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Built in the Wrong Order
Why Companies Build What They Can See First

DEFERRED

SKIPPED

BUILT FIRST

Many companies are not under-built. They are built in the wrong places.

They put structure where a gap was easy to see, and leave it out where the

next stage will press hardest. This paper explains eleven parts of a company,

the order they usually get built in, and why the plan, not the list, should set

that order.
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AT A GLANCE

THE ELEVEN PARTS

1 How the company is organised
ORGANIZATIONAL ARCHITECTURE

2 Software that can grow
SOFTWARE AS INFRASTRUCTURE

3 How work reaches the customer
SEAMLESS TRANSACTION FLOWS

4 How people are set up to do their best work
HUMAN PERFORMANCE ARCHITECTURE

5 Knowledge written down
CODIFIED KNOWLEDGE AND SOPS

6 A steady working rhythm
RHYTHMIC DISCIPLINE

7 Everyone pulling the same way
VISION AND ENTERPRISE ALIGNMENT

8 A customer experience by design
CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE AS INFRASTRUCTURE

9 How big decisions are made
GOVERNANCE AND DECISION ARCHITECTURE

10 Data you can trust
DATA AS INFRASTRUCTURE

11 Ready for shocks
RISK AND RESILIENCE SYSTEMS

K E Y  TA K E AWAY S

01 Mis-built, not under-built. Many companies have

structure where a gap once hurt, and little where the

next stage will press.

02 Building tends to follow visibility, not load.

Companies often build what they can see first.

03 The plan decides which parts matter. Not every plan

leans on all eleven, or in the same order.

04 Built first often means change. The parts built early

exist, but were set up for today.

05 Skipped and deferred often means build. They rarely

build themselves, and they are cheapest to build

before the plan reaches them.

06 Partly built can create false confidence. Some

structure can make a company look ready and remove

the urgency to build the rest.

07 Build in the plan's order. Build what the plan will lean

on, before it leans on it.
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QUIET UNTIL THE PLAN LEANS ON IT
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01 Not under-built. Mis-built.

Most established companies have structure. They have an organisation chart, software, ways of

serving customers, and managers who look after their teams. Look closer and, in many of them,

that structure sits in a pattern: it is strongest where a gap once hurt, and thinnest where a gap has

not yet shown.

That is not carelessness. It is how companies often build. A gap that hurts today gets fixed today. A

gap that will only hurt at the next stage stays quiet, so it waits.

The trouble comes when the next stage arrives. The weight of a new plan does not fall where the

company happened to build first. It falls where the plan needs strength, and that is often exactly

where nothing was built.

Companies build in the order a gap becomes visible.

The next stage puts weight on them in a different order.

A company in this position can look ready and still not be. What it built first produces visible

activity: the work runs, customers are served, revenue grows. What it has not built stays out of

sight until growth presses on it.

02 The plan decides which ones matter

This paper describes eleven parts of a company. They are not a fixed model for examining every

company, and not every plan puts weight on all of them. A plan to open new sites leans on

different parts than a plan to take on investors, buy another company, or hand over to the next

generation. The plan decides which parts matter, how strong each one has to be, and in what

order they need to be ready.

A companion paper, Built to Carry, looks at six parts of a company that growth often puts weight

on. This one asks a different question: why companies so often build the wrong things first.

READ BUILT TO CARRY · FORNAXEC.COM/INSIGHTS
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03 Why the order goes wrong

Building tends to follow visibility, not load. In many established companies, these eleven parts

show a pattern. Some get attention early because their absence is immediately visible. Others stay

thin because their absence is easier to live with until the company changes. In this paper we call

the three groups Built first, Skipped and Deferred. They are patterns, not stages every company

passes through.

Built first. Their absence tends to hurt right away, so they often get attention early: how the

company is organised, its software, how work reaches the customer, and how people are set up to

work.

Skipped. They can feel like overhead rather than output, so they are often left to wait: knowledge

written down, a steady working rhythm, everyone pulling the same way, and a customer

experience by design.

Deferred. They can feel like preparing for something unlikely, so they often wait longest: how big

decisions are made, data you can trust, and being ready for shocks.

The skipped and deferred parts are not less important. Their absence is simply quiet until growth

makes it loud, and by then they cost the most to put right.
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03 · WHY THE ORDER GOES WRONG

HOW VISIBLE A GAP IS TODAY
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QUIET UNTIL THE PLAN LEANS ON IT

The eleven parts placed by how visible a gap is today, and how much weight a next stage tends to

put on them. Illustrative: the plan decides the real weights.
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04 Built first: set up for today

Many established companies have these four in some form, because their absence is felt early. The problem is

often not that they are missing. It is that they were set up for the company as it was, not for the stage it is moving

into. That is why the work on them is often change rather than build.

1
PART 1 / 11

How the company is organised
ORGANIZATIONAL ARCHITECTURE

WHAT IT IS

Reporting lines where every role answers to one person. Clear limits on what each level can

decide by itself. Departments with a defined scope and an owner. A regular review, because

the shape that suited one size of company rarely suits the next.

DEFERRED
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BUILT FIRST
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WHY IT GETS BUILT FIRST

When it is missing, the company feels it as confusion

straight away. So reporting lines appear and departments

form early.

WHAT IS USUALLY MISSED

The shape was set at the company's earlier size. Nobody

redesigned it for the extra complexity growth brings.

SIGNS IT IS BEHIND THE NEXT STAGE

Decisions that belong to a department keep reaching the

top, because nobody below has the authority to finish

them. Teams spend more time coordinating than doing.
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04 · BUILT FIRST: SET UP FOR TODAY

2
PART 2 / 11

Software that can grow
SOFTWARE AS INFRASTRUCTURE

WHAT IT IS

Systems that talk to each other, so nobody has to retype data. Repeated work in finance,

operations, customers and supply handled automatically. Tools chosen for where the

company is going, not only for where it is. The company's own way of working built into its

systems, so the method belongs to the company.
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WHY IT GETS BUILT FIRST

Manual work becomes painful quickly, so software arrives

early.

WHAT IS USUALLY MISSED

It was chosen for today's volume. A tool that copes with fifty

orders a day can break at five hundred, and a patchwork of

tools picked for convenience becomes the thing that slows

growth down.

SIGNS IT IS BEHIND THE NEXT STAGE

People copy data from one system to another, work around

what the tools cannot do, and build reports by hand.
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04 · BUILT FIRST: SET UP FOR TODAY

3
PART 3 / 11

How work reaches the customer
SEAMLESS TRANSACTION FLOWS

WHAT IT IS

The whole path from first contact to delivery and renewal is mapped, with every point of

friction known. Work passes between teams without someone relaying it by hand. Each step

is tested and improved, not just inherited from how it was first set up.
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WHY IT GETS BUILT FIRST

Friction a customer can see costs sales at once, so it gets

fixed early.

WHAT IS USUALLY MISSED

The friction customers cannot see: the delays between

departments. At low volume they are bearable. At higher

volume they set the limit on how much work the company

can get through.

SIGNS IT IS BEHIND THE NEXT STAGE

Customers drop out before they become customers, or leave quietly afterwards.

Work waits between teams, with nobody clearly owning the handover.
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04 · BUILT FIRST: SET UP FOR TODAY

4
PART 4 / 11

How people are set up to do their best work
HUMAN PERFORMANCE ARCHITECTURE

WHAT IT IS

Clear roles and measurable standards. Areas where each person has full authority within a

defined scope. A way of growing people into decision-makers at every level. Trust built on a

clear structure, not only on relationships.
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WHY IT GETS BUILT FIRST

People problems show up fast: people leaving, poor results,

confusion. So managers give their teams attention early.

WHAT IS USUALLY MISSED

People are managed, but the conditions they work in are

not designed. Micromanagement can be created by unclear

roles, standards and decision limits, even when it looks like a

personality problem.

SIGNS IT IS BEHIND THE NEXT STAGE

The best people take on more than their role, covering

for gaps around them. They will not do it forever, and

when they leave, what they quietly held leaves with them.
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05 Skipped: the ones that feel like overhead

These four are often skipped for a common reason: they do not produce anything you can see this week. They do

not bring in revenue or finish a job. They prevent problems that have not shown up yet, which is exactly when

they are cheapest to build. In many companies they do not exist in a usable form, so the work is to build them.

5
PART 5 / 11

Knowledge written down
CODIFIED KNOWLEDGE AND SOPS

WHAT IT IS

Written step-by-step instructions for every core process: bringing on customers, delivery,

sales, following the rules, and raising problems. A knowledge base kept up to date on a set

rhythm. At least two people who can do every critical job. The reason for each step written

next to the step.
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WHY IT GETS SKIPPED

The knowledge seems to be working. The work gets done.

That it depends on particular people holding it in their

heads stays invisible until one of them leaves.

WHAT IS USUALLY MISSED

A company that cannot run without particular people has a

dependency, not a system.

SIGNS IT IS BEHIND THE NEXT STAGE

When a key person is away, their part of the work slows or

stops. New people learn by watching whoever is nearby.
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05 · SKIPPED: THE ONES THAT FEEL LIKE OVERHEAD

6
PART 6 / 11

A steady working rhythm
RHYTHMIC DISCIPLINE

WHAT IT IS

Daily check-ins on priorities and blockers. Weekly reviews of the work against the plan.

Monthly reviews of money, operations and customers. Quarterly reviews of direction. A

yearly test of whether the company's set-up still suits its size.
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WHY IT GETS SKIPPED

Regular meetings feel like bureaucracy, and the company is

moving anyway.

WHAT IS USUALLY MISSED

Rhythm is not a meeting schedule. It is what turns many

people's activity into one direction. Without it, each person

moves at their own pace, and the company moves at the

average of those paces: slower and more reactive than any

one of them.

SIGNS IT IS BEHIND THE NEXT STAGE

The gap between what was planned this week and what is actually

happening is bigger than anyone can see. A problem found last

month is still open, because nothing required it to be closed.
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05 · SKIPPED: THE ONES THAT FEEL LIKE OVERHEAD

7
PART 7 / 11

Everyone pulling the same way
VISION AND ENTERPRISE ALIGNMENT

WHAT IT IS

A written statement of where the company is going, what will not change, and how it works.

That direction turned into milestones, with each department's goals tied to it. Regular

reviews that test big decisions against it. Simple rules drawn from it, so that unclear choices

have an answer.
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WHY IT GETS SKIPPED

The founder believes everyone already understands the

direction. It has been explained.

WHAT IS USUALLY MISSED

Each person holds a slightly different version of the

direction, and makes daily decisions against their own

version. Some of those versions are out of date.

SIGNS IT IS BEHIND THE NEXT STAGE

Decisions made without the founder pull in slightly different

directions. Departments name different top priorities.
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05 · SKIPPED: THE ONES THAT FEEL LIKE OVERHEAD

8
PART 8 / 11

A customer experience by design
CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE AS INFRASTRUCTURE

WHAT IT IS

The customer's whole journey designed on purpose, from first contact to renewal and

referral. Feedback gathered at set points, not by chance. Service standards written as

measurable promises. Keeping customers built into how the work runs.
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SKIPPED

BUILT FIRST
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WHY IT GETS SKIPPED

Customers seem well looked after through good

relationships, and they stay.

WHAT IS USUALLY MISSED

Loyalty to a person is not loyalty to the company. Where

customers stay because of one account manager, they are

held by that person, not by the company.

SIGNS IT IS BEHIND THE NEXT STAGE

When a key account manager leaves, their customers feel it. When the

team is under pressure, service slips, because no standard protects it.
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06 Deferred: the ones that feel
like preparing for the unlikely

These three often wait longest, because they can feel like preparation for problems that have not arrived. In fact

they protect the company from things that are not unlikely at all: a change of leader, a disruption in the market, a

failure in operations, and the pressure growth puts on the least-protected parts. Where they are missing, they

have to be built, and built before they are needed.

9
PART 9 / 11

How big decisions are made
GOVERNANCE AND DECISION ARCHITECTURE

WHAT IT IS

Clear decision rights: who decides what, when, and at which level. Regular forums for

strategy, money and risk, with a record of major decisions. A way of making decisions in a

crisis, written down before the crisis. As the company grows, a separation between setting

direction and running the work.

DEFERRED

SKIPPED

BUILT FIRST
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WHY IT GETS DEFERRED

The founder is there and decides well, so the informal way

works.

WHAT IS USUALLY MISSED

The company has no way of deciding that works without the

founder. That only shows when the founder is unavailable,

or when the company has grown past what one person can

decide.

SIGNS IT IS BEHIND THE NEXT STAGE

Big decisions depend on who happens to be in the room.

Decisions get reopened. Different parts of the company

decide in opposite directions, with no way to settle it.
Built in the Wrong Order · Fornax Execution Consulting 14 / 21



06 · DEFERRED: THE ONES THAT FEEL LIKE PREPARING FOR THE UNLIKELY

10
PART 10 / 11

Data you can trust
DATA AS INFRASTRUCTURE

WHAT IT IS

One view of the truth across sales, money, operations and customers. Clean data as a rule,

because wrong inputs spoil every decision built on them. The ability to turn records into

understanding. Data protected in line with how much it matters.
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WHY IT GETS DEFERRED

Decisions are being made well enough without it. Senior

people can still see enough with their own eyes.

WHAT IS USUALLY MISSED

The parts of the company nobody can see directly are

producing results nobody has seen yet. Joined-up, current

data would show a failure weeks before it arrives.

SIGNS IT IS BEHIND THE NEXT STAGE

Sales figures do not connect to the company's capacity to deliver. Financial

figures arrive too late to change the decisions that make next month's numbers.
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06 · DEFERRED: THE ONES THAT FEEL LIKE PREPARING FOR THE UNLIKELY

11
PART 11 / 11

Ready for shocks
RISK AND RESILIENCE SYSTEMS

WHAT IT IS

Money in reserve, sized to the risks the company runs. Written plans for a technology failure,

a break in supply and a change of leader, made before they happen. No single supplier,

customer, system or person holding control over whether the company can continue.

Regular tests of critical systems, to find the weak points before outside pressure does.

DEFERRED

SKIPPED

BUILT FIRST
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11 · SHOCKS

WHY IT GETS DEFERRED

The threats feel unlikely. The supplier has been reliable for

years. The main customer has never signalled leaving.

WHAT IS USUALLY MISSED

These are concentrations of risk, and growth makes them

bigger. Readiness put in place during calm is an asset.

Readiness attempted during a crisis comes too late.

SIGNS IT IS BEHIND THE NEXT STAGE

One supplier whose failure would stop production. One

customer whose departure would badly hurt revenue. One

leader whose absence would leave a gap nobody has planned for.
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07 Why "partly built" misleads

The four parts built first make a company look ready. The work runs, customers are served,

revenue grows. The parts that were skipped or deferred show no absence until growth arrives and

presses on them.

That is why partial structure can create false confidence. A company that knows it has nothing

knows it has work to do. A company that has some structure can believe it is ready, and the

urgency to build the rest disappears.

When the gaps do appear, they tend to appear one after another, as growth reaches each

unprotected part in turn: the knowledge gap when a key person leaves in the middle of the plan;

the rhythm gap when informal coordination can no longer keep everyone aligned; the decision

gap when the founder can no longer make every call and nothing makes them in their absence.

08 What building out of order costs

Written knowledge is cheap to create while the team is small and the work is simple. It is

expensive once the company is larger and the people who hold the knowledge are too stretched to

write it down.

A way of making decisions is easy to design while things are calm and the founder has time. It

becomes a crisis exercise when it has to be designed under the pressure of a decision that cannot

wait.

Readiness for shocks is cheap to put in place during a stable period. During a disruption, the

disruption has already shown what its absence costs.

The order in which a company builds is not a matter of style. It is a matter of money and timing.
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08 · WHAT BUILDING OUT OF ORDER COSTS

BEFORE THE PLAN MOVES

THE GAP

EASIER TO CORRECT

THE PLAN STARTS MOVING

ONCE THE PLAN IS MOVING

DELIVERY

CUSTOMERS

MONEY COMMITTED

STRETCHED PEOPLE

THE GAP

HARDER TO CORRECT

The same gap, before the plan moves and once it is moving. Before, it can be closed on its own.

Once the plan is moving, closing it means working around delivery, customers, money already

committed and people already stretched.
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09 The right order is the plan's order

There is no single right order for every company. There is a right order for a given plan.

Start with the plan. What is the company trying to do next, by when, and what has already been

committed? That decides which parts will take the weight, and when.

Change what exists. The parts built first often need to work differently for the next stage: a new

shape for the organisation, software chosen for the new volume, handovers redesigned.

Build what does not exist. The parts skipped or deferred often need building, ideally before the

plan reaches them.

Check it holds, then keep watching. A part is ready when it holds under the real workload, not

when it is written down. And because any part can slip back over time, it is watched for signs that

the old way is returning.

10 Read from where you sit

Owners and boards. The parts that look strongest are often the ones built first. The useful

question is which parts the plan you are approving will lean on, and whether those were ever

built.

Investors. A company can show a strong organisation chart, good software and a smooth sales

process, and still be missing the parts a growth plan leans on hardest. Ask what was skipped, and

what was deferred.

Holding companies. Companies in a group often build in the same order, so they tend to share the

same gaps. A plan that brings them closer together brings those gaps together too.

The people running the company. Your attention goes to what is visible. The parts that will decide

the next stage are often the ones nobody is asking you about yet.
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11 The question underneath

Every growth plan comes with a question that is rarely asked out loud. FEC asks it of every

company it works with:

What does this company need to become
to execute its next stage, grow stronger,
and create more value through it?

Three questions answer it:

01

Can the company carry the

plan?

02

What needs to change or be

built?

03

How does the company

become stronger through it?

For many growth plans, these eleven parts are where much of the answer is found, and the

order they are built in matters as much as whether they exist. The plan still decides where to

look. The answer to the first question is an operating judgment. The company keeps the

decision.

OPERATING JUDGMENT

PROCEED PROCEED AFTER CHANGES DO NOT PROCEED

When the work is done, what matters is what stays inside the company.

The intervention ends. The operating state remains.
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What does this company need to become to

execute its next stage, grow stronger, and create

more value through it?

Bring us the plan.
Tell us what the company is trying to do next. Every review is handled in confidence.
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