The Question You Didn't Mean to Answer
A Four Questions for Fitness paper — on sequence
By Mario Aiello
Somewhere in most transformation programs there's a moment where the tool got picked before anyone agreed what it was for. The platform's already licensed, the rollout's already scheduled, and the "fit for what" conversation — when it happens at all — happens afterward, as a justification exercise dressed up as a diagnostic. Nobody sits down and decides to skip a question. It just gets asked in whatever order the org's actual momentum was already moving, and momentum rarely moves in the order the approach recommends.
The four questions look like a checklist, which invites the assumption that order is a matter of convenience — ask them however's comfortable, tick all four, done. It isn't a checklist. Each question is answered using the previous one as its reference point, which means the order isn't sequencing for tidiness, it's a dependency chain. Ask one before its predecessor has a real answer, and the question doesn't go unanswered. It gets answered anyway, quietly, using whatever's closest to hand instead of what was actually asked for — and the room walks away believing it answered the original question, not the substitute.
Take how before what, the most common violation because it's usually not a choice, it's a purchase order. Ask "is this method fit" before "fit for what" has a real answer, and there's nothing to test the method against. So the question that actually gets answered is "is this method familiar" — is it well-run, is it being followed with competence, does the team look confident using it. All reasonable things to know. None of them is fitness. A method can be executed beautifully against a target nobody defined, and the beauty of the execution is exactly what makes that substitution invisible.
Or whom before what — the sponsor gets named, the "owner" gets assigned, and only later does anyone try to define what they're fit to judge. Here the swap runs the other way: "who's qualified to judge this" quietly becomes "who already has the standing to answer," because the target that would let you check someone's qualification against it doesn't exist yet. You end up with a judge selected for authority instead of proximity to evidence — which is the exact failure the second question exists to catch, arrived at by asking it too early rather than too late.
Until when is the one where sequence violations are easiest to spot precisely because the failure is so visible: a trigger set before the method or the target exists has nothing to attach to. It comes out generic almost by necessity — "until it's not working," "until someone raises a concern" — because a real trigger has to reference a specific way the specific method could fail against the specific target, and none of those specifics exist yet if this question got asked first. The floating date problem covered elsewhere isn't the only way this question goes wrong. Asking it out of turn produces the same vagueness through a completely different door.
None of this is an argument for insisting on strict linear order as a matter of principle, and an org that refuses to move until all four are answered in perfect sequence has just invented a new way to avoid deciding anything. Plenty of real situations hand you the order whether you like it or not — the sponsor's already appointed by the time you arrive, the vendor contract's already signed, and re-litigating who owns the initiative isn't actually on the table. Fine. The point was never to demand the org start over. It's to notice, when a question gets asked out of its dependency order, which question quietly got substituted in its place — and to go back and ask the real one once the missing piece exists, instead of letting the substitute stand in permanently for the question it replaced.
Most fitness failures don't come from a question nobody asked. They come from a question that got asked, answered confidently, and turned out — much later, expensively — to have been a different, easier question the whole time.
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