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The Culture Cult
The Physics of Why Companies 

Bleed Talent and Momentum
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Authentic Presence, Engineered.

No Fluff. Just Physics.
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Organisations are bleeding talent, momentum, and meaning. The 
statistics are signalling the problem is far beyond simply needing 
attention. Business scrambles to patch the symptoms: more 
empathy, better culture decks, faster recruiting, layer upon layer of 
unreasoned solutions.


The leak is upstream.


We injected the drag layer by layer over 25 years. The perpetual 
inward focus has become organisational downfall. We swivelled 
and directed attention at the workplace habitat. Business became 
so focused on making the office a happy place that it lost sight of 
the reason for existing in the first place. We added optics, drove 
the empathy tax home, crushed the Caution Zone — and a lot of 
the decision-making was outsourced.


We widened the Area in P = F × A until transmission collapsed.


The exponential attrition is the symptom.

This paper maps 
how we got here, 
where the first 
domino falls, and 
how to sever the 
cords before the 
cascade becomes 
irreversible.


No cheerleading. 
No empathy 
theatre.


Just mechanics.
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The Statistics Are Screaming: 
No One is Listening

This is not a motivation problem. It’s not a "great resignation." It is a physics problem. To understand 
what has manifested you need the 40-ft perspective. You cannot repair the engine while you’re 
waving through the exhaust fumes. 

1. Middle Management: The Crushed Caution Zone

Middle managers have the highest voluntary turnover rate across levels in many 
organisations. They leave faster than executives or individual contributors. They are 5.3 
times more likely to quit when experiencing burnout compared to non-burned-out peers.

2. Burnout and Stress Levels Are at an All Time High

50–74% of middle managers report burnout or extreme stress and 63% of middle managers 
say their stress levels are higher than pre-pandemic.

3. Increased Span of Control and Added Workload

Post-pandemic, middle managers have 20–40% more direct reports on average, with no 
corresponding increase in resources or training. Only 37% of promoted managers receive 
formal training in their first year; 74% receive none after promotion.

4.  Conflicting Demands and The Double-bind

• 68% of middle managers report “conflicting priorities from above and below” as a top 
stressor


• 57% say they avoid giving critical feedback because of fear of negative 360 responses or 
retaliation


• 42% of managers admit they delay or avoid performance conversations due to “toxic 
label” risk

5. Retention Crisis in Numbers

• 41% of companies report new hires leave within the first year

• 51% of U.S. workers are actively seeking or watching for new roles. The highest it has been 

in nearly a decade 

• Middle managers are cited as the “elephant in the room” for overall turnover — their 

disengagement directly drives team-level exits
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The Caution Zone Peak: How 
We Built the Drag That Led to it

We added layers that widened drag, diluted force, and let accountability gravity erode.

The timeline is the evidence.
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Drag Injection to Accountability Reset: The Timeline

Early 1990s

Companies ran tight ships. Fewer roles, 
flatter structures, direct chains of 
command.  

Relationships mattered deeply — internal 
trust and external stakeholder 
partnerships were built on delivery, not 
surveys or culture decks.

20262023 - 20252020 - 20222013 - 20192005 - 2012Early 2000s

Locked-In Era

HR elevates from admin to strategic. 
Performance reviews, competency 
models, 360s proliferate. 

Strong focus on people pillar and drive 
to increase attention on corporate 
culture for improved performance.

People → Asset Injection

Gallup surveys become gospel. Chief 
Happiness Officers, Employee 
Experience teams scale.  

Ideologies of the ambient workplace 
where fun trumps performance. 
Company cultures are promoted as 
better performance attractors. 

Drag widens: middle managers taxed 
with role-playing culture guardian, 
bottom learns entitlement signals win 
rewards. Team building.

Culture Boom

Agile everywhere” — squads, tribes, 
Scrum Masters, Agile Coaches hired 

Consultancy expands creating project 
tribes where few take ownership as 
delivery is “one team”. Projects roll 
over and accountability drags. 

Agile Theatre Peak

Caution Zone feels the pressure. 
External optics programs 
outnumber core ones. 

Wellness programs run to expand 
“distance” engagement.  

Remote Bloat

Layoffs waves, RIFs quarterly. Severing 
non-core roles, flattening, ending low-
ROI initiatives.  
 
Accountability gravity starts 
returning.

The Reckoning

CEOs demand “back to basics”, fewer 
but better, real ownership. Bottom feels 
consequences again, middle sheds 
empathy tax.  

The system sheds drag to restore 
transmission efficiency — momentum 
accelerates for those who calibrate fast.

Accountability Wave

INWARDOUTWARD OUTWARD

• Stakeholder 
Relationships Matter 

• Strong focus on vision/
mission. 

• Core business 
emphasis 

• Matters Most: 
Relationships

• Maximum attention internal, comfort creation and culture appeal 
• Caution zone in the layer cake takes the pressure - empathy differential decays 

performance  
• Caution Zone Peak: Hardest to replace, most pressured, still forced to ‘vibe right’ — 

accountability gravity nearly gone. 
• Matters Most: Comfort & Optics

• Accountability Rebound 
• Business Reset 
• Back-to-Basics 
• Cutting the operational drag 
• Matters Most: Performance

Drag pressure pivots to accountability. Addition of operational layers Caution Zone under pressure

Coming out of the industrial age, we ran in the opposite 
direction and turned organisational psychology on 
hyperdrive.  


The 20-year culture-climate drive created a different 
dynamic that we didn’t foresee. Employees were drawn to 
the hyperbole of best places to work, attracting people into 
creature comforts that took precedence over 
performance. 

Accountability can no 

longer be enforced, 

because you cannot be 

kind and tell someone 

they’re not pulling their 

weight at the same time. 
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Bleeding Talent Because the 
System Can’t Breathe

Adding more emphasis on fixing a culture that’s already misaligned is like layering on more 
frosting to a cake that is already sweet. Exit interviews aren’t accurate either, people can only 
disclose what is in their awareness. 


They themselves can’t tell what’s broken, they’re on the receiving end of the symptoms. The root 
cause is complex and they themselves haven’t gotten to grips with what it is. Adding niceties 
compounds the issue. It needs air.

Late 1990s: Locked-In Era


Companies ran tight with a razor sharp focus. Structures were lean with direct command. 
Purposeful and aligned with tangible business outcomes. ROI intent. Relationships carried 
real weight. Internal trust and stakeholder partnerships were built on delivery, professional 
objectives with mutually supportive outcomes. There weren’t any surveys or culture decks.


Accountability was personal and visible. Employees knew their purpose and KPIs pulled 
gravity toward output.

19
9

0

Where did it start and how did we get here?

2000-2005: People-as-Asset Injection


Human resources became strategic and employees turned into “assets”. Continuous 360s, 
competency models, and peer reviews arrived. 


Employees were no longer measured on output alone. Performance was filtered through 
how others felt working alongside it.

Drag widened. Peer appraisal became the force to the pressure point. P = F x A. The area 
widened as reviews came from everywhere. 

2
0

0
0

2005-2012: Culture & Engagement Boom 


Gallup surveys became the standard. Chief Happiness Officers and Employee Experience 
teams scaled. The layers grew but not due to expansion or operational improvement. Middle 
managers were being taxed with playing culture guardian. 


Bottom learned entitlement signals could win rewards. Efficiency dropped and managers no 
longer reviewed performance because the surveys calculated how well they performed as a 
leader. Total transmission efficiency dropped.

2
0

0
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2013–2019: Agile Theatre Peak


Agile started rolling out. Squads, tribes, 
Scrum Masters, Agile Coaches were 
hired in volume. As a result ownership 
fragmented and decision velocity 
crashed. 


Teams became responsible so personal 
accountability faded. The objective was 
improved performance instead more 
layers were added, drag increased and 
the slow decay accelerated. 

2
0

13

2020–2022: Remote Bloat


The hiring surge arrived. The Caution 
Zone crushed the middle — it 
became the hardest layer to replace, 
the most pressured, and yet it was 
still required to “vibe right” while 
accountability gravity nearly 
vanished. 


Optics outnumbered core work.

2
0

2
0

2023–2025: The Reckoning


The layoffs started coming quarterly. 
RIFs became routine. Flattening 
happened — not as a trendy reorg, 
but because the math no longer 
worked. 


Non-core roles were severed. Low-ROI 
initiatives were quietly killed — gravity 
returning. Not gently. Not because 
anyone chose kindness.


The system had no choice left but to 
shed what it could no longer carry.

2
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2026: Accountability Wave


Senior executives are demanding 
back-to-basics. Fewer but better. 
Real ownership. The middle is 
shedding the empathy tax. 


The system is shedding drag to 
restore transmission efficiency. 
Momentum accelerates — but only 
for those who calibrate first.
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When Bleeding Talent is an 
Understatement

The real risk isn’t the hiring funnel, it’s the unforgiving pressure to the middle layer. It is literally 
sandwiched between opposing forces.  The top layer demands performance and the bottom layer 
operates with near-zero accountability. The issue isn’t the culture, or the deliverables, or the 
stretched KPIs. The middle layer was built to handle it. It is the injected emotional intelligence mind 
play disrupting transmission.

The middle carries the weight — even 
though overall accountability still 
resides with the top layer. At the same 
time, the Caution Zone is forced to play 
an empathy guardian. They’re 
responsible for delivery and judged by 
results, yet they have to manage with 
care.


We elevated kindness, and it became 
tolerance. Your culture is exactly what 
you tolerate. Standards are only real 
when they cost something to enforce. 
Instead, we built a bubble of 
mediocrity and we’re still carrying the 
operational drag that comes with it.

57% avoid giving critical 
feedback due to fear of 
negative 360 responses or 
retaliation
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Engagement to Accountability Layer Cake

Bigger employee base with 
little or no accountability

No of Employees Degree of Accountability

High

Lowest
High

Highest
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Executive Management

Management

Employee

Fewer managers with 
degrees of accountability

Executive leaders carry the 
collective accountability

Low

Highest levels run more 
authentic engagement 

most often

Mid layer masks 
authenticity and assumes  

‘role play’ highest 
engagement exertion as 
managers need to keep 
two layers comfortable

Employees aspiring for more 
responsibility push 

engagement traits to 
impress and push for 

recognition and promotion 

The difficult to replace 
layer and also the most 

pressured level. Increased 
need to ‘vibe right’ yet 

accountability remains.

Caution Zone

We’ve spent the last 20 years focusing attention 
inward. Making happy places to work and the attrition 
rate is exploding. 

57%

42%
42% admit they delay 

performance conversations 
due to “toxic” label risk
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The Boyle & Gay-Lussac 
Phenomenon

Culture surveys only measure the toe-tip. They miss the undercurrent entirely. Boyle’s law shows 
what really happens: peer chatter quietly builds volume. Private pacts keep toxic pressure tight and 
below the surface until the system can no longer contain it. Personal pain — the undisclosed weight 
every employee carries alongside their daily grind — adds to the load.


Pressure builds and rises. If you don’t release the valve, it explodes. The Boyle & Gay-Lussac 
phenomenon gives us the mechanics: dissipate pressure before it reaches breaking point.

Probe the undercurrent. Map the volume and release it before the system forces the rupture.

The Boyle & Gay-Lussac Phenomenon
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Don’t just toe-tip, 
be attentive to 
what is running the 
undercurrent. 

Surface [sur-‘face’]
The role-play. The masked 
individual who accepts the 
role of the employee

The Toe-Tip
What is discovered by climate 
surveys, culture surveys

Club Dues
The peer-to-peer discussions that happen 
about the company. Not a secret, but 
usually unknown by leadership and 
seldom hits the surface until it’s too late. 

Toxic Levels
The private conversations about others. 
Pact-level communication that hurts the 
most and where toxicity festers.

Personal Pain
This is the undisclosed feelings that no 
one talks about. It is carried until the 
current get’s too strong or the 
temperature rises drastically.

Outside-in View 
How the company looks 

to stakeholders

Internal Vibe 
How leaders 

understand the 
undercurrent

The Undercurrent 
How individual 

employees experience 
the company which can 

fester and build 
collective toxicity

The Take 
How stakeholders 

experience the company

Pressure builds up and rises

Boyle’s Law 
Halve the volume (club 
dues/toxicity), pressure 
dissipates.

Gay-Lussac’s Law 
Steady volume + rising 
temperature (toxicity) = 
pressure increases

Boyle’s Law


Halve the volume (club dues/toxicity), 

pressure dissipates.

Gay-Lussac’s Law


Steady volume + rising temperature 

(toxicity) = pressure increases
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The Domino CruxTM: When The 
Caution Zone is Your Pressure Point

Pressure equals force multiplied by the affected area. The greater the force or the wider the area 
impacted, the bigger the Domino Crux™ pushes into adjacent pillars. An employee strike, for example, 
exerts high pressure over the entire business — halting operations until resolved.


One unaddressed pressure point can topple everything.


Consider the Domino Crux™ chain: Stakeholders → Business Processes → Supply Chain → Leadership → 
Employees. Pressure can originate in any pillar and transmit forwards or backwards. The pillars are 
integrated — no one stands alone.

The Domino Crux™
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P = FA
The Domino Crux is a pressure 
point that is exerted on or within 
the business. For the business to 
operate optimally, it needs to 
mitigate or control the pressure 
exerted on the business.  

It can press forwards or 
backwards but it can also 
originate within any pillar.  

A business that is attentive to 
the pressure points and the 
domino impact it has is easier 
able to come back from 
pressure points and reduce the 
Domino Crux. 
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Pressure is equal to 
the force multiplied 
by the area. The 
greater the force 
(such as a 
complete 
breakdown in the 
supply chain, the 
bigger the 
pressure point, 
over a greater area 
therefore causing a 
bigger impact not 
adjacent pillars.

Pressure can originate in any pillar and will affect the adjacent pillars. 
Order of pillars not relevant.

P = F × A

The Domino Crux is a 
pressure point that is exerted 
on or within the business. For 
the business to operate 
optimally, it needs to mitigate 
or control the pressure 
exerted on the business. 


It can press forwards or 
backwards but it can also 
originate within any pillar. 


A business that is attentive to 
the pressure points and the 
domino impact it has is easier 
able to come back from 
pressure points and reduce 
the Domino Crux. 

The greater the force

The wider the area

The higher the pressure

Force is the activator 
and area is  the 
connection point.

Time turns pressure exponential. The longer the Domino Crux™ is ignored, the more force 
compounds and the area widens — recovery becomes exponentially harder and costlier. 
Unattended splinters fester, weighted pressure topples adjacent pillars quickly (e.g., outsourcing 
failure), and greater-area impacts engulf entire pillars with no easy fix.

Humans are the amplifiers: emotional drivers, decision volatility, execution friction. 

When the friction or force is inside the operational pillars and it’s spread across 

two of them your enterprise is balanced on shaky ground.
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The 40-Ft Perspective

Burnout

Higher Stress

Conflicting Priorities

Avoid Performance Convos

Actively Seeking

Leave within 12 Weeks

0 35 70

The confusion is structural incoherence and the bleed is real. The Caution Zone is exhausted by a 
system that no longer knows what winning looks like.

The caution zone is the most difficult to replace.

% of Middle Managers

High Attrition & Burnout

Middle managers are leaving faster than executives, with 50–74% reporting burnout or extreme 
stress, and they're 5.3 times more likely to quit when burned out. This is tied to 20–40% more 
direct reports since the pandemic, without added resources or training. We loaded the system 
and likely we don’t even know why. Retention is the #1 talent issue, with middle managers as the 
"elephant in the room" for turnover.


Conflicting Demands & Confusion

Managers are squeezed by "flattened structures" (fewer layers but more work), top-down 
pressure for delivery, bottom-up needs for empathy/flexibility, and HR's focus on "psychological 
safety" that often means avoiding tough feedback. This creates incoherence — they can't 
performance manage without risking 360 backlash or "toxic" labels, leading to frustration and 
disengagement. 


The Effort GaugeTM is pushed leading to Daily IncongruenceTM. Managers are forced to operate 
outside their authentic zones, they don’t know they are because they’re simply running with the 
world and they don’t understand why they feel exhausted after each engagement. 


Core Business Dilution

Execs often don't define clear priorities, leaving middle managers to "absorb" chaos without 
tools. This ties to broader issues like "outsourced judgment" or diluted missions, making it 
impossible to know "what actually matters." We’re left with a weak bottom layer (entitlement 
without accountability) and the middle escapes to avoid the cycle.

Consider the metaphor: an organisation 
invites its people to a gathering. It 
dictates attire, speech, and acceptable 
opinion. 


Every contribution is evaluated not for its 
contribution to the whole, but for how 
warmly it is received.


The gathering becomes a performance 
of harmony rather than a forum for 
building something real. 


Attendance is maintained for the perks, 
not the purpose.
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What Happens Now?

The preceding pages have mapped how organisational drag was systematically injected over more 
than two decades. The result is a system in which transmission has collapsed under the weight of its 
own contradictions. The Caution Zone — the middle management layer — is not the cause. It is the 
first structural point of failure.


Sandwiched between top-down demands for performance and bottom-up expectations of 
perpetual empathy and safety, the middle layer is forced to absorb incoherence. Performance 
management becomes high-risk and clarity becomes dangerous.


The original mission is obscured behind layers of optics and external validation.


This is not a call to dismantle culture. It is a call to understand what culture actually serves. When 
culture is elevated above mission, it ceases to be a support structure and becomes the primary 
objective. The workplace shifts from a contractual exchange of value to an enforced performance of 
likability.


Expectations of constant alignment and friendliness suppress candour. Innovation requires risk; risk 
requires permission to disagree. When disagreement is scored on friendliness rather than merit, the 
system punishes the very clarity it needs to survive.

No organisation is identical.

The path must be probed and 
mapped for each system.


Clarity is not imported.


It is recovered through 
deliberate calibration. Once 
you’ve recalibrated the 
Caution Zone can breathe 
again.


The middle layer can become 
a transmission point instead 
of a shock absorber.


The system can move forward 
when coherence is restored 
and confusion is no longer 
tolerated.

1. Return to the 40-ft view. Re-establish 
the core mission and vision and the 
reason the organisation exists.


2.
Drop the non-core drag. Sever practices, 
optics, and mandates that no longer 
serve transmission.

3.
Recentre behaviour and expectations 
on business reality. Alignment must 
serve profit and purpose, not perpetual 
likability.

4.
Rebuild a place where accountability is 
the foundation. Relationships matter and 
they do not require constant harmony. 
Performance discussions must be possible 
without the shadow of retaliatory scoring.

Reexamine every mechanism: including 
360s — against one question:

Does this drive the core business forward?

If not, it is drag.
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The Caution Zone didn’t build itself.


We built it — layer by layer — because comfort and optics felt 
safer than clean transmission.


Now physics demands the correction.

If your system is still bleeding talent, momentum, or meaning — 
don’t wait for the next wave to force the conversation.


Probe the leakage.

Restore clarity.

Reclaim the mission.


The Joule Standard™ starts here.

Deirdre Tholet

Physics of human pressure in high-
stakes systems


The Joule Standard™
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