has now been named. The reading is different because what 

the reader is asking has changed. 

The recognition also reframes the practical conversation about adoption. "Should we invest 

in this framework?" is one conversation; "should we address the structural absence we now 

see in our organisation?" is another. The first is a procurement question with a familiar shape 

and familiar resistance. The second is a strategic question about whether the organisation 

will continue paying the costs of the absence or invest in addressing it. Both questions can 

produce the same eventual decision, but the analysis they support is substantially different. 
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Finally, the recognition changes what the executive engages with directly. Compliance 

posture stops being something delegated to a function and becomes something the executive 

holds as a strategic variable. Risk posture stops being a quarterly report and becomes a 

property the executive can characterise and shift deliberately. Organisational learning stops 

being aspirational and becomes a structural feature the organisation either has or does not 

have. None of these requires the executive to do work that is now the compliance function's; 

what changes is the executive's relationship to the work that has always been happening. 

A reading guide for the North bearing 

This piece is the diagnostic opener for the North bearing. The pieces that follow each address 

a specific consequence of recognising the structural absence and addressing it. They are 

intended to be read in order, with each building on what the previous piece established. 

1.  The structural absence — what this piece — what the absence costs, why it has persisted, 

what recognising it opens up 

2.  What the framework changes inside the organisation — the internal-perspective piece 

— operational cost structure, risk posture, strategic compliance capabilities, 

organisational learning becoming structural, and the compounding effects over time 

3.  What the framework changes in external relationships — the relational-perspective 

piece — how the framework changes the organisation's standing with customers, 

regulators, auditors, providers, and partners 

4.  How the cost structure of compliance changes — the economics piece — the financial 

conversation about substrate investment, amortisation across regimes, and the shift from 

reconstruction-cost to stewardship-cost 

5.  Risk language for the board — the board-vocabulary piece — bridging enterprise risk 

vocabulary to the framework's capabilities, with attention to what boards now need to 

govern 

6.  Competitive and market positioning — the positioning piece — strategic consequences 

of the framework's structural commitments in market terms, without slipping into 

advocacy 

7.  The leadership posture required — the leadership piece — what the framework asks of 

executive engagement, honest about the demand it places on leadership 

8.  The trust architecture — the closing piece — how the framework produces trust as a 

structural property, the strategic resource that ties together the rest of the journey on the 

North bearing. 

The full destination is what the framework looks like from where strategic decisions are 

made. The other bearings are not displaced by it — the East (cybernetics), the West (regime), 

and the South (technical) bearings each remain essential — but they are read differently once 

the North destination have been reached. The other bearings describe what the framework is 

and how it works. This bearing describes why it matters from where it has to be decided. 
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T H E  B E A R I N G S ' S  P U R P O S E ,  I N  O N E  S E N T E N C E  

This bearing describes the framework from where strategic decisions are made — not as a 

replacement for the discipline-level views the other bearings portray, but as the perspective 

without which those views remain operationally useful and strategically invisible. The eight 

pieces compose into the strategic case for engagement with the structural absence, the 

framework's answer to it, and the leadership posture this engagement requires. 

 


