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Why your business is losing energy every day and how to stop it using
Thermodynamics

Description

Using Thermodynamics Principles from Engineering to Build Business
Energy

Engineers have studied energy loss for centuries. Those same principles can help leaders
understand why organizations lose momentum, where operational friction comes from, and
how high-performing companies sustain energy over time.

Discover why businesses lose momentum through organizational energy leaks, burnout, poor
leadership, and operational friction. Learn practical ways to build a high-performance
company.

Introduction

Something is wrong, but you cannot quite name it.

The business is still running. Revenue is coming in. The team is showing up. But somewhere
along the way, the momentum started to fade.

Decisions take longer. Meetings feel heavier. The founder is exhausted. The team is going
through the motions. The energy that once made growth feel natural has quietly leaked out of
the organization.

This is not a strategy problem. It is not a talent problem. It is an energy problem.

Most leaders assume these problems are strategic or operational. In reality, many are
symptoms of declining organizational energy.

And engineers have been solving energy problems for centuries.
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Thermodynamics is the branch of physics that studies how energy moves, transforms, and is
lost within a system. While businesses are not machines, the same principles provide a
useful framework for understanding why organizations lose focus, momentum, and execution
strength over time.

This article explores how thermodynamic thinking can help leaders identify hidden energy
drains, reduce friction, and build a more resilient organization.

Business Facts

1. According to Gallupa??s comprehensive workplace research, employees experiencing
burnout are 63% more likely to take a sick day and 2.6 times as likely to be actively
seeking a different job. That is not just an HR metric. It represents your most valuable
organizational energy, literally walking out the door or quietly refusing to engage.

2. According to High5Test via multiple verified workplace studies, 52% of full-time
employees reported feeling burned out in 2024, with mid-level employees reporting the
highest rate at 54%. More than half of the workforce is running on depleted energy
reserves right now.

3. According to Growthalista, citing verified workplace research, 72% of employees
experiencing burnout report a measurable drop in productivity. When organizational
energy drops, output follows immediately, and the numbers prove it.

The Hidden Energy Crisis in Modern Business
Most business problems are diagnosed at the symptom level.
Revenue declines. Turnover rises. Deadlines slip. Morale weakens.

Leaders often respond by:

Hiring more people
Adding new initiatives
Increasing meetings
Restructuring teams

But these solutions rarely address the underlying issue. The deeper problem is usually
organizational friction and energy loss across the system.

A systems engineer would not begin by looking at the output alone. They would first ask:

e Where does energy enter the system?
e Where is it converted into useful work?
e Where is it lost before reaching the output?

That diagnostic mindset is highly relevant in business.

What Thermodynamics Teaches About Organizations
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Thermodynamics studies how systems generate, transfer, and lose energy. Several of its
principles provide surprisingly useful insights for leaders.

A note on system complexity: These principles apply differently depending on your business
stage. A small company with three to five people is a simple network with direct
communication between everyone. A growing business with 10 to 50 employees is more
complex, with more layers where energy and focus can be lost. Consider which stage your
business is at as you read.

1. Organizational Momentum Must Come From Somewhere

The First Law of Thermodynamics states that energy cannot be created or destroyed. It can
only be transferred or transformed.

In business terms, organizational momentum does not appear automatically. It comes from
identifiable sources such as:

Leadership clarity
Mission alignment
Customer demand
Innovation
Profitable growth

When those sources weaken, performance eventually follows.
2. Every Organization Drifts Toward Disorder

The Second Law explains that systems naturally move toward disorder unless energy is
continuously applied. Organizations behave similarly.

Without consistent reinforcement:

e Communication becomes inconsistent
Priorities become blurred

Meetings multiply without outcomes
Culture weakens

Execution slows

Confusion and inefficiency are normal in growing businesses. Without clear leadership and
regular communication, small problems slowly turn into bigger operational issues.

Austrian biologist Ludwig von Bertalanffy, one of the founders of General Systems Theory,
established that organizations are not closed systems. They continuously exchange energy,
people, capital, and information with their environment. This means businesses can actively
draw energy from their environment to counteract this drift. But it requires deliberate effort.

3. Leadership Energy Flows Downward
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In thermodynamics, heat naturally flows from areas of high energy to areas of lower energy.

Organizations operate in much the same way. A focused and energized leader creates
clarity, urgency, and momentum. An exhausted leader often creates hesitation, confusion,
and reduced engagement, even when the team itself is highly capable.

When the owner is exhausted, the whole business feels it. Teams take longer to make
decisions. Problems stay unresolved. Energy drops across the company. Founder burnout is
not just personal. It affects daily operations.

This connects directly to the concept of Tipping Point Leadership, which shows how focused
leadership energy at the right leverage points can shift an entire organizationa??s
momentum. For more on how leadership style shapes team energy, read The Leadership
Styles Secret That Unlocks Your Teama??s Full Potential.

4. No System Runs at Full Efficiency

No system converts all of its input energy into productive output. Businesses lose energy
through:

Unnecessary meetings
Unclear priorities
Administrative overload
Context switching
Duplicated work

Poor communication

Research shows that knowledge workers spend only 28% of their workday on high-value
work. The rest is consumed by operational friction. The seven biggest sources of that friction
are addressed next.
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Your Business as a Thermodyr
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The 6 Sources of Business Energy

Every high-performing organization must actively maintain the sources that keep it moving.
Six primary sources can be identified:

Leadership is the most powerful source. A founder or leader who is clear, present, and
energized creates conditions where the entire team can operate at its best. Leadership
energy is not loudness or charisma. It is clarity, consistency, and genuine commitment to the
people and the purpose of the organization.

Mission and vision give people a reason to bring more than minimum effort to work.
Consider how non-profit organizations with a powerful social mission consistently attract
deeply motivated people. When the mission is clear and compelling, people generate focus
internally. When it is vague or forgotten, they do only what is required.
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Profitable growth creates organizational confidence. When the business is financially
healthy, there is the capacity to take risks, invest in ideas, and think long term. Growth also
functions as a feedback loop. Revenue reinvested into leadership, innovation, and team
capacity generates more growth.

Innovation is momentum in motion. When teams are encouraged to solve problems
creatively, they generate engagement that carries across the organization. Innovation is not
just an output. It is also a source of energy.

Customer success is one of the most underrated sources available. A team that regularly
hears about the real impact of their work stays connected to purpose. Customer success
stories are organizational fuel. Silence from customers is not neutral. It is a drain in disguise.

Market demand and environment are external source many businesses overlook. A
company in a growing market draws energy from the environment itself. New opportunities
arise, and the team is energized by the sense that the world needs what they are building. A
business in a declining market faces a constant headwind. Understanding whether your
market is adding or draining organizational focus is a critical part of any honest business
review.

The 7 Biggest Organizational Energy Drains
Energy Drain 1: Office Politics.

Office politics emerge when employees compete internally instead of focusing externally on
customers, innovation, and execution. The solution is reducing ambiguity through:

e Clear accountability

e Transparent decision-making
e Defined ownership

e Consistent recognition

Energy Drain 2: Poor Meetings.

Meetings without clear decisions waste organizational capacity. Every meeting should
answer three questions:

e Why are we here?
e What decision must be made?
e \Who owns the next action?

If those answers are unclear, the meeting probably should not happen.

Energy Drain 3: Unclear Strategy.
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When strategy lacks clarity, teams create their own interpretations. The result is fragmented
execution.

High-energy companies maintain alignment by clearly communicating where the business is
going, why it matters, and what the company will not pursue.

This is where structured planning becomes critical. Many growing businesses lose
momentum because priorities are poorly documented or constantly changing. A professional
Business Plan Template from Excellent Business Plans can help leadership teams create
alignment, reduce confusion, and improve execution consistency.

Energy Drain 4: Founder Exhaustion.

A burned-out founder limits the capacity of the entire organization. Recovery, delegation, and
strategic focus are not personal luxuries. They are operational necessities.

Sleep, exercise, strategic withdrawal from operational details, and regular delegation are
maintenance protocols for the most critical energy source in the system. Companies heavily
dependent on founder energy face serious key-person risk when leadership exhaustion
becomes chronic.

Energy Drain 5: Technical Debt.

Outdated systems, manual workarounds, and inefficient processes force teams to spend time
maintaining complexity instead of creating value. High-performing companies regularly
simplify workflows before inefficiency compounds. Dedicate time every quarter to eliminating
the highest-friction processes.

Energy Drain 6: Weak Culture.

Culture acts as organizational insulation. Strong cultures retain focus, alignment, and
momentum. Weak cultures allow confusion, politics, and disengagement to spread quickly.

Leaders strengthen culture by:

¢ Reinforcing values consistently

e Hiring carefully

e Addressing toxic behavior early

¢ Communicating expectations clearly

Energy Drain 7: Bureaucracy and Administrative Debt.

Every unnecessary process consumes organizational capacity. Administrative complexity
increases friction without improving results.

Leaders should regularly audit workflows and ask: Does this process create enough value to
justify the energy it consumes? If not, simplify, automate, or remove it.
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Teams also waste energy when priorities are disconnected from execution. Using structured
planning templates and Marketing KPI tracking tools from Excellent Business Plans can help

leaders reduce confusion and improve accountability.

How High-Performance Companies Protect Energy

Strong small businesses protect their momentum intentionally. They simplify communication,
reduce unnecessary work, clarify priorities, and make sure the team understands what
matters most.

Practically, this means:

e Protecting leadership capacity through delegation and recovery
e Clarifying strategic priorities so everyone knows what matters most
e Reducing operational friction by simplifying workflows regularly
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e Reinforcing culture consistently so alignment does not drift
e Simplifying communication so decisions happen faster
e Eliminating unnecessary complexity before it compounds

Ask your team directly:

e What creates unnecessary frustration?
e Which processes waste time?

e Where does work slow down?

¢ Which meetings create little value?

These conversations often expose the largest hidden inefficiencies inside a company.

Comparison Table

Organizational Low Energy Business  High Energy Business

Factor
. Exhausted, unclear, Energized, clear, consistently
Leadership :
reactive present
Mission Forgotten or vague Clear, compelling, and repeated
often
Meetings Frequent, long, outcome- quposeful, tight, and decision-
free driven
Weak, inconsistent, Strong, deliberate, and actively
Culture . e
political maintained
Interpreted differently by  Single, unambiguous direction
Strategy
each team everyone knows
Innovation Suppressed by risk Encouraged as an energy source
aversion
Founder State Burneq out and Energized and strategic
operational
Productivit Significantly below Consistently high and improvin
y potential yhg P 9
Quote

a??0nly three things happen naturally in organizations: friction, confusion, and
underperformance. Everything else requires leadership.a?e

e Peter Drucker

Run Your Business Energy Audit
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Most small businesses do not lose momentum overnight. It happens slowly.

Communication becomes harder. Meetings increase. Founders become overloaded. Teams
lose clarity. Processes become messy. Eventually, the business starts feeling heavier than it
used to.

That is usually not a talent problem. It is an energy and alignment problem.
The good news is that these issues can be fixed. Start with these six actions this week:

1. List your six organizational energy sources and honestly rate each one out of ten right
now

2. Ask three team members where they feel their focus is going without getting meaningful
work done

3. Review your last five meetings and score each one on whether it produced a clear
decision or outcome

4. Write your strategy in one sentence and share it with five people to test whether
everyone interprets it the same way

5. Assess your own energy level honestly and identify one specific action that would
meaningfully restore it

6. ldentify the single highest-friction process in your business right now and schedule time
this month to eliminate or redesign it. This audit can also reveal where existing
processes are underperforming and where reducing friction can restore valuable
capacity to the team.

Organizational energy is not a soft concept. It is the most practical resource your business
has. Treat it like one.

Final Thoughts

Organizations naturally drift toward complexity, friction, and inefficiency unless leaders
actively counteract those forces. That is not pessimism. It is how systems behave.

The companies that sustain long-term performance are not necessarily the most talented or
the fastest growing. They are often the organizations that protect leadership energy, maintain
strategic clarity, reduce friction early, and reinforce alignment consistently.

Leaders who understand organizational energy stop asking 4??why does everything
suddenly feel harder?a?. and start asking a??where is the capacity being lost inside the
system?&a?e That shift changes how businesses scale, communicate, and operate.

Sustainable growth requires more than motivation. It requires structure, clarity, and
operational alignment.

Download a professional Business Plan Template or Marketing KPI Tracker from Excellent
Business Plans to reduce operational friction and create better alignment across your
business.
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FAQs

1. Is thermodynamics actually applicable to business, or is this just a metaphor? Itis
both. While businesses are not physical machines, principles like entropy and heat transfer
provide a powerful diagnostic framework. Supported by open systems theory, these concepts
reveal organizational patterns that traditional business models often miss.

2. How do | know if my business has an energy problem? Look for symptoms like
declining engagement, stalled decision-making, outcome-free meetings, chronic founder
exhaustion, cultural drift, and high busyness with low progress. Experiencing just two or three
of these signals a systemic energy problem.

3. Is founder burnout really an organizational issue or just a personal one? It is both,
but the organizational consequences are severe. Leadership energy flows downward, setting
the baseline for the entire company. Expecting a team to maintain high energy while the
founder is burnt out is simply unsustainable.

4. How often should | run an organizational energy audit? We recommend a light
monthly pulse check to catch emerging energy drains early, paired with a deeper quarterly
audit to identify structural losses that require deliberate system redesign.

5. Can a small business really fight entropy, or is it inevitable? Entropy is always
present but entirely manageable. Businesses effectively counteract it through clear strategy,
deliberate culture, and healthy leadership energy. By actively managing this energy,
organizations can sustain order and avoid decay.

6. What is the single most important organizational energy investment a small
business can make? Protecting and replenishing the foundera??s energy to mitigate
keyman risk. Keyman risk is the structural vulnerability a company faces when its operations
rely too heavily on one individual. Because organizational energy flows top-down, every
system is downstream of the founder. If that primary power source burns out, the entire grid
suffers. An energized founder enables the whole company to thrive, while an exhausted one
causes system-wide degradation regardless of team talent or strategy. This makes founder
health a critical business continuity issue, not just a personal luxury.
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