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Most change efforts fail because they fight the current instead of redirecting it.
When structure remains unchanged, behavior snaps back to old patterns the
moment willpower weakens.

Why Willpower Fails and Structure
Wins

Change that lasts is rarely about trying harder. You build a system that makes the
right behavior the easiest behavior. Structural dynamics is a plain claim with sharp
edges: structure determines behavior. If you do not change the structure, the old
pattern returns the moment attention slips.

Structure Sets the Behavior

The path of least resistance rules systems. Water finds the lowest channel. People
follow the easiest route available inside the structure they occupy. That is not
weakness; physics applied to behavior.

This is why willpower and motivation fade. They push against the current. Structure
redirects the current.

e If your calendar is open, meetings will fill it. If your day begins with reactive
channels, they will define the day. If the hiring process rewards speed over fit,
you will ship misalignment faster.

* None of these outcomes hinge on personality. They emerge from the structure:
calendars, workflows, incentives, defaults.

The practical move is to design the structure you want results to flow through.
Otherwise, change decays back to the old groove.

© John Deacon 2025 - Cognitive Systems. Structured Insight. Aligned Futures.
https://johndeacon.co.za - All rights reserved.



Why Willpower Fails: How Structural Dynamics Drive Change

Tension That Creates Momentum

Creation starts by holding two points at once: a clear vision of the result and an
honest picture of current reality. That gap is structural tension. This is not stress for
its own sake. A clean line that pulls action toward resolution.

Vision without reality is fantasy. Reality without vision is drift.

e Structural tension works when both poles are sharp. You can measure
distance. You can choose next steps that actually close the gap.

Accurate perception of reality is essential here. Not optimism, not denial. What is
true right now? Inventory constraints, team capacity, skills, cash, time, attention.
Overstating either side breaks the structure. The line goes slack.

Tension seeks resolution through action. Not through escape, not through
compromise that erases the goal. The right action is the one that reduces the gap
between reality and the result you have named.

Creative Orientation Over Reactive Loops

Reactive systems respond to circumstances and try to eliminate problems. Useful
for emergencies. Terrible as a way of life. They optimize for relief, not creation.

Creative systems initiate from vision. They define an end result and build conditions
that make that result likely. Problems are addressed, but only in service of the
result.

Two notes of sanity:

e Many creative acts start as responses to a problem. That does not break the
model. The pivot is whether you then define a result and build toward it, or
stay stuck solving the next symptom.

» External events and psychology matter. No structure cancels uncertainty. The
point is reliability: a creative orientation raises the chance that your actions
add up to the thing you intend to make.
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Choose your orientation on purpose. If you do not, urgency will choose for you.

Choices That Hold the Structure

Not all choices have the same weight. Structural dynamics distinguishes three
layers:

* Fundamental choices: decisions about who you are and how you operate.
Example: to be the creative force in your life. To work from vision, not mood.
These create the baseline structure that other choices sit in.

* Primary choices: the end results you intend to create. Launch the product by
a date at a standard. Reach a revenue target with specific quality. Complete a
degree. These define the vision pole in structural tension.

e Secondary choices: actions and strategies that serve the primaries. The
schedule, the budget, the hiring profile, the weekly review, the test plan.

Structural integrity depends on alignment. If your fundamental choice is creative
orientation, but your calendar is built by other people's emergencies, the structure
will oscillate. If your primary is deep work output, but your secondary choices fill
mornings with messages, the path of least resistance will drag you back to shallow
work.

The fix is sober: make secondary choices serve primaries, and let primaries reflect
your fundamental stance. Nothing fancy. Ruthless consistency here is what removes
friction later.

Design Advancing Structures, Not Oscillating
Loops
Oscillating structures produce a familiar pattern: progress, relief, relapse. You get

close to the outcome, pressure drops, old defaults return, results fade, pressure
rises, you push again. Sprinting in place.

Advancing structures move steadily because they are designed to keep tension
alive until the result exists. They do not soothe themselves early. They lower the
cost of the next right action and raise the cost of backsliding.

How to build an advancing structure:
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1. Name the result clearly

* Be specific about done. Tie it to observable conditions, not vibes. Vague vision
cannot hold tension.

2. Assess current reality honestly

e What is true now? Capacity, constraints, skills, risks. Write it down. If a detail
matters to the result, it matters to your map.

3. Set the path of least resistance toward the result

e Defaults: Put the important work where your best energy lives. Remove easy
access to distractions. Pre-commit assets so backsliding costs more than
proceeding.

4. Align secondary choices

« If the result needs three hours of focused work daily, block them. If quality
hinges on review, formalize the review. If hiring quality matters, change the
incentive from speed to retention at six months.

5. Keep tension visible

e Use a simple dashboard that shows the gap between now and the result.
Review on a fixed cadence. Do not celebrate effort as if it were the result.
Celebrate closure of the gap.

6. Act to reduce the gap, not to reduce discomfort

e Ask of each action: does this move reality closer to the vision? If not, it may be
relief, not progress.

7. Expect reality to change; update, do not drift

* When facts shift, re-state reality and re-align actions. The structure is
independent of content.

When the structure is right, progress feels less like a fight and more like
water finding its level.

Practical checkpoints to spot oscillation early:
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* Wins lead to looser standards or lost cadence
* Reviews slide from weekly to when urgent
» Secondary choices drift while the primary choice stays on paper

If you see these, do not push harder. Rebuild the structure. Restore tension, reset
defaults, and make the next right action the easiest action again.

The bottom line: Structure determines behavior more than motivation ever will.
Design systems that make the right choice the easy choice, hold tension between
vision and reality, and let physics do the work. When you stop fighting the current
and start redirecting it, change becomes inevitable rather than heroic.

To translate this into action, here's a prompt you can run with an Al assistant or in
your own journal.

Try this...

Identify one recurring behavior you want to change. Instead of relying on willpower,
redesign one structural element that makes the old behavior harder and the new
behavior easier.
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