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The Architecture of the Adaptive Fitness System 
Why four levels, what each holds, and what they refuse to do  

By Mario Aiello – Adaptive Ways 

The situation an organisation faces is never the situation it presents. It presents a complaint, a 

target, an initiative, a pressure, something that already carries the shape of an answer. The 

work of response begins before any of that can be acted on. It begins with the question the 

organisation has not yet asked itself: what is the situation, really, that this complaint is 

responding to. 

Most organisational change efforts skip that question. They take the complaint as the problem 

and apply an answer to it. The answer is usually borrowed from a framework, a response that 

has worked somewhere else and is assumed to work here. The framework's authority comes 

from elsewhere. Its design comes from elsewhere. The reading of the situation that would 

justify it has not been done. It is assumed. 

The AFS exists because that assumption is the failure. Not the framework's mistake, the 

framework is doing what it was designed to do. The mistake is asking the framework to do the 

work that only diagnosis can do. An honest organisational response begins with a reading of the 

situation, not with the application of an answer. And the reading is the first thing most 

approaches do not actually have a way to produce. 

But reading is not enough. A clean diagnostic produces a fitness reading: a sense of where the 

organisation is and is not coping, what the pressures actually are, what the situation requires 

that it does not yet have. That reading has to be translated into capability that responds to it. 

The translation is its own register of work. It is not the reading; it is the design that the reading 

calls for. And the design, once made, does not implement itself. It runs into the conditions of 

the organisation, the patterns, the friction, the sustainability of change inside this particular 

boundary, and those conditions are again their own register. Building the conditions for change 

to stick is not the design and not the reading. It is the development path that lets a designed 

response become an organisational one. 

And sometimes the organisational boundary is no longer the right frame. The situation has 

moved into the ecosystem the organisation sits inside, or into the sensing system that now 

includes both humans and machines. At that point the organisational boundary stops carrying 

the load. A different register opens. 

Honest response, then, requires four things, not one: a capacity to read the situation, a capacity 

to design the response, a capacity to build the conditions for the response to hold, and a 

capacity to operate when the boundary itself has shifted. The AFS holds these four as distinct 
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registers of work, each with its own authority and its own escalation logic. The architecture has 

four levels because honest response has four registers. What follows is the defense of that 

claim. 

 

Fitness Diagnostics 

L1 holds the organisation's capacity to read itself. Not the reading, the capacity to produce 

one. That distinction matters because the reading is the output of L1 and the capacity is the 

level. An organisation that produces a single honest reading and never again is not operating at 

L1. An organisation that has built the standing capacity to read itself, to question its own 

framing, to test what it thinks it knows about its situation, is operating at L1 whether or not a 

particular reading is in hand at any given moment. 

The capacity has shape. It includes the instruments, the Four Questions for Fitness, the 

Adaptive Signal Field, the Friction-Fitness Map, but the instruments are not the capacity. The 

capacity is the disposition to use them honestly, to let them disconfirm comfortable readings, 

to follow what they surface even when what they surface is inconvenient. The AFS Adaptive 

Engine — sense, interpret, decide, act — is the loop the capacity runs through. The instruments 

are what the loop runs on. The capacity is what makes the loop trustworthy. 

The authority of L1 is bounded. L1 produces a fitness reading. It does not produce a response. It 

does not say what the organisation should do; it says what the organisation is. The reading may 

make some responses look more obviously required than others, but L1 stops at the reading. 

Whatever the organisation does with the reading is L2's work, not L1's. The boundary is sharp 

because crossing it is how diagnosis turns into prescription. The moment L1 starts producing 

answers, it stops producing readings, and the next reading, when one is needed, will be shaped 

by the answer the last reading produced. The diagnostic capacity erodes the instant it starts 

carrying design authority. 

This is why L1 is a level rather than a step. A step is something an organisation does once or 

periodically, assess the situation before acting. A level is a standing capacity that operates 
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whenever it's needed, including in the middle of L2 work, in the middle of L3 work, in the 

middle of L4 work. An organisation working on capability design will hit moments where the 

reading no longer matches the situation. At those moments, L1 has to be available, not as a 

return to an earlier phase, but as a register that can be entered when the situation has shifted 

under the work. If L1 were a step, the organisation would have to start over. Because L1 is a 

level, it can be re-engaged inside whatever else is happening. 

The same is true in reverse. An organisation can hold a reading at L1 for a long time without 

entering L2. The reading might say the situation does not yet require a designed response, that 

what is needed is more sensing, more interpretation, more time before acting. L1 can sustain 

that without pressure to move on. A step would have to either commit to action or close. A 

level can hold the diagnostic stance for as long as the situation calls for it. 

The relationship to L2 is one of handover, not authority. L1 hands a reading to L2. It does not 

hand an instruction. L2 receives the reading and does its own work with it. L2 can also push 

back, can say that the reading is not yet sharp enough to design against, that the question has 

not yet been formed clearly enough to call for a response. That pushback is legitimate. It is not 

L2 overruling L1; it is L2 declining to do its work on an insufficient input. When that happens, L1 

has to be entered again. The handover runs in both directions because the registers run in both 

directions. 

What would be lost if L1 were folded into L2, if diagnosis and design were treated as a single 

register of work, as most approaches treat them, is the boundary between the situation and the 

answer. A combined diagnostic-design register cannot help but design while it diagnoses. Its 

readings will be shaped by what it knows how to design. Its diagnoses will surface the problems 

it has answers for and miss the problems it does not. This is the failure mode the AFS is 

designed to prevent, and it is prevented structurally by separating the register that reads from 

the register that designs, and by making the boundary between them sharp enough that 

crossing it has to be noticed. 

The cost of the separation is real. It is slower. It produces moments where a reading exists and 

no response is yet designed, and that gap can be uncomfortable for organisations used to 

moving from observation to action without a register break in between. The AFS treats that 

discomfort as architectural, the gap is where the design layer earns its authority, by doing its 

own work rather than continuing the diagnostic's momentum. An organisation that cannot sit 

with the gap is an organisation that has folded L1 into L2 without noticing. 

L1, then, is the level at which an organisation has the standing capacity to read itself, the 

instruments to do so, the discipline to let the reading stand without converting it prematurely 

into an answer, and the boundary that hands the reading to L2 without telling L2 what to do 

with it. Everything that follows depends on this. The rest of the architecture answers questions 
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that L1's reading has made it possible to ask. Without L1, the rest of the architecture is design 

without diagnosis, which is the failure mode the opening named, returning in a more specific 

form. 

Capability Design 

L2 holds the organisation's capacity to design the response that a fitness reading calls for. As 

with L1, the level is the capacity rather than any particular design. An organisation that 

produces one good response and never another is not operating at L2. An organisation that has 

built the standing capacity to translate readings into designs — to keep doing so as readings 

change, as situations move, as what the organisation needs from itself shifts — is operating at 

L2 whether or not a particular design is in hand. 

The capacity has shape, and the shape is different from L1's. L1's instruments are diagnostic — 

they produce sharper readings. L2's instruments are translational — they convert readings into 

capability responses. Fitness-Driven Design is the translation layer itself, the move from "this is 

what the situation requires" to "this is the capability that would meet the requirement." 

Beyond Agile, Adaptive Intelligence, Reverse Validation, and Portfolio Management are the 

domains within which that translation operates, each one a register of capability the design can 

call on. The domains are not options on a menu; they are the territory within which the design 

has to be made. A design that ignores Portfolio Management when the reading calls for 

portfolio response is not a design — it is a refusal of the reading. 

The authority of L2 is bounded on both sides. On the L1 side, L2 receives the reading without 

re-doing it. L2 cannot decide that the reading is wrong and substitute its own. If the reading is 

insufficient, L2 sends it back — declines to design against an input that cannot support a design. 

But L2 does not produce its own diagnosis to replace the one it received. The diagnostic register 

is L1's, and L2 respects that boundary by refusing to cross it. On the L3 side, L2 designs the 

response but does not implement it. It does not claim to know whether the design will stick, 

whether the conditions inside the organisation will let it hold, whether the developmental work 

to make it real has been done. Those are L3's questions. L2 hands over a design and stops 

there. 

This is harder than it sounds. The pressure on L2 is to keep going — to follow the design into 

implementation, to make sure it works, to take responsibility for the response landing. The 

pressure is reasonable. The person doing L2 work usually cares whether the design holds, and 

the natural impulse is to carry it forward. But L2 carrying its own design into implementation is 

the most common way the architecture collapses. The designer becomes the developer, the 

developmental work gets shaped by the designer's commitment to the design, and the question 

of whether the design is the right one for these conditions gets quietly answered in advance. 
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The design survives because the designer is making it survive, not because the conditions 

actually support it. 

The authority boundary at L3's edge is what prevents this. L2 designs and stops. L3 takes the 

design and tests it against the conditions. If the conditions cannot hold the design, L3's job is to 

say so — and L2 has to be able to receive that without defending the design. The architecture 

depends on this. An L2 that cannot let go of its own designs is an L2 that has absorbed L3's 

authority, and the developmental layer disappears. 

This is why L2 is a level rather than a phase. A phase is the design phase — the period between 

diagnosis and implementation when the response is being worked out. A level is the standing 

capacity to do this kind of work whenever the architecture calls for it, including in the middle of 

L3 work, in the middle of L4 work. An organisation building developmental capability at L3 will 

hit moments where the design itself needs to be revisited — where the conditions reveal 

something the original design did not account for. L2 has to be available at those moments, not 

as a return to an earlier phase but as a register that can be entered when the design needs new 

translational work. The handover with L1 also runs both directions: an L2 working on a 

translation may find that the reading is not sharp enough and has to ask for it to be re-engaged. 

L2 cannot do that work itself, but it can recognise that the work is needed. 

The relationship to L1 deserves naming directly. L2 receives, L1 produces. L2 does not interpret 

the reading; it translates it. Interpretation is part of L1's work — the sense-interpret loop inside 

the Adaptive Engine. By the time the reading reaches L2, the interpretation has been done. L2's 

question is not "what does this reading mean" but "what capability does this reading call for." If 

L2 finds itself re-interpreting, it has crossed into L1's territory. If L1 finds itself prescribing 

capability, it has crossed into L2's. The boundary is sharp because both sides have to hold their 

own register for the architecture to do its work. 

What would be lost if L2 were folded into L1 is what was lost in the opening's failure mode: 

diagnosis and design would collapse into a single register that designs while it diagnoses, 

producing readings shaped by what it knows how to design. What would be lost if L2 were 

folded into L3 is different but equally consequential. The translation from reading to design 

would happen inside the developmental work — meaning the design would be shaped by what 

feels developmentally possible rather than by what the reading actually calls for. The 

organisation would design responses it knows how to develop, not responses the situation 

requires. The reading would still exist, but the response would no longer be answering it. It 

would be answering the developmental layer's preferences instead. 
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Development Path 

L3 holds the organisation's capacity to build the conditions for change to stick. The level is the 

capacity, as before, not any particular development effort, not any particular change initiative. 

An organisation that makes one design land and never another is not operating at L3. An 

organisation that has built the standing capacity to take designs into the conditions of its own 

boundary, to do the diagnostic, sequencing, friction, and sustainability work that makes change 

hold, is operating at L3 whether or not a particular change is currently in motion. 

What L3 holds is different from what L1 and L2 hold. L1 and L2 are cognitive registers, 

capacities to read and to design. L3 is a register of organisational work: the actual doing that 

turns a designed response into a developed capability inside this particular boundary. The 

components reflect this. Diagnosis at L3 is not the fitness diagnostic of L1; it is the diagnostic of 

the development path itself, what this organisation, with these patterns and these histories, is 

going to do with the design when it meets it. Sequencing is the question of what order the work 

has to go in for the conditions to build. Friction is the work of finding and addressing the 

resistances that emerge as the design moves into the organisation. Sustainability is the 

question of whether the change holds after the developmental attention moves on. 

The authority of L3 is bounded on both sides, as L2's is, but the boundaries do different work. 

On the L2 side, L3 receives the design without re-doing it. L3 cannot decide that the design is 

wrong and substitute its own. If the design cannot be developed, if the conditions inside the 

organisation genuinely cannot hold what the design calls for, L3's job is to surface that, not to 

redesign. The redesign is L2's work. L3 sends the design back, with what it has learned from the 

conditions, and L2 does what it does. On the L4 side, L3 operates inside the organisational 

boundary and does not cross it. The development path is about what this organisation can 

become; the ecosystem questions, the boundary-shift questions, the human-AI sensing 

questions, those are L4's. L3 stops at the edge of the organisation it is developing. 

The L2 boundary is the one most often crossed in practice. L3 work meets the conditions of the 

organisation, and the conditions reveal things the design did not account for. The pressure on 

L3 is to adjust the design in place, to make small modifications inside the developmental work, 

to absorb the design's limitations into the conditions rather than send the question back. This 

pressure is reasonable. Sending the question back is expensive; it slows things down, it forces 

L2 to do work it thought it had finished, it can read as the developmental layer not coping with 

its own job. But L3 absorbing design questions is how the design becomes invisible, the original 

design and the developmental adjustments blur into a single thing, and the organisation ends 

up with a response no one designed, sustained by the developmental work that should have 

been testing it. The authority boundary at L2's edge is what prevents this. L3 develops what L2 

designed. When the design cannot be developed, L3 says so. It does not quietly redesign. 
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This is why L3 is a level rather than an implementation phase. An implementation phase is what 

happens after the design is finished, when the work is to make it real. A level is a standing 

capacity to do developmental work whenever the architecture calls for it, on whatever the 

architecture is currently asking the organisation to develop. An organisation operating at L3 has 

a developmental layer that is always available, to the design that just arrived from L2, to the 

design that has been in development for a year, to the design that needs revisiting because the 

conditions have shifted under it. L3 is not the phase after L2; it is the register in which the 

organisation does its own developmental work, continuously, as long as it is changing. 

The components of L3 reflect this register. Diagnosis, sequencing, friction, sustainability, these 

are not steps in a method. They are the dimensions along which developmental work has to be 

done, each of which can be entered at any time, in any order, depending on what the 

development is asking for. Sequencing might come first if the question is what order the work 

goes in. Friction might come first if the work is already in motion and the conditions are pushing 

back. Sustainability might come first if the question is whether what has already changed will 

hold. The order is the development's, not the architecture's. The architecture provides the 

registers; the practitioner enters them as the work calls for. 

What would be lost if L3 were folded into L2 is the developmental authority of the organisation 

over its own change. The design would become the implementation, and the question of 

whether the design fits this organisation's actual conditions would never be asked separately 

from the design itself. The design would survive because the designer would absorb the 

conditions into it, not because the conditions actually support the response. What would be 

lost if L3 were folded into L4 is the organisational boundary. The development path would 

become an ecosystem question, what is happening in the wider system the organisation sits 

inside, and the work of this organisation, with its specific patterns and its specific history, would 

dissolve into the ecosystem. The organisation would lose its boundary as a site of development, 

and the developmental work would lose its grounding in the particular thing being developed. 

Ecosystem Layer 

L4 holds the organisation's capacity to operate when the organisational boundary is no longer 

the right frame. The level is the capacity, as before. An organisation that crosses its boundary 

once and never again is not operating at L4. An organisation that has built the standing capacity 

to recognise when the boundary has stopped carrying the load, to sense beyond it, to bring 

judgment to what is happening at scales the boundary cannot contain, that is L4. The capacity is 

rarely needed and consequential when it is. 

What makes L4 a distinct level is the boundary itself. L1, L2, and L3 all operate inside the 

organisational frame. The reading is of this organisation. The design is for this organisation. The 
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development path is inside this organisation's conditions. The organisational boundary is the 

implicit frame of all three, and most of the time the frame holds. The situation the organisation 

faces is the situation of this organisation, and the work to be done sits inside its edges. L4 is the 

register that opens when the frame stops holding, when the situation has moved into the 

ecosystem, when the sensing system itself has changed shape, when the question is no longer 

what this organisation should do but what is happening at a scale the organisation cannot 

contain. 

The components reflect this. Ecosystem Fitness is not the organisation's fitness extended 

outward; it is a different reading, of a different system, with different signals. Cross-Boundary 

Sensing is what an organisation has to develop when the signals it needs are no longer inside its 

own boundary. AI in the Loop is the recognition that the sensing system now includes machines 

that participate in the sense-interpret-decide-act cycle in ways the rest of the architecture had 

not assumed. Augmented Judgment is the practitioner work that has to happen when human 

judgment is operating alongside machine signals, the question of when to trust what the 

system produces, when to override it, when to let it disconfirm a reading the organisation had 

been holding. These are not extensions of L1, L2, and L3. They are the components of a 

different register, available when the boundary that grounded the earlier levels is no longer the 

right frame. 

The authority of L4 is bounded by the boundary question itself. L4 does not claim that the 

organisational boundary is always wrong, that ecosystem operates is always required, that AI in 

the loop is always present. L4 is the register that opens when the boundary stops carrying the 

load. Most of the time, for most organisations, the boundary is the right frame and L1 through 

L3 are the registers that the situation calls for. L4 enters when the situation crosses the 

boundary, and recognising that crossing is itself L4 work. The capacity to recognise when L4 is 

needed is part of L4. An organisation that cannot tell when its boundary has stopped holding 

cannot enter L4 at the right moment, and entering at the wrong moment, too early or too late, 

is its own failure. 

The L3 boundary is the one that has to be held most carefully. The temptation is to treat L4 as 

more advanced L3, as the developmental layer extended to a wider system. This is wrong in a 

specific way. L3 operates inside the boundary because the development is of this organisation. 

L4 operates beyond the boundary because the situation has moved past it. The difference is not 

scale; it is frame. An organisation doing L3 work at greater scope, developing capability across 

many sites, across many functions, across long timeframes, is still doing L3 work. It is still inside 

its own boundary. L4 only enters when the boundary itself is no longer the right unit of analysis. 

When the question is what is happening in the ecosystem the organisation participates in, 

when the question is what role machines now play in how the organisation senses, when the 

question is how human judgment operates alongside augmented sensing, at those points the 
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organisational boundary has been displaced as the operative frame, and L4 is the register that 

opens. 

This is why L4 is a level rather than an extension. An extension is what happens when a system 

grows beyond its original scope, when more of the same work is done at a wider scale. A level is 

a standing capacity that operates on different territory with different requirements. L4 is not L3 

grown larger; it is the register that operates when the territory itself has changed. The 

organisation that grows its developmental work across the enterprise is doing L3 at scale. The 

organisation that recognises that the enterprise itself is no longer the right boundary, and starts 

sensing what is happening in the ecosystem and in the human-machine sensing system, is 

operating at L4. 

What would be lost if L4 were folded into L3 is the boundary question. The architecture would 

end at the organisation's edge, which is exactly the failure mode of most organisational 

approaches. The development path would carry as far as it could, and when it ran out of 

organisational grounding it would stop, leaving the situations that had moved past the 

boundary without a register to be addressed in. The organisation would lose the capacity to 

recognise that its own boundary had stopped holding, and would respond to ecosystem 

situations with organisational instruments, applying L1 through L3 to questions that are no 

longer organisational. The mismatch would not announce itself. The architecture would simply 

produce increasingly poor responses to situations it had stopped being able to read. 

Reverse Validation as Cross-Cutting 

The four levels carry most of the architecture, but not all of it. Reverse Validation operates at 

two registers simultaneously, and the dual operation is not a problem the level structure failed 

to handle, it is a feature the level structure could not have held without losing something the 

architecture needs. 

Reverse Validation appears at L2 as one of the four capability domains. In that register it is a 

design capability, the response that the reading calls for might be a Reverse Validation 

capability, an organisational ability to test assumptions in production conditions, to let what 

actually holds in the world disconfirm what the organisation thought it knew. L2 designs 

Reverse Validation in the same way it designs any other capability response: as the translation 

of a fitness reading into a designed capability. 

Reverse Validation also operates as punctual practice available at any level. A practitioner at L1 

doing fitness diagnostic work can use Reverse Validation on a reading, testing whether what the 

diagnostic produced actually holds when something in the organisation acts on it. A practitioner 

at L3 doing developmental work can use Reverse Validation on a developmental hypothesis, 

testing whether the conditions the development is building actually support what they were 
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designed to support. A practitioner at L4 doing ecosystem work can use Reverse Validation on a 

boundary judgment, testing whether the ecosystem reading the organisation is operating from 

actually corresponds to what the ecosystem is doing. In all of these, Reverse Validation is not a 

level's component but a practitioner's instrument, applicable wherever the work would benefit 

from a disconfirmation move. 

And Reverse Validation operates as organisational capability at L3, the developmental work of 

building, inside the organisation, the standing capacity to let validation run in reverse. Not a 

single act of testing, but the organisational habit of testing as part of how it operates. This is L3 

work because it is the development of the conditions for the practice to hold, the building of 

the organisational disposition that lets Reverse Validation be a register the organisation can 

actually enter. 

Three registers, then, for one component: capability domain at L2, punctual practice at any 

level, organisational capability at L3. The architecture has room for this because the 

architecture is not a taxonomy of components into levels. It is a structure of registers, and some 

components operate in more than one register because what they hold cuts across the register 

structure. Forcing Reverse Validation into a single level would lose something architecturally 

consequential. If it were only at L2, the punctual practice would disappear and practitioners 

would lose an instrument available across the arc. If it were only at L3, the design-level domain 

would disappear and L2 would lose a capability it needs to be able to design. If it were only 

punctual, the developmental work of building it as an organisational capacity would have no 

home, and the practice would never become a standing organisational feature. 

The architecture, then, is not a clean assignment of components to levels. It is a level structure 

that holds most of the work, with room for components that operate at multiple registers when 

the work they hold requires it. Reverse Validation is the clearest example. It may not be the 

only one. The architecture is committed to letting components operate at the registers they 

need to, rather than forcing them into a single level for the sake of taxonomic neatness. The 

level structure is the spine. It is not the whole skeleton. 

The Architecture as a Whole 

The architecture has been defended one level at a time. What remains is the architecture as a 

whole, the structural questions that cannot be answered inside any single level because they 

are about how the levels fit together. There are five such questions, and the paper closes by 

addressing them in turn. 

Why four and not three or five 
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The number is not arbitrary, and it is not the result of finding four things that seemed important 

and giving each its own level. The architecture has four levels because honest organisational 

response has four registers, each of which holds something the others cannot. Diagnosis is the 

capacity to read the situation. Design is the capacity to translate the reading into a capability 

response. Development is the capacity to build the conditions for that response to hold inside 

the organisational boundary. Ecosystem operation is the capacity to enter the register that 

opens when the organisational boundary is no longer the right frame. Each of these is a distinct 

kind of work, with its own authority, its own instruments, and its own escalation logic. 

Compressing any of them into a neighbour produces a known failure mode, diagnosis collapses 

into design when the two are held in one register, design collapses into development when the 

same person carries the work across the boundary, organisational work collapses into either 

prescription or ecosystem dissolution when the boundary is not held. 

Three would compress one of the four. The most common three-level designs collapse either 

diagnosis into design (treating reading as the front end of the design process) or development 

into design (treating implementation as the back end of the design process). Both produce 

architectures that cannot tell when the design is wrong because the diagnostic or 

developmental register that would surface the mismatch has been absorbed into the design 

itself. The compression is invisible to the architecture that has it, which is the failure mode the 

AFS is structurally designed to prevent. 

Five would diffuse what the four hold. The natural place to split would be inside one of the 

existing levels, separating sensing from interpretation at L1, separating design from translation 

at L2, separating diagnosis from sequencing at L3, separating ecosystem from AI-in-the-loop at 

L4. Each of these splits is conceivable; none would strengthen the architecture. The work each 

level holds is internally coherent, the sense -> interpret -> decide -> act loop at L1 is a single 

register run as a loop, not four registers run in sequence. Splitting it would produce levels that 

needed to call each other constantly to do single pieces of work, and the authority boundaries 

between them would have to be sharp enough to defend while being porous enough to 

function. The architecture would gain components and lose coherence. 

Four is the number at which each level holds a distinct register of work, the boundaries 

between levels are sharp enough to defend, and the registers are coherent enough that 

practitioners can enter them without immediately needing to coordinate with adjacent levels. 

The number is the result of this constraint, not a prior commitment. 

What authority boundaries mean 

Each level has authority over its own register and stops at the edge of the next. L1 produces a 

reading and stops; L2 translates the reading into a design and stops; L3 develops the conditions 
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for the design and stops; L4 operates when the boundary itself has shifted. The boundaries are 

sharp because crossing them silently is how the architecture collapses. The collapse mode is 

consistent across the boundaries: when a level absorbs the register adjacent to it, the absorbed 

register stops doing its own work. L1 absorbed into L2 stops producing honest readings. L2 

absorbed into L3 stops producing designs that can be tested separately from the conditions 

that develop them. L3 absorbed into L4 stops grounding development in this organisation's 

actual boundary. 

The boundaries are also bidirectional in a specific sense. A reading at L1 hands over to L2; a 

design at L2 hands over to L3; a developed capability at L3 hands over to L4 when the boundary 

question opens. But each handover can also be refused. L2 can decline to design against an 

insufficient reading and send the question back to L1. L3 can declare that the conditions cannot 

hold the design and send the question back to L2. L4 can recognise that the boundary still holds 

and decline to enter, leaving the work at L3. The architecture supports refusal as much as 

handover, because the boundaries are about the register doing its own work, and a register 

asked to work on an input that cannot support its work has the authority to say so. 

Why the architecture is not sequential 

The four levels are not stages of a process. A practitioner does not start at L1, move to L2, move 

to L3, move to L4. The architecture is enterable at any level, in any order, depending on what 

the work calls for. A practitioner already inside a developmental engagement may enter L1 mid-

stream because the reading the engagement was operating from has stopped matching the 

situation. A practitioner doing diagnostic work at L1 may not enter L2 at all because the reading 

says no design is yet warranted. A practitioner working at L4 on an ecosystem question may 

need L1 work on what the ecosystem actually requires the organisation to read about itself, 

without ever passing through L2 or L3 in between. 

The non-sequentiality is structural, not accidental. If the architecture were sequential, the 

levels would be stages in a method, first read, then design, then develop, then attend to the 

ecosystem. A method imposes its order on the work. The architecture refuses this. The order is 

the situation's, and the situation may call for any level at any time. The practitioner's job is to 

enter the register the situation calls for, not to advance through the registers in a prescribed 

sequence. 

This has a consequence the rest of the paper has been implicit about: the architecture is not a 

method. The four levels are not the steps of an AFS engagement. They are the registers within 

which AFS work happens, and the engagement enters the registers in whatever order the work 

requires. An engagement that begins with an ecosystem question (L4) and never enters L2 is 

doing legitimate AFS work. An engagement that runs at L1 for six months without producing 
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any L2 work is doing legitimate AFS work. The architecture supports any pattern of entry 

because the architecture is about the registers, not the order. 

Why the architecture is not a maturity model 

The four levels are not stages of organisational development. An organisation operating at L4 is 

not more mature than an organisation operating at L1. A practitioner doing L4 work is not more 

advanced than a practitioner doing L1 work. The levels do not stack into a progression because 

they are not the same kind of thing arranged by depth. They are different registers of work 

arranged by what they hold. 

This matters because the AFS is structurally vulnerable to being read as a maturity model. The 

number itself invites it, four levels suggest a ladder. The novelty of L4, ecosystem, AI in the 

loop, invites being read as the most advanced register. Neither reading is the architecture. L1 is 

not preliminary; an organisation that has built the standing capacity for honest fitness reading 

has built one of the rarest organisational capacities, and the work to maintain it is continuous. 

L4 is not advanced; it is the register that opens when the boundary has shifted, and most 

organisations most of the time do not need it. The levels are not graded. They are distinct. 

The temptation to read the architecture as a maturity model is the same temptation that 

produces frameworks. A maturity model gives an organisation a place to be heading. The AFS 

refuses to give organisations a place to be heading because there is no single place to head. The 

honest place to be is the register the situation calls for, which changes as the situation changes. 

An organisation that needs to head somewhere has misread the architecture as a method or a 

model, both of which the AFS is designed not to be. 

What practitioner escalation looks like across the full arc 

Escalation in the AFS is not a movement up the levels. It is a movement across the architecture 

in response to what the work surfaces. The patterns are recognisable but not prescribed. A 

reading at L1 may surface that the situation calls for designed capability response; the 

practitioner enters L2. A design at L2 may run into developmental conditions that cannot hold 

it; the practitioner enters L3, or sends the design back to L2 from inside L3, or enters L1 again 

because the conditions reveal that the original reading missed something. Developmental work 

at L3 may reach a point where the organisational boundary stops being the right frame; the 

practitioner enters L4, or recognises that L4 is not yet warranted and stays at L3. 

What unites these patterns is that escalation is the practitioner's judgment about what register 

the work now calls for, not a procedural advance through a sequence. The escalation is also 

bidirectional and lateral: a practitioner at L4 may need to enter L1 to read what the 

organisation needs to know about itself in the new boundary; a practitioner at L2 may need to 
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enter L1 because the design work has surfaced a diagnostic question; a practitioner at L3 may 

need to re-engage L2 because the developmental conditions are calling for a different design. 

The architecture supports all of these movements because the architecture is the structure of 

registers, and the practitioner enters whichever register the work requires. 

What the architecture does not support is escalation that bypasses the register the work 

actually needs. A practitioner who jumps from L1 to L3 because the developmental work seems 

urgent, without doing the L2 design work that translates the reading into something 

developable, has skipped a register, and the L3 work will fail because there is nothing coherent 

to develop. A practitioner who enters L4 because ecosystem questions are interesting, without 

the L1 reading that would say whether the organisational boundary has actually stopped 

holding, has entered a register the situation does not yet call for. Escalation is the practitioner's 

judgment, but the architecture has shape, and the shape is not negotiable. 

What would be lost in alternative designs 

Three alternative designs are worth naming briefly, because each represents a real option that 

was considered and rejected, and the rejection clarifies what the AFS architecture is. A single-

layer design would treat fitness as one kind of work — read, respond, adjust — and hold it in a 

single register. This is what most organisational approaches are. What is lost is the boundary 

between reading and response, which is what produces the diagnostic collapse the AFS exists to 

prevent. A two-layer design — diagnosis and response — would hold the diagnostic boundary 

but collapse design, development, and ecosystem work into a single response register. What is 

lost is the capacity to test designs separately from the conditions that develop them, and the 

capacity to recognise when the boundary has shifted. A maturity-model design — levels graded 

by depth, organisations progressing through them — would name what the AFS names but 

mean something entirely different by it. What is lost is the architecture's central commitment: 

that the levels are not graded, that the work is the situation's, and that there is no place an 

organisation is heading. 

The architecture, then, is four levels not because four is the right answer but because four is 

what honest organisational response actually requires. The levels are distinct because the 

registers are distinct. The boundaries are sharp because crossing them silently is how the 

architecture collapses. The architecture is not sequential, not progressive, not a method, not a 

maturity model. It is a structure of registers, each holding what it holds, each handing over 

what it can hand over, each refusing what it cannot honestly do. What it produces is the 

capacity for the practitioner, and the organisation, to do honest response. That is all it 

produces, and that is what it was designed to do. 
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