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Your Regulatory Problems Are Alive

They aren't going to solve themselves—and not every problem requires the same
response

Jordan Max, President, Upstream Management Solutions
August 2026

One of the first questions organizations ask when faced with a significant regulatory challenge is:
"What's the solution?"

It's an understandable question—but often the wrong place to start.

Not all regulatory problems are alike. Some emerge suddenly following an unexpected event or
legislative change. Others develop gradually as organizational pressures accumulate. Some appear
to be isolated issues before revealing broader organizational influences. Others seem resolved,
only to reappear months or even years later in a different form.

The challenge is that we often respond to very different problems in very similar ways. We launch
reviews when broader systems thinking may be needed. We add resources when the underlying
issue lies elsewhere. We search for a single recommendation when the problem is actually
sustained by several interacting organizational influences.

Before asking "What's the solution?", it is often more useful to ask a different question:
"What kind of problem are we actually dealing with?"
Regulatory Problems Have Lives of Their Own

Unlike technical problems with clear causes and straightforward solutions, organizational
problems behave more like living systems than static events. They emerge, evolve, interact with
other organizational pressures, and sometimes disappear only to re-emerge under different
circumstances. As organizations change, so do the problems they face.

New leadership arrives. Legislation changes. Artificial intelligence creates new opportunities and
risks. Public expectations evolve. Strategic priorities shift. By the time an organization fully
understands a complex regulatory problem, the environment around it has often begun to change
as well.

Regulatory problems don't live in a single department or function. They live in the interactions
between governance, people, policy, processes, technology, information, leadership,
organizational culture, and the external environment.

No problem is an island—and neither should the response be.
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Figure 1. How Regulatory Problems Behave

A conceptual model for understanding regulatory problems and designing appropriate responses.

Not every regulatory problem requires the same response.
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Figure 1: How Regulatory Problems Behave

Different Problems Behave Differently

Some organizational issues remain relatively contained. Others spread, evolve, or reveal deeper

organizational influences over time.

A regulator considering the implementation of Al, for example, may initially seek advice on
technology selection. As the work progresses, the discussion often expands to governance, staff
capability, policy, risk management, privacy, change management, and public confidence. The

original issue hasn't simply grown—it has changed character.

Other issues are more contained. They may require an independent review, experienced advice,
facilitated planning, or implementation support. These targeted engagements can often produce
meaningful improvements without requiring a broader organizational review. The important pointis

that understanding the nature of the problem

should determine the nature of the response.
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Sometimes the Problem Isn't the Problem

Organizations understandably focus on the issue that is most visible—a delayed process, a
recurring complaint, a governance concern, or a project that has stalled. Yet the presenting issue is
not always the issue that most needs attention.

Imagine a regulator repeatedly missing its registration decision timelines. An initial response might
focus on staffing levels or workflow improvements. A closer examination, however, might reveal
contributing influences such as policy complexity, delegated authority, technology limitations,
inconsistent workload forecasting, communication between departments, governance reporting, or
competing organizational priorities.

No single factor explains the issue. More importantly, no single intervention is likely to resolve it.
What initially appeared to be an operational problem may actually reflect the way several
organizational functions interact with one another.

Moving Beyond the Silver Bullet

Traditional problem-solving often assumes that somewhere there is a single best solution waiting to
be discovered. Experience suggests otherwise. Most organizational problems exist because several
influences are operating simultaneously. That means meaningful improvement usually comes from
addressing several influences simultaneously.

Rather than relying on a single initiative, organizations are often better served by designing a
portfolio of complementary interventions, with each intervention addressing a different aspect of
the organizational system.

A regulator experiencing repeated registration decision delays may initially focus on staffing or
workflow. As understanding improves, the organization may discover that policy interpretation,
delegated authority, technology, communications, governance reporting, and learning all
contribute to the problem. The most effective response is unlikely to be a single initiative. It is more
likely to be a coordinated portfolio of complementary interventions, each addressing a different
influence sustaining the problem. What first appeared to be a registration issue is now understood
as the interaction of several organizational influences.

An intervention portfolio offers several advantages. It reduces the pressure to identify one "perfect"
solution. It balances quick wins with longer-term capability building. It allows organizations to
prototype, test, and refine ideas before broader implementation. It also provides resilience,
recognizing that if one intervention proves less effective than expected, others continue moving the
organization forward.
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Rather than placing all of the organization's hopes on one initiative, an intervention portfolio
recognizes that organizational improvement is usually the product of several reinforcing actions
working together.

Learn, Adapt, and Continue Improving

Even well-designed interventions should not be viewed as the end of the journey. Organizations
continue to evolve, and so do the problems they encounter.

Successful improvement increasingly depends on monitoring progress, testing assumptions,
learning from experience, and adjusting course as new information emerges. The response should
evolve as our understanding of the problem evolves.

Healthy organizations don't eliminate every problem. They become better at understanding how
problems emerge, how they behave, and how different responses strengthen the overall health and
resilience of the system.

A More Deliberate Way to Respond

These observations have shaped the development of the Regulatory Solutions Framework (RSF)™.

Rather than assuming every organizational issue requires the same consulting approach, the RSF
begins by understanding the nature and behaviour of the problem itself. Some issues benefit from
focused consulting support or advice (Level 1). Others warrant a broader systems review to
understand why they continue to recur or evolve through a facilitated, participatory workshop
series (Level 2). Still others reveal opportunities to strengthen underlying organizational capacity
through system maturity diagnostics and a roadmap (Level 3).

Whatever the starting point, the principle remains the same. The most important decision is not
choosing the right solution. It is understanding the nature of the problem before deciding how
to respond. Because regulatory problems rarely stand still. They evolve. Our understanding should
evolve with them. And so should our response.

Healthy organizations don't eliminate every problem. They learn how to recognize, understand, and
respond to them more effectively over time. Like healthy trees, they continue to grow, adapt, and
become more resilient as conditions change.

Every regulatory problem behaves differently. The first step isn't finding the right solution—it's
understanding the nature of the problem.

If your organization is facing a current, recurring, or emerging regulatory challenge, 1'd be pleased to
discuss how the Regulatory Solutions Framework™ can help identify the most appropriate response.
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