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The Most Expensive Mistake in Capital 
Allocation:  Doing  Too  Much  at  Once

A PE-backed company acquires three competitors within 18 months. The investment 
thesis is clear: consolidate a fragmented market, capture synergies, and build a platform 
for growth. The board is confident. The projections are compelling. The CEO is energized.

Then reality sets in. Integration creates six simultaneous strategic initiatives: merge three 
different ERP systems, launch a new product line, expand into two new geographies, 
implement  lean  manufacturing,  upgrade  IT  infrastructure,  and  pursue  an  industry 
certification.  Five  executives.  Six  major  initiatives.  Each  receives  a  fraction  of  the 
attention required.

The result is never one spectacular failure. It is systematic underperformance across the 
entire portfolio. Integration timelines slip. The new product launch stalls. The geographic 
expansion  burns  cash  without  gaining  traction.  Lean  manufacturing  becomes  a 
PowerPoint exercise. The CEO reports to the board that everything is “on track” because 
no single initiative has visibly collapsed. But none is succeeding either.

This is the Bandwidth Constraint Violation. It is one of the most common and most 
expensive failure patterns in capital allocation. And by the time you recognize it, 
you have already deployed the capital.

The Math That Deceives
We instinctively calculate that six initiatives at one-sixth attention each should produce 
100% total output. The logic feels right. You have a leadership team. You assign each 
person their priorities. The work gets distributed. Total capacity should be fully utilized.

But  executive  attention  does  not  divide  cleanly.  Each  additional  initiative  creates 
coordination overhead. Priorities conflict. Resources compete. Context-switching burns 
cognitive capacity that never appears in any project plan. The CEO who spends Monday 
on acquisition integration, Tuesday on the product launch, Wednesday on geographic 
expansion, and Thursday on lean manufacturing is not giving each initiative 25% of their 
capacity. They are giving each initiative something closer to 15%, because the remaining 
40% is consumed by the friction of managing the intersections.

The documented evidence points to a threshold: below approximately 25% of executive 
attention,  strategic  initiatives  systematically  underperform.  Not  occasionally. 
Systematically. Three major initiatives can receive viable attention from a five-person 
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leadership team. Six cannot. The gap between three and six is not a 50% reduction in 
attention  per  initiative—it  is  the  difference  between  initiatives  that  succeed  and 
initiatives that consume capital without generating returns.

The value destruction is typically $5M–$50M depending on the scale of the initiatives 
involved. Not because any single initiative fails catastrophically, but because all of them 
fail quietly.

Why This Pattern Is Invisible to the People Inside It
The Bandwidth Constraint Violation is uniquely dangerous because it does not feel 
like a failure while it is happening. Every initiative is staffed. Every initiative has a timeline. 
Every initiative has a sponsor. The board receives updates showing activity on all fronts. 
The CEO reports progress because there is progress—just not enough progress on any 
single front to generate the returns that justified the capital deployment.

The default explanation is always operational: the integration is more complex than 
expected,  the market is  tougher than projected,  the team needs more time. These 
explanations are true in  the same way that  saying a car  ran out  of  gas is  true—it 
describes  the  symptom without  identifying  the cause.  The cause is  that  leadership 
attention was the binding constraint and nobody measured it, planned for it, or managed 
it as the finite resource it actually is.

The organizations most vulnerable to this pattern are precisely the ones that appear 
most ambitious and capable. A company pursuing six initiatives simultaneously looks 
like a company with momentum. A company pursuing two looks like a company being 
cautious. The board rewards ambition. The PE sponsor rewards speed. Nobody rewards 
the discipline of doing fewer things well—until the results come in.

Three Signals That the Pattern Is Active
The  first  signal  is  that  multiple  initiatives  are  missing  early  milestones 
simultaneously.  Not one initiative falling behind while others stay on track—that is 
normal project variance. The Bandwidth Constraint Violation produces a distinctive 
signature: three, four, or five initiatives all slipping by similar amounts at the same time. 
When the same leadership team is responsible for all of them, the explanation is not 
coincidence. It is constraint.

The second signal is that decision-making velocity has slowed. Strategic questions 
that  should  take  days  to  resolve  are  taking  weeks.  Not  because  the  decisions  are 
inherently complex, but because the people who need to make them are in meetings for 
the other five initiatives. Calendars are full. Response times are lengthening. The CEO is 
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the bottleneck for decisions across all initiatives and does not have the calendar space 
to process them at the rate the initiatives require.

The third signal  is  the phrase “we’re too busy.”  When this  becomes the default 
explanation for missed milestones, delayed decisions, and incomplete analysis, it is not 
a description of workload. It is a symptom of Bandwidth Constraint Violation. Busy is 
not a cause. Busy is what happens when finite leadership attention is spread across more 
initiatives than it can sustain.

The Question This Pattern Forces
If you recognize these signals in your own organization, the question is not whether the 
pattern is active. The question is how much capital you have already deployed into 
initiatives that cannot succeed at their current level of leadership attention.

The  Bandwidth  Constraint  Violation is  a  structural  problem,  not  a  performance 
problem. It cannot be solved by working harder, hiring more staff, or demanding better 
execution. It can only be solved by making the decision that ambitious organizations find 
most difficult: doing fewer things.

The pattern is documented. The consequences are predictable. And by the time you  
recognize it from the inside, the capital is already deployed.

Chavis Raynor, PhD is the founder of Failure Pattern Intelligence™, a proprietary methodology 
built  on 400+ documented failure patterns cross-validated against  independent authorities.  FPI™ 

Advisory provides expert intervention for imminent capital decisions. FPI™ Mastery builds systematic 
pattern recognition capability over six months. chavisraynor.com
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