
T O B B  E T U
When Perfect Isn’t Good Enough: Designing for Imperfection in Resilient System

Leadership

Dr. Cigdem Avci (drcigdemavci@gmail.com) Türkiye

I D E A S

A project may meet realistic goals at the time of
planning, yet fail to progress when conditions
change and targets remain fixed.
For example, requiring a fixed financial
threshold (e.g., $1M profit) before initiating a
project may delay action indefinitely, even when
substantial value ($700K) is already generated.
In such cases, perfection-driven success criteria
prevent momentum, learning, and adaptation—
despite partial viability..

In long-term projects, final goals may span
decades or centuries, while team members
operate within much shorter time horizons.
When short-term milestones are evaluated
against long-term perfection criteria,
intermediate progress is repeatedly labeled as
failure, undermining motivation and perceived
success.
By defining intentionally imperfect but
achievable milestone goals, progress becomes
visible, learning is legitimized, and team
resilience increases.

In many software projects, perfection-oriented
evaluation criteria incentivize teams to overstate
system maturity, stability, or scope in order to
meet acceptance thresholds.
This pressure leads to strategic
misrepresentation, where imperfect but
functional systems are presented as complete,
robust, or easily adaptable.
However, when imperfection is disclosed
explicitly—such as known limitations, partial
coverage, or context-specific suitability—these
systems may become more attractive to users
whose needs align with precisely those
constraints.

In standards and accreditation processes,
expectation misalignment often arises when
implementation is handled by individuals
without strong domain expertise. Compliance is
then mistaken for flawless execution, whereas
the real expectation is an organization’s ability to
define, manage, and adapt its own processes
within the framework. Overemphasis on perfect
conformity shifts focus away from contextual
alignment and process ownership, leading to
deviation from what is actually expected.

 Q U A L I T Y  F A C T O R S
By modeling imperfection through quality-related
dimensions, such as functional deviation, recoverability,
detectability, and system stability thresholds, the
framework enables more realistic, adaptive, and resilient
decision-making. In contrast to binary notions of success
and failure, it offers a nuanced view that accounts for
partial operability and graceful degradation.

I N T R O D U C T I O N
Conventional system design frameworks emphasize
perfection—maximizing efficiency, minimizing error, and
ensuring full compliance. Yet in high-stakes environments
marked by uncertainty, limited resources, and evolving
demands, this perfection-driven mindset often results in
systemic rigidity and stalls progress. Similarly, while
traditional leadership models prioritize control and
predefined outcomes, adaptive approaches—such as
complexity or agile leadership—highlight the importance of
iterative progress under uncertainty. This study prop
oses a strategic alternative: embracing imperfection as a
measurable and manageable design variable.

P R A C T I C A L  R E L E V A N C E
This perspective has practical relevance in automation,
fault-tolerant design, and strategic leadership during crises,
where overengineering and rigid planning often increase
failure risk. By reframing imperfection not as a flaw but as
a design factor, this work contributes a novel lens for
navigating complexity in resilient system leadership.

M O M E N T U M  O V E R

P A R A L Y S I S
Crucially, in scenarios where project requirements are
incomplete or “what perfect looks like” is undefined, the
framework supports continued progress by assigning value
to imperfect but functional outcomes. Instead of halting for
missing specifications or ideal solutions, systems can evolve
with imperfect clarity, prioritizing momentum over
paralysis.


