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Shared Coupling as a Distinct Coordination
Mechanism: Beyond Tight and Loose Coupling
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Abstract: How can distributed actors achieve strong alignment without becoming
fragile? Existing coupling theory often contrasts tight coupling, which tends to combine
high alignment with high fragility, and loose coupling, which tends to combine low
fragility with limited system-level alignment. This conceptual paper decomposes
coupling into two analytically distinct dimensions—alignment and fragility—and
introduces shared coupling as an object-mediated coordination mechanism that can
generate a high-alignment, low-fragility configuration. Shared coupling arises when
autonomous actors coordinate through a shared model, representation, or infrastructural
medium rather than through direct actor-to-actor dependence alone. The paper
distinguishes artifact-based coordination, which supports local handoffs and knowledge
translation, from shared coupling, which reconfigures system-level interdependence.
Their bridge is a focusing device: a shared artifact that converts bottlenecks and
inconsistencies into authoritative common signals and synchronizes adjustments across
units. The framework identifies transition paths from tight and loose coupling and
specifies governance conditions—common interpretation, non-surveillance use, and
psychological safety. Without these conditions, shared systems may produce illusory
concordance, in which apparent coordination masks low actual alignment and high
fragility. An illustrative analysis of Mazda’s use of critical-chain project management

shows how the proposed mechanism can operate.

Keywords: object-mediated coordination; artifact-based coordination; focusing device;

alignment; fragility; distributed product development
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