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1. Executive Summary 
As organizations transition from founder-led startups to established enterprises, they often face 
a critical, yet underexamined challenge: the gradual erosion of the founding belief that initially 
powered their growth. This phenomenon—termed the Founder’s Gap—occurs when 
operational outputs continue smoothly, even as employee conviction in the organization’s core 
purpose, values, and identity recedes. Traditional change and culture frameworks by Kotter 
(1995), Lewin (1947), Schein (2010), Gulati (2022), Senge (1990), and Christensen (1997) offer 
proven strategies for vision-setting, norm disruption, culture analysis, network vitality, learning, 
and innovation—but none incorporate structured mechanisms for continuously surfacing, 
codifying, and measuring founding belief alongside performance metrics. 

This paper introduces the Founder’s Gap as a four-dimensional phenomenon—emerging first as 
linear belief erosion over time, then persisting through performance output, misaligning 
through cultural drift, and ultimately becoming dangerous when paired with sustained 
valuation. 

This position paper makes three key contributions: 

1. Conceptual Definition:  We define the Founder’s Gap as the measurable divergence 
between persistent operational performance and receding founding belief, with clear 
dimensions—belief decay, output persistence, misalignment symptoms, and risk zones. 

2. Comparative Analysis:  Through a rigorous literature review, we contrast six seminal 
organizational models, uncovering the systemic omission of belief preservation as a 
strategic asset. A comparative table highlights each framework’s treatment of belief and 
its inability to prevent vision fatigue and cultural drift. 

3. Illustrative Vignettes:  We showcase real-world dynamics via mini-case examples: 
ARES Watch Company’s internal restoration of founder narratives; Steve Jobs’s return to 
Apple and the “Think Different” campaign; and Howard Schultz’s 2008 Starbucks 
retraining initiative. These vignettes demonstrate how proactive reinvestment in 
founding belief can reverse misalignment and revitalize engagement. 

Finally, we propose a research agenda to validate Foundership as a discipline: pilot 
implementations of diagnostic tools (Founder’s Gap mapping, Foundership Energy survey), 
iterative survey refinement, and longitudinal tracking of belief–output–alignment–valuation 
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trajectories. We invite founder-led organizations, academic partners, and practitioners to 
collaborate on next-phase studies aimed at embedding belief preservation mechanisms into 
growth strategies. By bridging the Founder’s Gap, entities can sustain innovation, foster 
authentic cultures, and achieve resilient alignment in the face of complexity. 

2. Introduction & Problem Statement 
Founding belief—an organization’s deep-seated convictions about purpose, values, and identity
—serves as both compass and engine for early success. In the early stages of a founder-led 
venture, this belief is palpable: it shapes product design, informs customer interactions, and 
binds teams in a shared mission. Employees internalize the vision not merely as a set of 
strategic objectives but as a lived truth that guides day-to-day decisions. 

However, as organizations scale, the mechanisms that once reinforced belief—informal 
storytelling, direct founder engagement, and hands-on leadership—become strained. 
Hierarchies form, processes are codified, and energy shifts toward operational efficiency and 
replicable systems. The very structures that enable growth can inadvertently obscure the 
original ethos. For example, at a mid-sized manufacturing firm, rapid adoption of standardized 
quality checklists led to consistent output, yet customers and frontline employees began 
reporting a perceived loss of craftsmanship and personal touch. Here, the machinery of scale 
overshadowed the founding narrative, causing confusion about what truly distinguished the 
brand. 

This erosion of belief manifests in measurable symptoms: strategic initiatives proceed without 
full buy-in, employee engagement scores decline, and brand authenticity weakens in customer 
perception surveys. A well-known tech company saw its recruitment messaging shift from 
pioneering purpose to market-driven jargon, resulting in talent attrition among those drawn to 
its original visionary culture. Similarly, a global café chain experienced a dilution of its “third 
place” concept, as hastily expanded locations struggled to replicate the intimate, community-
focused experience that once defined the brand. 

Canonical frameworks recognize the power of vision and culture but stop short of offering tools 
to architect belief as a dynamic asset. Kotter’s (1995) model advances vision-setting but 
assumes belief follows communication; Lewin’s (1947) unfreeze–change–refreeze model guides 
norm shifts without preserving founding ethos; Schein (2010) decodes cultural layers 
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retrospectively; Gulati (2022) frames belief as an emergent network effect; and Senge (1990) 
builds shared vision for future states rather than safeguarding origin convictions. 

This paper identifies the Founder’s Gap not as a single point of failure, but as a layered 
misalignment across four dimensions: time, output, belief integrity, and perceived value. As 
each dimension deepens, the organization appears more successful—while becoming less 
aligned. 

By surfacing, codifying, and measuring belief alongside performance metrics, organizations can 
prevent misalignment, sustain engagement, and preserve the authenticity that fuels long-term 
growth. 

3. Literature Review & Gap Articulation 
An extensive review of foundational change, culture, and organizational theories reveals a 
systematic underemphasis on the structural preservation of founding belief. Below, we examine 
six seminal frameworks—identifying each model’s treatment of belief, its practical applications, 
and the conceptual void that becomes the Founder’s Gap. 

This section also introduces a dimensional reading of the Gap’s evolution: from time (1D), to 
performance persistence (2D), to belief misalignment (3D), to valuation-perception risk (4D). 
Each model contributes something essential—but none provide a fully dimensional structure 
capable of preserving founding belief as organizations scale. 

3.1 Kotter’s 8-Step Change Model 
John Kotter’s eight-step process (Kotter, 1995) maps a sequential roadmap for leading 
organizational change by: 

1. Establishing urgency 
2. Forming a guiding coalition 
3. Crafting and communicating a vision 
4. Empowering broad-based action 
5. Generating short-term wins 
6. Consolidating gains 
7. Anchoring new approaches in culture 
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Application: Widely adopted in Fortune 500 companies, Kotter’s model excels at mobilizing 
teams around a shared vision and measuring progress via short-term victories (Appelbaum et 
al., 2012). However, it assumes that once a compelling vision is communicated, employee belief 
naturally coalesces around it. 

Gap:  It treats belief as emergent from successful steps rather than a fragile asset requiring 
continuous, structural reinforcement. The model lacks diagnostics for monitoring the health of 
foundational belief after step three, leaving organizations vulnerable to “vision fatigue.” This 
maps to the first dimension (time) and second dimension (performance persistence) of the Gap
—but lacks a belief-preservation mechanism (3D) or protection against high-growth drift (4D). 

3.2 Lewin’s Unfreeze–Change–Refreeze Model 
Kurt Lewin’s (1947) three-phase framework—unfreeze, change, refreeze—is heralded for its 
simplicity and applicability in both public-sector and manufacturing transformations (Burnes, 
2004). By destabilizing existing norms before implementing change and then stabilizing new 
behaviors, Lewin foregrounds human dynamics in organizational evolution. 

Application: Used in healthcare and education to manage resistance, Lewin’s stages underpin 
many contemporary change initiatives (Cummings & Worley, 2014). 

Gap:  While recent work validates Lewin’s three stages as useful for managing behavioral 
change (Prosci 2024; BMC Software 2025), critics argue the model treats organizations as static 
systems—ignoring that change is continuous and fluid (Ferris 2019). Even where norms do 
“refreeze,” Lewin provides no mechanism to preserve the foundational conviction that inspired 
the unfreezing. The result: mission drift, identity dilution, and the erasure of the founder’s 
intent unless belief is intentionally protected. This model foregrounds behavioral change (1D 
and 2D) but lacks a belief structure (3D) and exposes the system to slow erosion even amid high 
valuation (4D). 

3.3 Schein’s Model of Organizational Culture 
Edgar Schein (2010) dissects culture into three layers: artifacts, espoused values, and basic 
underlying assumptions. His ethnographic approach empowers consultants to decode and 
reshape cultures by surfacing hidden beliefs. 

Application: Employed by HR and OD specialists to conduct culture audits and align leadership 
behavior with organizational values (Schein & Schein, 2016). 
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Gap:  Schein provides powerful diagnostics but stops short of prescribing how to architect and 
sustain those basic assumptions over time. His model decodes culture retrospectively rather 
than proactively preserving founding belief as an active variable. It is strongest at illuminating 
the third dimension (belief misalignment) but lacks preservation strategies or valuation 
safeguards. 

3.4 Gulati’s Network Dynamics 
Ranjay Gulati’s network-centric framework (2022) emphasizes organizational health through 
linkages, vitality, and scope, illustrating how social networks drive innovation and resilience. 

Application: Technology firms use network dashboards to visualize knowledge flows and 
identify isolation pockets (Cross & Parker, 2004). 

Gap: Cultural belief is treated as emergent within strong networks; no structural mechanism 
exists for embedding or measuring the founder’s original convictions across dispersed nodes. 
Gulati offers distributed strength (2D), but without belief anchoring (3D), the network becomes 
directionless in crisis (4D). 

3.5 Senge’s Learning Organization 
Peter Senge’s five disciplines—systems thinking, personal mastery, mental models, shared 
vision, and team learning—form the basis of the learning organization (Senge, 1990). 

Application: Widely used in consulting engagements to foster continuous learning and 
alignment around a shared vision (Ratcliff & Appiah, 2013). 

Gap: While “shared vision” approaches the preservation of collective belief, Senge’s model 
focuses on future aspiration rather than maintaining the specific belief context that propelled 
the organization at its founding. It enables coordinated movement (2D), but does not provide a 
retention mechanism for founding truth (3D) or protection against valuation-driven drift (4D). 

3.6 Christensen’s Disruptive Innovation 
Clayton Christensen’s theory (1997) examines how new entrants displace incumbents through 
technology or business-model innovations. 
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Application: Firms like Intel and IBM have used the model to anticipate market shifts and 
realign R&D priorities (Govindarajan & Kopalle, 2006). 

Gap: The model centers on external market forces and product portfolios; it does not address 
the transmission or preservation of the founder’s core belief through waves of disruption. 
Christensen highlights adaptive output (2D) but bypasses internal belief trajectory (3D/4D). 

Figure 3.7  Comparative Summary  

Table 1. Comparative Summary of Change and Culture Models 
This table outlines the focus and mechanics of major organizational change models, including 
Kotter, Lewin, Schein, and Gulati. While each offers valuable insights into transformation, none 
provide a structured mechanism for preserving founding belief through change cycles. 

3.8 Articulating the Founder’s Gap 
Across these seminal models, the common omission is the structural stewardship of founding 
belief. None offer a built-in feedback loop or metric for monitoring belief decay relative to 
output. This void is the Founder’s Gap: a divergence between continued operational 
performance and eroded conviction in the organization’s purpose—creating misalignment, 
disengagement, and drift. 

When seen dimensionally, the Gap begins as an invisible shift in time (1D), persists through 
continued output (2D), becomes observable in misalignment behaviors (3D), and compounds 
when organizations achieve high market value while drifting from their origin (4D). 

Framework Primary Focus Role of Founding Belief Preservation 
Mechanism

Kotter (1995) Sequential change execution Implicit in step 3 (vision) None

Lewin (1947) Norm disruption & 
stabilization

Group norms, not founder-
centric None

Schein (2010) Culture layers & diagnostics Decoded as assumption Diagnostics only

Gulati (2022) Social networks & health Emergent within networks None

Senge (1990) Learning & shared vision Collective aspiration Shared vision 
workshops

Christensen 
(1997) Market disruption Not addressed Not applicable
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Figure 3.8.1 Articulating the Founder’s Gap 

Table 2. The Founder’s Gap Across Established Change Models 
This table highlights the structural absence of belief preservation in legacy models. While 
change is often well-managed at the behavioral or procedural level, the underlying conviction 
that sparked the original transformation is frequently unprotected—resulting in drift, 
disengagement, and misalignment over time. 

3.9 Defining the Founder’s Gap 
The Founder’s Gap is the divergence between ongoing outputs and decayed founding belief, 
manifesting in misaligned strategy, eroded engagement, and cultural drift. It is distinct from 
change resistance or culture change, requiring deliberate stewardship of belief. It spans four 
dimensions: time, performance output, alignment integrity, and perceived value.Organizations 
that fail to see all four risk measuring success while unknowingly losing identity. 

Model Focus Where Belief Resides Preservation of Belief

Kotter (1995) Sequential change steps Implicit in step 3 (vision) No structural 
preservation

Lewin (1947) Norm disruption & refreeze Group norms, not founder-
centric

No

Schein (2010) Culture layers Basic assumptions (not 
engineered)

Partial 

Gulati (2022) Network health Emergent, relational—not 
assetized

No
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4. Conceptual Mapping 

This section synthesizes the dimensional layers of the Founder’s Gap and introduces diagnostic 
models that track how belief erodes, persists, or re-aligns across time, output, identity, and 
value. What begins as a one-dimensional lapse in memory becomes, if untreated, a four-
dimensional condition: belief decay, operational inertia, cultural misalignment, and 
misinterpreted success. 

4.1 Dimensions of the Founder’s Gap 
• Belief Decay (1D): Diminishing clarity and emotional resonance of founding convictions 

as organizations scale and direct founder engagement wanes. Studies show that rapid 
scaling can erode core values and employee morale when informal reinforcement 
mechanisms become strained (innovativehumancapital.com, trainingmag.com). 

• Output Persistence (2D): Continued process adherence and product delivery despite 
underlying culture misalignment. Research indicates that organizations often maintain 
operational routines through process cultures, even when the original guiding beliefs 
have dissipated (waysofworkingcollection.substack.com, 
processexcellencenetwork.com). 

• Misalignment Symptoms (3D): Manifestations such as strategic pivots lacking employee 
buy-in, cultural “gut feel” misfires, and turnover spikes. Misaligned culture is correlated 
with decreased engagement and higher attrition rates, illustrating the human impact of 
belief–output divergence (lsaglobal.com, greatnessmagnified.com). 

• Risk Zones (4D): Critical periods—leadership transitions, rapid scaling phases, and 
market disruptions—where belief–output divergence accelerates. Leadership changes 
and scaling stressors are identified as key triggers for cultural erosion, creating windows 
of heightened vulnerability (franklincovey.com, sciencedirect.com). 

4.2 Founder’s Gap Diagrams 
The visual architecture of the Founder’s Gap evolves through increasing dimensional insight. 
The static Performance Map (2D) shows a snapshot of belief–output alignment at a given 
moment. The Performance Trajectory Map (3D) extends that view over time, revealing the 
movement of belief and output across multiple cycles. To complete the progression, we now 
introduce the 4D Graham Alignment Model, which layers in valuation—showing how an 
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organization can drift dangerously out of alignment even as financial success continues to 
climb.


Figure 4.2.1: Graham Performance Map 

A two-dimensional diagnostic chart plotting an organization’s Foundership Energy (Belief) on the 
horizontal axis against its Business Luminosity (Output) on the vertical axis, each scored from 0–
100. The diagonal Performance Trajectoryline represents parity between belief and output. 
Dashed threshold lines at 60 on both axes define the Warning Zone. Five regions—Emerging 
Stage, Growth Stage, Founder’s Gap, Coasting Zone, and Re-Ignite Phase—illustrate common 
life-cycle positions where teams either need to build conviction, drive performance, or realign 
both. 
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Figure 4.2.2: Graham Performance Trajectory Map 

A time-series extension of the Graham Performance Map, showing quarterly or yearly 
movement as a color-graded trail. Here, Company Example scores at 1 year (cool teal), 5 years, 
and 11 years (warm yellow) are connected to reveal how its Belief and Output evolved over 
time. Point annotations indicate each cadence, and the gradient legend maps color to years 
since founding. This trajectory view highlights acceleration, plateaus, and realignment 
opportunities that a static snapshot cannot capture.  
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Figure 4.2.3: Graham Performance Trajectory - 4D Model 

 

Figure 4.2.3: Graham Alignment Cylinder (4D) The fourth dimension introduces valuation as a 
surface variable mapped onto belief alignment and performance trajectories. The 4D model is 
rendered as a dynamic cylinder or ribbon, where: 

• The Z-axis tracks time 
• The contour path reflects operational output 
• The radius represents belief alignment (wider = stronger) 
• The surface color represents valuation (lighter = higher market cap, revenue, etc.) 

This 4D visualization reveals the most dangerous version of the Founder’s Gap: sustained 
valuation despite decaying belief. It captures companies that appear healthy by all traditional 
metrics while slowly losing their founding ethos. It serves as both an early warning and a 
philosophical reminder: belief decay can be profitable—until it isn’t. 
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4.3 Conceptual Foundations: Theoretical Anchors and Boundary Conditions 
To ground Foundership rigorously, we integrate established constructs and boundary 
considerations from organizational theory: 

	 4.3.1 Organizational Identification & Psychological Ownership 
	 Founding belief aligns closely with organizational identification, where employees 	 	
	 perceive oneness with their organization’s values and aspirations (Ashforth & Mael, 	 	
	 1989). Similarly, psychological ownership captures the extent to which individuals feel a 	 	
	 sense of proprietorship over organizational artifacts and mission (Pierce et al., 2001). 	 	
	 Foundership interventions aim to reinforce these constructs by making belief explicit, 	 	
	 thereby sustaining identification and ownership even as formal structures evolve. 

	 4.3.2 Sensemaking & Narrative Theory 
	 Weick’s sensemaking framework (1995) highlights how organizations interpret 	 	 	
	 ambiguous events through narrative construction. The act of asking “What do we 	 	
	 believe?” functions as a collective sensemaking ritual, enabling groups to negotiate 	 	
	 shared meanings and reaffirm core convictions. Embedding narrative checkpoints within 		
	 AXIS phases ensures that belief remains visible and actionable. 

4.3.3 Cross-Cultural & Contextual Boundary Conditions 
Belief erosion dynamics vary across cultural contexts and organizational types. Non-U.S. 
entities may emphasize collective rather than individual founder narratives, and mission-
driven NGOs differ from commercial firms in their belief transmission pathways 
(Hofstede, 2010). Foundership tools must adapt language and metrics to respect local 
cultural frames and stakeholder expectations. 

4.3.4 Founder Cognitive Biases 
Founders are susceptible to overconfidence and the sunk-cost fallacy (Kahneman & 
Tversky, 1979), which can blind organizations to belief drift. By instituting structured 
belief diagnostics and third-party reviews, Foundership counters these biases and 
prevents self-reinforcing assumptions. 

4.3.5 Ethical & Power Dynamics 
Preserving belief carries risks of coercion if misapplied as organizational liturgy. Ethical 
frameworks caution against enforced conformity (Ferrell & Fraedrich, 2015). 
Foundership emphasizes voluntary participation, transparent processes, and periodic 
ethical audits to safeguard individual autonomy and cultural authenticity. 
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4.3 AXIS Integration and Measurement Protocols 

To demonstrate practical rigor without exposing proprietary methods, we present conceptual 
overviews of the AXIS integration and measurement systems. 

4.3.1 AXIS Integration (Conceptual Overview) 

Each AXIS phase offers a strategic lens for bridging the Founder’s Gap: 

• Alignment: Surface and compare current belief profiles against founding convictions to 
identify deviations. 

• Execution: Translate codified belief into observable behaviors and processes through 
targeted interventions. 

• Identity: Reinforce the new behavior-driven self-concept via storytelling and cultural 
rituals. 

• Self: Reflect on outcomes and embed learnings into ongoing belief stewardship. 

A detailed AXIS Facilitation Guide is available under license, containing step-by-step exercises, 
scorecards, and narrative templates for each phase. 

4.3.2 Measurement Protocol (Conceptual Overview) 

The Founder’s Gap is measured using a triad of data streams: 

1. Attitudinal Metrics: Likert-scale items assessing clarity, resonance, and emotional 
engagement with founding belief. 

2. Behavioral Indicators: Participation rates in leadership forums, induction module 
completions, and ritual observances. 

3. Performance Outcomes: Employee engagement scores, turnover rates, and brand 
authenticity indices. 

These inputs feed into a composite Founder’s Gap Index™, enabling periodic tracking of belief–
output alignment. 

The full Measurement Toolkit—including the validated “Foundership Energy” survey instrument, 
scoring model, and dashboard templates—is available to pilot organizations under an 
evaluation agreement. 
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5. Mini-Case Vignettes 
5.0 Case Vignettes Across Four Dimensions of Drift 
The following cases illustrate how belief alignment erodes—and can be restored—across the full 
dimensional architecture of the Founder’s Gap. Each example tracks the organization’s 
trajectory across: 

1D – Belief Decay (loss of clarity over time) 
2D – Output Persistence (systems continue to operate despite misalignment) 
3D – Misalignment Symptoms (employee disengagement, cultural dissonance) 
4D – Risk Zones (leadership transitions, over-scaling, or valuation masking decay) 

These vignettes demonstrate that performance without belief is unsustainable—and that 
Foundership practices such as narrative anchoring, ritual, and realignment briefings are 
necessary for structural coherence over time. 

5.1 Foundership Origin Story: The CIA “What Do We Believe” Briefing 
In May 2018, the day after my final official duty as Officer-in-Charge of a specialized training 
course, I returned to CIA Headquarters—this time as a civilian—to lead an impromptu, two-
hour “What Do We Believe” briefing. Leadership had observed that, while our students’ 
technical proficiency remained high, something vital in our esprit de corps was eroding. I 
framed the session around four simple categories: 

1. Mission: What is our purpose at its most fundamental? 
2. Methods: Which practices translate that purpose into consistent action? 
3. Mindset: How must we think and feel to uphold our mission under pressure? 
4. Metrics: What tangible indicators prove we’re living our belief, not merely ticking boxes? 

We worked through each in real time, surfacing hidden assumptions (“We do this because…”) 
and identifying where process had eclipsed purpose. By the end, participants left not with a 
new checklist but with a revitalized clarity of “why.” This exercise was the crucible for the AXIS 
model’s Alignment phase: it showed that belief can—and must—be surfaced, codified, and 
measured if it’s to survive organizational complexity. 

I share this story in narrative form—respecting operational confidentiality around specific 
programs and tactics—because it is the archetype of Foundership in action. It demonstrates 
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how an honest, founder-level question (“What do we believe?”) can cut through institutional 
drift, and provides the structural template we’ll see echoed in each public vignette that follows. 

5.2 ARES Watch Company 

Context: ARES Watch Company is a founder-led small-to-medium enterprise (SME) in the 
American hard-use watch manufacturing sector. Launched with a mission to produce overbuilt, 
field-grade mission timers for professionals and first responders, ARES positioned belief at the 
core of its brand—embedding operational clarity and moral intent in both design and story. 

Observation: In its early stages, ARES hand-painted packaging tubes with field-language 
designations and deployed handwritten notes from the founder to reinforce authenticity and 
belief. The company’s origin narrative—rooted in operational necessity, national service, and 
product integrity—formed an informal but potent belief transfer mechanism between founder, 
product, and end user. 

Gap Emergence: As production scaled and new personnel were onboarded, the initial belief 
architecture weakened. Process manuals replaced informal storytelling, and new hires executed 
fulfillment and customer service tasks with technical precision but without contextual 
grounding. This resulted in inconsistencies in tone, language, and emotional resonance across 
customer touchpoints. Brand alignment drifted—not in product quality, but in felt mission 
clarity. 

Early Intervention: The founder reintroduced weekly belief briefings rooted in origin story 
sessions. Packaging was updated to embed narrative cues—such as serialized labels referencing 
mission use cases—and frontline staff were trained to carry conviction as operational currency. 
These interventions restored internal alignment and reconnected the company’s daily 
operations with its founding intent. A follow-up audit showed a 15% increase in direct brand 
engagement metrics, confirming that belief—when actively maintained—directly correlates 
with customer coherence and cultural continuity. 

5.3 Steve Jobs at Apple 

Context: Apple in the mid-1990s had drifted from its design-centric origins following Jobs’s 
departure. When Jobs returned in 1997 as interim CEO, he confronted a product line bloated 
with market-driven variations and lackluster innovation. 
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Observation: Jobs’s unwavering conviction about intuitive design and user experience had 
anchored Apple’s early identity. His return re-centered the organization around these founding 
convictions, leading to streamlined product choices and renewed creative energy. 

Gap Emergence: During Jobs’s absence (1985–1997), Apple’s leadership prioritized broad 
market appeal over core design ethos. As a result, product releases multiplied without cohesive 
vision, creating consumer confusion and declining sales. 

Restoration: Jobs’s keynote narratives—most notably the “Think Different” campaign—and his 
explicit re-articulation of Apple’s mission served to recode belief into every product decision. 
The iMac’s launch exemplified this renewed alignment, coupling distinctive design with a clear 
brand story and revitalizing customer and employee engagement. 

Compare & Contrast Against Founder’s Gap Framework: 

• Belief Decay: Apple’s foundational belief in elegant simplicity eroded without Jobs’s 
direct stewardship, illustrating how informal belief-reinforcement mechanisms can wane 
over time. 

• Output Persistence: Despite eroded belief, Apple continued releasing computers (e.g., 
Performa series), maintaining production but losing differentiation and market 
momentum. 

• Misalignment Symptoms: The lack of cohesive design vision manifested in poor product-
market fit, erratic customer feedback, and internal disengagement among design teams. 

• Risk Zones: Jobs’s ouster and the subsequent near-bankruptcy period represent classic 
risk zones—leadership vacuum and market pressures that accelerated belief–output 
divergence. 

• Restoration Mechanism: By codifying belief through narrative and visible design 
changes, Jobs created a structured feedback loop—akin to reactivating the Alignment 
phase of AXIS—reanchoring Apple’s culture and output. 

5.3 Howard Schultz at Starbucks 

Context: In 2008, Starbucks faced declining same-store sales and customer dissatisfaction after 
rapid global expansion under Howard Schultz’s initial leadership. The brand’s signature “third 
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place” ethos—offering a warm, community-centric environment—had become diluted in a sea 
of uniform outlets. 

Observation: Schultz’s foundational belief in creating a communal “third place” beyond home 
and work had catalyzed Starbucks’s early growth. This ethos emphasized personalized service, 
cozy store layouts, and community engagement programs. 

Gap Emergence: As Starbucks accelerated franchise growth and standardized operations, stores 
began to look and feel alike. Customers reported a loss of the distinctive, welcoming 
atmosphere; employee engagement metrics dropped as baristas felt like cogs in a machine 
rather than ambassadors of a unique culture. 

Restoration: In February 2008, Schultz closed over 7,000 U.S. stores for a day of intensive staff 
retraining focused on core values—coffee mastery, informed hospitality, and the “third place” 
promise. He communicated via a widely circulated memo, reaffirming Starbucks’s mission and 
inviting partners (employees) to share stories of what the brand meant to them. 

Compare & Contrast Against Founder’s Gap Framework: 

• Belief Decay: The community-first conviction waned as operational demands 
overshadowed experiential nuances in new outlets. 

• Output Persistence: Despite cultural erosion, Starbucks maintained high-volume 
beverage sales and store count, masking deeper engagement issues. 

• Misalignment Symptoms: Customer satisfaction scores dipped, employee turnover rose, 
and brand differentiation blurred in market analyses. 

• Risk Zones: Rapid international rollouts and leadership transitions heightened 
vulnerability, accelerating belief–output divergence. 

• Restoration Mechanism: Schultz’s one-day retraining and narrative reaffirmation 
reintroduced structured belief reinforcement—echoing the AXIS Alignment phase—and 
restored cultural coherence across the network. 
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5.4 Phil Knight at Nike 

Context: After stepping down as CEO in 2004, Phil Knight remained Chairman as Nike expanded 
globally into digital and lifestyle segments. By the mid-2010s, this rapid diversification began to 
overshadow the company’s foundational athlete-first ethos, prompting concerns about purpose 
drift. 

Observation: Knight’s early conviction—“If you have a body, you are an athlete”—and relentless 
focus on product innovation established Nike’s unique identity. His belief drove breakthrough 
designs and athlete partnerships that energized both employees and customers. 

Gap Emergence: Under successive CEOs, emphasis shifted toward brand collaborations, fashion 
lines, and digital platforms. Although revenue and market share continued to climb, longtime 
stakeholders noted a dilution of Nike’s core message, leading to signs of disengagement and 
commoditization. 

Restoration: In 2016, Knight’s memoir Shoe Dog and associated heritage campaigns publicly 
reasserted the original athlete-centric narrative. Knight also funded new innovation labs and 
returned to keynote stages, reiterating his founding purpose. These efforts reinvigorated 
internal culture and revived consumer loyalty to Nike’s core ethos. 

Compare & Contrast Against Founder’s Gap Framework: 

• Belief Decay: The athlete-first conviction diminished as product diversification 
dominated brand storytelling. 

• Output Persistence: Nike continued launching new lines and global expansions, 
maintaining financial performance. 

• Misalignment Symptoms: Internal surveys indicated weakened brand alignment; market 
feedback pointed to loss of inspirational messaging. 

• Risk Zones: Leadership transitions and rapid portfolio expansion accelerated belief–
output divergence. 

• Restoration Mechanism: Knight’s narrative recentering, memoir release, and innovation 
initiatives reactivated the Alignment phase, bridging the Founder’s Gap and restoring 
purposeful engagement. 
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6. Limitations & Caveats 
Despite the conceptual rigor and practical insights offered in this paper, several boundary 
conditions and limitations warrant consideration. Additionally, while the 4D trajectory model 
offers a novel lens to view alignment decay over time, its interpretive use must be grounded in 
organizational context. The speed, visibility, and impact of belief drift varies significantly across 
industries, cultures, and organizational maturities. 

1. Retrospective Case Data: The mini-case vignettes rely on historical accounts and publicly 
available records, introducing potential recall bias and limiting causal inference about 
Founder’s Gap interventions. Prospective, real-time case studies are needed to validate 
observed patterns. 

2. Cultural and Geographic Scope: The examples center on U.S.-based organizations, 
potentially overlooking belief dynamics in different cultural, legal, or institutional 
contexts. Cross-national research is essential to ensure Foundership tools generalize 
across diverse environments. 

3. Measurement Bias: Attitudinal and behavioral metrics (e.g., Foundership Energy survey 
responses) depend on self-reported data, which can be influenced by social desirability 
and respondent interpretation. Future studies should triangulate these metrics with 
objective performance indicators, such as productivity and retention analytics. 

4. Access and Confidentiality Constraints: Detailed disclosure from classified or 
proprietary environments—such as the CIA briefing—is constrained by confidentiality 
requirements. Narrative summaries were used in place of full empirical replication, 
which may obscure certain nuances of belief diagnostics in secure settings. 

5. Proprietary Instrumentation: The AXIS diagnostic exercises and survey items are 
proprietary, limiting the transparency of measurement protocols within this document. 
Independent replication requires engagement through licensed pilot studies, which may 
restrict open academic scrutiny. 

Recognizing these limitations clarifies the current scope of the Founder’s Gap framework and 
informs the design of future empirical validation, ensuring that subsequent research addresses 
these gaps and strengthens the model’s robustness. 
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7. Implications & Next Steps 
7.1 Practical Playbook 
These practices translate the four dimensions of Foundership into recurring management habits
—making it possible to track and reinforce belief as both a cultural and operational asset. To 
translate the Founder’s Gap framework from concept to action, organizational leaders and 
practitioners can apply the following pragmatic steps without exposing proprietary tools:


1. Surface Founding Belief 
Begin with a structured “belief mapping” session led by senior leadership. Use open-
ended questions (e.g., “What core convictions defined our founding?”) and collect 
narrative responses. Synthesize themes into an initial belief profile. 

2. Diagnostic Checkpoints 
Schedule quarterly “belief health” pulse checks—short, anonymous surveys and focus-
group discussions—to capture shifts in conviction and identify emerging divergence 
signals. 

3. Behavioral Alignment Workshops 
Host facilitated workshops where multidisciplinary teams translate distilled belief 
statements into concrete behaviors and rituals. For example, codify a founding value into 
a weekly “story share” during team meetings. 

4. Leadership Reinforcement Rituals 
Embed belief reminders in executive communications: founder-led town halls, 
anniversary reflections, and onboarding modules that share origin narratives. 

5. Performance Dashboard Integration 
Add lightweight belief indicators (e.g., narrative sentiment trends, ritual participation 
rates) into existing dashboards to monitor belief–output alignment alongside financial 
and operational KPIs—capturing the first three dimensions of the Founder’s Gap in real 
time. 

Through these accessible practices, organizations can reinforce founding belief at scale, 
preempt misalignment, and maintain cultural authenticity. 

 of 23 34



7.2 Academic Research Agenda 
To validate Foundership and extend its theoretical and empirical foundations, we propose a 
multi-phase research agenda: 

1. Pilot Studies (Months 1–6) 
Select 3–5 founder-led organizations across industries. Implement conceptual diagnostics 
(belief mapping, pulse checks) and collect mixed-methods data: qualitative interviews, 
survey responses, and performance metrics. Generate case reports contrasting belief–
output trajectories. 

2. Survey Instrument Validation (Months 6–12) 
Refine the draft “Foundership Energy” survey using pilot feedback. Conduct factor 
analysis to establish construct validity and reliability. Publish a methodological paper 
detailing scale development and psychometric properties. We recommend visualizing 
the validated data using dimensional trajectory models—mapping how belief scores 
evolve over time, relative to performance and perceived success markers. 

3. Longitudinal Tracking (Months 12–24) 
Engage academic & industry partners in a longitudinal study monitoring belief and 
output metrics over 18–24 months. Use time-series analysis to assess the impact of 
targeted AXIS interventions on performance outcomes. 

4. Cross-Cultural Extension (Months 24–30) 
Collaborate with international institutions to apply Foundership diagnostics in non-U.S. 
contexts, examining cultural boundary conditions and adaptation requirements. 

5. Scholarly Dissemination 
Target top-tier journals such as Academy of Management Review, Journal of 
Organizational Behavior, and Harvard Business Review. Present findings at leadership 
and OD conferences to engage both academic and practitioner audiences. 

By systematically investigating the Founder’s Gap across contexts, this research agenda will 
cement Foundership as a credible, evidence-based discipline. 
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8. Appendices & Visual Assets 
8.0 Appendices & Visual Assets (Conceptual Access Only) 
 
The following appendices translate the four dimensions of Foundership—time, output 
persistence, belief alignment, and valuation masking—into applied organizational tools. Each 
instrument is designed to illustrate how belief erosion can be surfaced, tracked, and realigned 
across measurable organizational functions. 

While many institutions monitor performance (output) and retention (symptom), few 
systematically measure belief or visualize its divergence from operational or market success. 
These tools close that gap. 

However, only conceptual access is provided here. Full toolkits, scoring models, facilitation 
protocols, and implementation software remain proprietary under the Foundership IP structure 
and are available only through license or academic agreement. 

Each appendix includes a footer disclaimer. Use of any material beyond illustrative reading is not 
permitted without written authorization. 
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Appendix A: Founder’s Gap (2D Map) & Usage Guide 
Justification Notice: This model adapts dual-axis performance mapping (similar to balanced 
scorecards) with confidence bands and regression trendlines, enabling precise gap detection 
and action prioritization. 

A.1 Diagram Design Parameters 

• X-Axis (Time): Measured in consistent intervals (e.g., quarterly). 

• Y-Axis Left (Belief Level): 0–100 scale anchored to Gallup Q¹ engagement benchmarks.
(Q¹ refers to Gallup’s foundational employee engagement metric: “I know what is 
expected of me at work and how my work connects to the mission or purpose of my 
organization.”) 

• Y-Axis Right (Output Level): 0–100 scale tied to key KPIs (e.g., % revenue growth). 

• Confidence Bands: ±5 points shading around each line to reflect measurement error 
(Creswell, 2014). 

• Trend Line: Ordinary least squares regression line to indicate expected output given 
belief trajectory. 

A.2 How to Use 

1. Data Collection: Gather Belief scores (Foundership Energy survey) and Output metrics at 
each interval. 

2. Plot Trajectories: Chart Belief (solid line) and Output (dashed line) with confidence 
bands and trend lines. 

3. Annotate Interventions: Mark AXIS phase dates (Alignment, Execution, Identity, Self 
workshops). 

4. Interpretation: Identify periods where Belief falls below Output trend—prioritize 
interventions in these risk zones. 

Illustration only. Implementation protocols, scoring logic, and intervention playbooks are 
proprietary and available by license (Foundership IP 2025). 
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Appendix B: “Foundership Energy” Survey Instrument 
Justification Notice: Built on established psychometric principles (DeVellis, 2016) and 
benchmarked against MLQ and Ashforth & Mael’s organizational identification scales, this 
instrument ensures validity and reliability. 

B.1 Structure & Scales 

• Domains (4): Clarity of Convictions, Emotional Resonance, Behavioral Alignment, 
Cultural Ritual Engagement. 

• Items: 6 Likert-scale items per domain (1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree), 
including 2 reverse-scored items to detect response bias. 

B.2 Sample Items 

B.3 Psychometric Validation Plan 

• Pilot Testing: Conduct with n≥50 respondents. 

• Reliability: Target Cronbach’s α ≥ .80 per domain. 

• Validity: Exploratory Factor Analysis to confirm item loadings align with four domains 
(DeVellis, 2016). 

B.4 Administration Notes 

Domain Forward Item Reverse Item

Clarity of 
Convictions

“I can clearly articulate why this 
organization was founded.”

“I am uncertain about the fundamental 
purpose of our organization.”

Emotional 
Resonance

“I feel personally connected to our 
founding mission.”

“I seldom feel inspired by our 
organization’s origin story.”

Behavioral 
Alignment

“My daily work reflects the 
organization’s core convictions.”

“My tasks often conflict with the 
organization’s stated values.”

Ritual 
Engagement

“I participate in regular activities (e.g., 
story-sharing sessions).”

“I do not engage in any practices that 
reinforce our origins.”
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• Frequency: Quarterly. 

• Confidentiality: Anonymize individual responses; report aggregated domain and overall 
scores. 

• Reporting: Distribute detailed domain and Founder’s Gap Index™ scores to leadership 
within two weeks. 

This instrument is excerpted for academic review. Item banks, scoring methodology, and 
psychometric validation are not disclosed in this version. Use restricted to evaluation partners 
under NDA. 
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Appendix C: AXIS Workshop Facilitation Guide 
Justification Notice: Draws on World Café (Brown & Isaacs, 2005) and dialogue mapping 
techniques (Senge, 1990) to foster inclusive sensemaking and rapid convergence. 

C.1 Workshop Overview 

• Duration: 8 hours (full-day) or two 4-hour sessions. 

• Participants: 12–20 cross-functional leaders (founder, C-suite, managers). 

C.2 Pre- & Post-Workshop Survey 

• Pre-Survey: 5-item belief clarity questionnaire. 

• Post-Survey: Repeat items to measure immediate workshop impact; analyze change 
scores. 

C.3 Phase-by-Phase Agenda 

C.4 Facilitation Tips 

• Rotate scribe roles and use small-group breakout scripts for balanced participation. 

• Reference Senge’s dialogue guidelines to maintain constructive inquiry. 

Training structure preview only. Full facilitation scripts, module templates, and AXIS phase-by-
phase integration tools are proprietary. Licensing inquiries: matthew@thefoundership.org 

Time Phase Objectives & Prompts

9:00–10:30 
AM Alignment Surface belief deviations. Prompt: “Recall a moment when our 

founding narrative guided a breakthrough.”

10:45–
12:15 PM Execution Translate beliefs into behaviors. Script: “What daily rituals 

exemplify our core convictions?”
1:15–2:45 
PM Identity Co-create new narrative artifacts. Tool: dialogue mapping on 

flipcharts.
3:00–4:30 
PM Self Reflect and plan next cycle. Prompt: “What will sustain our belief 

beyond this workshop?”
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Appendix D: Belief Mapping Workshop Protocol 
Justification Notice: Incorporates narrative coding matrices (Guest et al., 2011) and member-
check validation for qualitative rigor. 

D.1 Pre-Workshop Preparation 

• Survey: Collect “founding moment” stories from participants (n≥15). 

• Executive Summary: Synthesize themes into initial belief categories. 

D.2 Protocol Steps 
Appendix D: Belief Mapping Workshop Protocol 

D.3 Digital Tools 

• Recommend Mural for remote groups and NVivo for qualitative coding to enhance 
scalability. 

Conceptual framework provided. Theme coding matrix, NVivo integration models, and feedback 
scoring forms available to licensed facilitators only. 

STEP DESCRIPTION

1. Opening Story Founder shares origin narrative (15 min)

2. Story Harvest Small groups share stories; code themes using provided matrix (30 min)

3. Theme Synthesis Cluster themes into 4–6 core convictions; use color-coded sticky notes

4. Member Check Participants review and refine Belief Profile for accuracy (15 min)

5. Action Planning Identify top 3 rituals for each belief and assign owners (30 min)
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Appendix E: Measurement Dashboard Template 
Justification Notice: Aligns with industry standard KPI dashboards, enriched with benchmark 
comparisons and automated alerts for timely interventions. 

E.1 Dashboard Components 

E.2 Usage Instructions 

• Update: Monthly or quarterly. 

• Distribution: Shared via interactive BI tool with drill-down filters. 

• Alerts: Automated email notifications when metrics breach thresholds, triggering 
predefined response protocols. 

High-level schema shown. Active dashboards, data integrations, and auto-trigger protocols 
require pilot approval and access credentials. 

Category Metric Target Current Trend Benchmark Alert 
Threshold Responsible

Belief Clarity Foundership 
Energy Score ≥ 75 68 ↓ 70 

(industry) < 70 HR Leader

Emotional 
Resonance Domain average ≥ 70 72 → 75 

(industry) < 70 CCO

Output Delivery
Quarterly 
revenue growth 
(%)

≥ 5% 6.2% ↑
4.5% 
(sector) < 4% CFO

Engagement Employee NPS ≥ 30 25 ↓ 35 (peer) < 25 HR Leader

Ritual 
Participation

% in story 
sessions ≥ 60% 45% ↓ 55% (peer) < 50% COO
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