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Most change efforts collapse when motivation fades. Structural tension offers a
different approach: instead of pushing yourself forward with willpower, you create a
pull between current reality and a desired outcome that guides action naturally.

Structural tension is a simple idea with sturdy legs. Instead of pushing yourself with
motivation, you set up a structure that naturally pulls you toward what you want to
create. The method comes from Robert Fritz's work and turns two points, current
reality and desired outcome, into a working system. The result is less oscillation,
more clarity, and actions that match your primary choices.

1) Behavior Follows Structure, Not Willpower

Most change efforts are fueled by enthusiasm. They sprint, then stall. The lesson is
ordinary but often ignored: behavior flows along the path of least resistance. If the
underlying setup of your day, team, or organization makes a behavior costly, you
will do less of it. If the setup makes it easy, you will do more.

Structural tension changes the setup. You:

» Define a concrete desired outcome.

* Name current reality without judgment.

* Hold both at once until the gap becomes a live tension.

e Let that tension resolve by moving reality toward the outcome.

This approach does not rely on pep talks. The tension between “what is” and “what

will be” replaces the shaky fuel of willpower with a persistent pull. The system
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begins to prefer progress because progress reduces tension.

2) The Two Poles: Current Reality and Desired
Outcome

Structural tension has two anchors. Get them wrong and the structure collapses.

e Current Reality: Describe the present state exactly as it is. No spin, no
blame, no rounding up. Replace “l am bad at this” with measurable facts:
costs, time, quality, frequency, baseline behaviors. Precision here prevents
fantasy planning.

* Desired Outcome: State a specific result you intend to create. Vivid,
concrete, and observable. Replace “get healthier” with “complete a 5 km run
in 30 minutes” or “reduce project cycle time to 10 days end-to-end.” You
should be able to say “done” without debate.

The contrast creates structural tension, like a single rubber band
stretched between reality and the result. The job is not to explain the gap
away but to keep it visible.

Common pitfalls at this step:

* Vague end states. If the outcome is fuzzy, the system resolves tension by
redefining “done” instead of producing it.

 Distorted reality. If you inflate capability or ignore constraints, you pick actions
that will not work and the structure breaks. Radical honesty is a prerequisite.

e Qutcome drift. Do not move the target to match early efforts. Adjust actions
first; only adjust the outcome if you deliberately set a new goal.

3) Working the Tension Without Burnout

“Tension” can sound like stress. Here it simply means a directional force set by
structure. Done well, it reduces emotional volatility because decisions are anchored
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in the gap, not in mood.
How to work the tension:

« Make small, tension-reducing moves. Ask, “Which specific action reduces
the gap most reliably?” Then take it. Repeat. This prevents overreach and
supports steady progress.

* Track reality changes, not just activities. Measure the movement of
current reality toward the outcome. Activities only matter if they move the
needle.

e Let structure do the heavy lifting. Put cues, constraints, and visibility in
place so the path of least resistance supports the next action (e.g., pre-
commitments, shared boards, checklists, weekly reviews). Fewer decisions,
less friction.

 Normalize course correction. When feedback shows no movement, adjust
the action or the enabling structure. The point is not to prove the plan right;
the point is to resolve the tension.

What this approach does not claim:

* A denial of external barriers. Structural tension does not magic away
constraints. It makes them visible. Some constraints require negotiation,
redesign, or staged goals. Name them, then design the structure around them.

* A guarantee of linear progress. Expect plateaus and step changes. The
structure ensures the bias is forward; it does not promise a smooth line.

4) From Fixing Problems to Creating Outcomes

Many teams live in problem-solving mode: remove defects, reduce pain, quiet fires.
Necessary, but it can trap you. Structural tension shifts attention from “What is
wrong?” to “What do we intend to create?” Problem-solving reduces negatives;
creation produces positives.

Key differences:

e Orientation: Problems center on the past; outcomes center on a chosen
future.

* Energy: Problem lists multiply; desired outcomes focus effort.

* Integrity: When outcomes reflect primary choices (the things that matter
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most), aligning action with them strengthens trust, within yourself and across a
team.

Reduction of oscillation follows from this shift. In problem cycles, activity spikes
when pain spikes and stops when pain subsides. In creation cycles, activity
continues until the outcome exists. The path of least resistance changes from “stop
the hurt” to “make the result real.”

A simple check: after any meeting or personal review, ask, “What
outcome are we creating?” and “What part of reality moved this week?”

5) Practice: Make the Structure Do the Work

Below are practical patterns for individuals, teams, and organizations. Adapt the
shape; keep the logic.

Individual habit change

e Desired outcome: Define the finish line (e.qg., “publish one article monthly for
three months”).

e Current reality: Measure your present cadence, time blocks, obstacles.

e Structure: Pre-schedule writing blocks, reduce friction (template, topic list), add
visibility (tracker), set a simple definition of done.

» Weekly review: Did reality move? If not, what smallest change would reduce
the gap this week?

Team project delivery

* Desired outcome: One clear deliverable with acceptance criteria and date.

e Current reality: Work in progress, risks, capacity, dependencies.

e Structure: Limit WIP, daily visibility of blockers, explicit “definition of done, ”
demo cadence. Choose actions that reduce the most salient gap, not the
easiest task.

* Review: Track movement in cycle time, quality, and completed scope, not just
effort.

Organizational strategy
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* Desired outcome: A measurable state that matters (e.q., “reduce average
customer response time to under 2 hours within this quarter”).

e Current reality: Baseline metrics, staffing, process constraints, demand
patterns.

e Structure: Clear owners, simple dashboards visible to those doing the work,
escalation paths, capacity thresholds. Use staged outcomes if constraints are
large.

» Governance: Monthly review on reality vs. outcome; adjust structure before
adjusting targets.

Selecting actions when you are unsure

e Surface constraints: Ask, “What prevents movement right now?” Treat
constraints as facts to design around, not reasons to stop.

e Rank by tension reduction: Which one action would most reduce the gap? Do
that first, measure, then choose the next.

e Prefer reversible steps: Start with actions that provide information quickly. This
limits risk and accelerates learning.

Safeguards against common traps

e Over-reliance on motivation: Design your calendar, environment, and
commitments so they carry you when mood dips.

Fuzzy goals: Rewrite outcomes until “done” is obvious.

Reality denial: Invite external eyes or simple metrics to check your
assessment.

Stress from ambiguity: Reduce scope, shorten time horizons, or stage
outcomes. Keep tension present, not overwhelming.

External barriers: Name them explicitly (regulations, budget, access). Set
interim outcomes you can create while negotiating constraints.

Closing practice

» Keep both poles visible, on a wall, in a doc, or in a weekly agenda. Out of sight
dulls the tension.

* Measure movement of reality toward the outcome, not hours spent.

» Let the structure evolve. When a piece stops helping, change it. The goal is not
loyalty to a plan; the goal is loyalty to the outcome.
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Structural tension does not focus on fixing what is wrong; it focuses on creating
what matters. When you set a specific outcome, face reality as it is, and let the
tension pull, the path of least resistance shifts. Actions line up with values,
oscillation eases, and progress becomes ordinary work instead of an act of heroism.

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

Try this...

Define one specific outcome you want to create this week. Write down exactly
where you are now. Hold both in view and ask: what one action reduces this gap
most reliably?
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