
Too complex to Manage?

Discussion book “ Management Frameworks”, Routledge, 2013, Jacques Kemp, Andreas 
Schotter and Morgen Witzel
By Jacues Kemp, Founder of ToBecome  (jacqueskemp37@gmail.com)

Summary
Today’s business organizations, especially large ones, are complex places; difficult to 
manage and to control. Much of this complexity is self-induced and too much of the 
management of these organizations is done on an ad hoc and one-dimensional basis. 
Different reporting, control and management systems are used in different parts of the 
company and often these are incompatible, making it difficult, sometimes impossible for 
top management to know what is going on. Departmental silos don’t help to easily connect 
what should be done jointly among teams. Consequently it is an arduous task for 
managers to make strategic plans for the business or react quickly to changes in the 
environment. This book shows how much of this complexity can be smoothed away 
through the introduction of overarching management frameworks that are complete, 
consistent and comprehensive (‘3C’); bringing all the various parts of the organization 
together as a single system and in a well connected process. It provides a whole-firm view 
of management and suggests that reputational and ethical issues are equally important to 
marketing, operations and finance and need to be considered within the framework. 
Management Frameworks is a practical and insightful book; offering leaders, managers, 
supervisors and students the tools and knowledge required for viewing strategy, execution 
and management not only holistically but also specifically. 

TOO COMPLEX TO MANAGE?

The aim of Occupy is not to think for yourself. ..We want to change the process of finding 
solutions.  
--Maria, Occupy protestor at the World Economic Forum, Davos, 2012

In an increasingly complex world, leaders and managers must cope with many unexpected 
issues and unforeseen events. This increases business risks, but it also creates potential 
new opportunities. Adaptability, especially the personal and organisational capability to 
reconfigure quickly and efficiently, has become the key to achieving superior performance. 

Few public or private organisations have been able to develop the internal capabilities to 
be able respond timely to the required changes and todays complexities, both at macro 
and micro levels. Complexities seem to keep multiplying at an ever-increasing pace. Many 
of our personal and organisational capabilities are not sufficiently developed to manage 
these growing complexities and sometimes severely constrained by ‘silo’ approaches to 
management and by the lack of skills and processes that are needed to ‘connect all the 
dots’ in order to manage in an integrated but dynamic way. 

The solution to the problem lies in the introduction of overarching management 
frameworks into the management process. These frameworks should involve all key 
decision makers in all business units and functions. The results of the introduction of 
frameworks can be far-reaching. They can result in enhanced understanding and better 
social cohesion within the organisation, and hence more organizational alignment. They 
can assist us in managing complexities, which should in turn lead to greater efficiency. A 
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well organized approach to management – in other words, the better ‘management of 
management’, can help to reduce the creeping inefficiencies of large and complex 
organizations, often referred to as ‘conglomerate discount’, and turn these instead into a 
‘conglomerate premium’. Through simplified, streamlined, overall management 
frameworks (together with all the relevant specifics), organisations can avoid the problem 
of becoming too complex to manage. This should be distinguished from “too big to 
manage”, since small, but badly managed companies can also suffer from the ‘too 
complex to manage” problem. 

Look at every day’s news. Many news items refer to things that went wrong, somewhere 
and somehow. A bank that lost billion of dollars because a trader did not stay within the 
risk limits as set by management. Or a cyber attack on a company’s web site caused that 
shoppers could not pay for products they wanted to buy. Or a big acquisition that did not 
work out as was planned or a big infrastructural project was not completed as planned.
By the time the losses are discovered and those responsible for the failure are identified, 
the damage has been done. The critical question is, why does this happen? 

The reason is deceptively simple. Research for this book, focusing on the linkages 
between business strategy, organizational structure and performance effects, shows that 
although most firms routinely gather and analyze huge amounts of data, too often the 
relevant and right data do not reach the right individuals. In addition, firms often have very 
fragmented and isolated data-gathering approaches that lack interconnectivity and a 
unified managerial language. More often than not, effective feedback loops that allow real-
time adjustments without disrupting the overall organization are also not in place. 
Organizations also have huge problems in reconciling often opposing initiatives that stem 
from different divisions or business units and are not harmonized (aligned) with each other. 
The result is a lack of a ‘big picture’ overview which creates a tactical instead of a strategic 
approach to management. 

Our investigation also  showed that the warning signs of crisis are nearly always there in 
advance of the crisis. But these signs are ignored or discounted by executives too busy 
and too distracted by tactical management and short-term trouble shooting. Top 
management needs systems in place to help executives understand what is going on 
everywhere in the organization now, not what went on last week or last quarter or last 
year. If those systems are not in place, or are in place but not working, then the 
organization itself is at risk.

Rational thinking and consistent systems make for both greater efficiency and greater 
effectiveness. Architects and engineers design and build houses by measuring space, 
calculating angles, working out where pipes and ducts must run, determining the stress 
that load-bearing walls will need to bear and so on. They also specify the task of the 
plumber, the carpenter, the electrician and other tradesmen, all to the smallest detail, all in 
a well-aligned, consistent, complete and comprehensive (‘3C’) way. If architects fail to do 
this, then the building will be inefficient, fragile and possibly dangerous.

Management in today’s increasingly complex business environment requires more and 
better management, not less. In order to understand what is going on in the ‘world’ and in 
their own organizations, managers need pertinent information and the ability to reach all 
parts of the firm. Management frameworks can help to reduce complexity, or at least, 
make it more manageable. The purpose of this book {this article?} is to help managers to 
understand frameworks and why and how they can help.

 



The complexity context
When we think about complexity, most of us think about external complexities, for instance 
those coming from increasing and changing market conditions, regulations or external 
bureaucracies. In fact, most of these are beyond the power of managers to change.
Complexities within organizations are often overlooked. This is ironic, because these are 
often complexities that managers and leaders do have the power to change. 

Figure 1.1

Companies need to look at themselves and ask some tough questions. What 
are the real actions peoplehave to deliver upon? They are certainly much 
more than the so called “three priorities” as set by management See above 
“The Problem” chart.  Which complexities have been internally generated? 
What actions by management are creating additional complexities? What 
could management to do reduce these? Can the status of complexities within 
an organisation be measured, for instance through a corporate complexity 
quotient or index?  Of course, such measurement could itself become a 
source of complexities as well as adding a further layer of bureaucracy. 

 



A sattelite view of why the complex world is here to stay.

The following ‘big picture’ observations might help to increase our 
understanding of why society is coping with growing complexities and why 
the world is becoming less predictable and less stable than it used to be. 

As shown in below three pictures, complexities expand faster than our 
capability to deal with complexities. In addition, the area of the Unknown 
Unknowns is much bigger than the (Un)Known Knowns area; the area where 
we most of the time base our decision on, since they can be used and/or 
estimated. 
Human behaviour is much under-estimated by planners/decision makers, 
who persist in believing that the world is rational and that the economy and 
the business is growing along a straight line, while is  fact they are moving 
from cycle to cycle. 

As observed above the growing need for flexibility – and need to reduce the 
rigidity that we have built into structures – paired with the threat of businesses 
becoming too complex to manage requires us to rethink our approach to 
organization. We need to see our large institutions not as large ocean liners, 
and more as a fleet of small boats that can steer more easily around cliffs and 
obstacles but that still stay together to help and support each other in rough 
waters.

Figure 1.2

 



 



Note to Figure 1.3: The area of Known Knowns is very small as compared to the area of  Unknown 

Knowns, which we typically assume in our planning and decision making after applying a certain 

probability factor. For instance, we know from experience that x % of drivers will have a car 

accident, but we don’t know which drivers, where and when. Yet if the numbers are big enough these 

risks can be measured, priced for and be covered by (re-)insurance. The biggest area is however the 

Unknown Unknown space, where we are constantly moving into, without having planned for; not 

because our planning was insufficient, but just because the things that will or did happen are really 

unknown; for example, whether EU governments might default on their debts, or whether a tsunami 

will suddenly strike a a nuclear power station.

Note to Figure 1.4: Economic cycles  have been and will always be there. As economists have 
known for more than century, it is in our genetic make-up as people (including consumers, 
government and business leaders/managers, even regulators) to exaggerate on the ‘up side’ as well 
as on the ‘down side’. This causes ongoing crises and cycles; thus making straight-line growth 
nearly impossible.

Reducing Complexities in Organizations

 



Most organizations face increasingly complexities, resulting in a growing ‘waste’ in their 
productivity.  As a result, stock markets now apply ‘corporate discounts’ when valuing large 
companies, because the costs of these complexities are often higher than the benefits of 
the economies of scale. Management’s main task is to create a “conglomerate premium” 
when growing the company while aiming at the benefits of enlarged scale. 

Every day, people in companies implement a lot of new initiatives and, by doing so, create 
future value but also add to the complexities. In a recent article in the Harvard Business 
Review, David J. Snowden and Mary E. Boone describe the characteristics of complex 
systems. According to them, complexities involve a large number of interacting elements, 
most of which are non-linear and minor changes, which produce disproportionately major 
consequences.  Since the environment in which we work is dynamic and relatively 
unpredictable, pre-designed and standard responses or solutions can be inappropriate. 
Constant adaptability is therefore key, as are local solutions, even for companies operating 
globally.

Well-designed frameworks however can help reduce complexities.

The three overriding questions in corporations are, the ‘what’, ‘how’ and ‘who’ questions, 
asked when determining strategy (what), implementation (how) and governance (who).
At ING Asia/Pacific, we recognized this and as a result designed and implemented a 
framework for managing these three areas more effectively. We called it the “Towards 
Performance Excellence” framework or TPE for short. It is designed to align strategy and 
execution through an aligned organisation, and allowing us to measure results using Key 
Performance Indicators (KPIs) for each objective set.

The overarching management framework

Below you will see how such a framework can align the most relevant questions related to 
strategy (what), execution (how) and organisation (who) and indeed between the different 
layers of an organisation. This can be done by using  standardised templates at all layers 
of business units and functions.  

 



The three-step implementation approach

1 – The “what” question (see below chart): Identify market ‘positions’ which are ‘core’ to 
our business results and develop opportunities to grow and leverage the ‘core’ based on 5 
strategic areas of focus. Decisions are made through an iterative process between the 
head office, business units and functions and are then translated into a picture.  A 5-
legged ‘spider’ framework communicates the growth strategy of expansion through 1) 
Reach, 2) Lines of Business, 3) Products, 4) Distribution Channels and 5) Customer 
Segments.

 



2 – The “how” question (see below chart): Having set the strategic direction, the process 
moves on to set the strategic priorities, which in turn categorizes the priorities in a 
comprehensive and consistent process by listing all the main objectives and then adding 
KPIs.
This is done by grouping all business objectives into six ‘Drivers of Excellence’. This step 
ensures that everyone involved understands where they are placed to help execute the 
strategy. All their business targets, initiatives and personal objectives can also be placed in 
one of the six drivers.

Each Driver of Excellence consists of a variety of sub-drivers, which unambiguously define 
all businesses and functions in the same way.
 

 



3 – The “who” question: The organizational framework allows the entire organization to 
know who is doing what and who is responsible for which measures and objectives.  All 
business units and functions apply the same organizational format, indexed in a matrix 
chart.  This chart clearly distinguishes which unit within a business unit is a business line 
(with P&L responsibility) and which department has a functional role (a cost centre).  This 
is different from the typical hierarchal organizational chart which misses the horizontal and 
vertical lines of the matrix organization, needed to enforce people to work together and 
avoid silos within a company. It should also specify which different roles the line and 
functional managers have within an organisation with joint responsibilities for the overall 
results. Is should be clear who has primary and who has secondary as is explained in the 
book.

 



This means, for example, that if an employee moves from a business unit in one country to 
another country he knows that the TPE framework is also applied in new business unit he 
moves into. Each of the ‘Level 1 Drivers’ drill deeper into the day-to-day work, while 
second level drivers define further e.g. Operations can be further defined as grouping 
activities around new business sales processes, claims processing turn-around-time and 
so on.

Outline of this book

The purpose of this book is to look at overarching management frameworks which unify and 

connect all the drivers and the parts of the organization, and to help readers understand how 

frameworks work and how to develop and apply them.  What management frameworks actually are, 

how they work and what kind of limitations they face. We also summarize and compare some of the 

most popular existing management frameworks and suggest how frameworks can be used to coach 

and guide existing and future executives and individuals in supervisory positions (auditors, board 

members, regulators, etc) in how to achieve more effective management of management.

 



Other questions discussed are how will the framework be implemented and who will be 

responsible? How will the feedback loops work so as to lead to continuous improvement? How will 

the framework be adapted over time to capture new insights and realities on a day-to-day basis? 

What is needed to connect the framework with planning, knowledge management, pay-for-

performance programmes as well with the control and audit functions? 

Management frameworks are not panaceas. Having a management framework will not enable a 

company to avoid or solve all of its problems. Nor are management frameworks a substitute for 

strategy. Leaders and managers still have to come up with the strategy, but a good overarching 

framework will help them do so in a more concrete, consistent (3C) and effective way. It will also 

help them to respond to unplanned events and crises like those noted at the outset – and it can be 

taken for granted that such crises will nevertheless occur. But management will be better positioned 

to cope with them. 

 

In summary, frameworks bring greater certainty and a more professional approach. They help 

managers to gather and assimilate reliable knowledge, analyse it, and make better, faster and more 

accurate decisions. That alone can be a priceless source of competitive advantage. 
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