"Al is an operating-model change." Everyone now
says it. Almost nobody can measure it.

Organisational load is the missing measure in enterprise Al: everyone scores the use cases,
nobody measures the organisation. Here is how to see it in two days.
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A note on the evidence in this paper. The worked portfolio is a composite wealth
management firm, built from the patterns we see repeatedly in real engagements. It is
representative, not a client. No client data appears here. The numbers it produces are real
outputs of the method running on that composite, not illustrations drawn to make a point.

The argument in one page

Most organisations have already done the hard-looking work, and it usually looks the same:
the journey maps, the design-thinking sprints, the workshops with the sticky walls, the
discovery that gathered the use cases and scored them for value and effort, and the ranked
list that everyone in the room agreed with. Then, twelve months later, three things have
shipped, the rest are stalled, and nobody can say precisely why.

The reason is that the list measured the wrong thing. Every scoring framework in common
use rates a case on what it is worth and how hard it is to build. None of them rate the thing
that actually kills delivery: how much the organisation itself must change to carry the case
once it is live. Who owns it across functions. Which teams must work differently. What has to
exist that does not exist today.

We call that organisational load, and one clarification matters before anything else: the
organisation includes its people. Load lands on structures and on the humans inside them,
on who owns, who decides, who reviews, who learns, and who keeps a model safe on a
Tuesday in eighteen months' time. The constraint on enterprise Al was never the technology,
which is excellent and improving monthly. It is that firms and their people cannot absorb
change at the rate the technology now offers it, and no scoring framework measures that
absorption capacity. The Frontier Line™ does. The method places every case on three axes,
and reads it four ways:

1. Horizon: when the value lands, from improving what runs today to changing what the
business is.

2. Experience, read twice, because a case touches two sets of people:
o 2a, E-customer: what the case does for the customer, from a foundational
expectation to a genuine change in the proposition.

o 2b, E-employee: what the case does to the people who do the work, from
removing toil to removing the reason a role was worth doing.

3. Line™: what the organisation must become to deliver and run the case, measured on a
six-level ladder.
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The Horizon and E-customer reads are familiar territory done more carefully. The Line™ is
the missing measure this paper is about. \1

The three axes of the method

THE LINE

what the organisation must become (1 to 6)
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EXPERIENCE

what the case gives: customer read, employee read

A case is a point in this space. Methods that read only Horizon see one shadow of a three-dimensional object.

The three axes of the method. A case is a point in this space; a method that reads only Horizon sees one shadow of it.

Three claims run through the paper, and each is arguable. First, ambition and organisational
load are independent axes, and conflating them is why portfolios stall. Second, most Al gaps
close from one of two sides, and they are different decisions with different owners: you move
the organisation up, or you bring the case down. Third, a method that cannot say what it
does not know is not a method, so ours reports its own reliability, and this paper publishes a
run where it failed.

Every stalled Al programme passed its business case

It is worth being precise about the failure, because the usual explanations do not survive
contact with the evidence.

Stalled AI programmes are not usually stalled on technology. The models work. The platform
exists. The vendor demo was convincing and the proof of concept did what it promised. They
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are not usually stalled on money either, because the ones that stall have already been
funded.

What they stall on is arrangements. A case that scored well in a workshop turns out to need
a named owner who can direct work across three functions, and no such person exists. It
needs data that belongs to another part of the business, and there is no standing agreement
to share it. It needs somebody to watch and retrain a model after go-live, and no team does
that here. It needs a compliance clearance that nobody has ever had to obtain, because
nothing quite like this has been put into production before.

None of those are technology problems. All of them are organisational ones, and every single
one was invisible on the scoring sheet.

Ask a leadership team where their Al programme stands and the honest answer is usually
"we have a number of pilots". We like to refer to that as fragmented enthusiasm: pockets of
genuine energy, a dozen pilots, three functions each running their own experiment, and no
shared picture of what the organisation as a whole can actually carry. Fragmented
enthusiasm is not a failure of will or of imagination. It is what happens when a portfolio is
assembled without the one measure that would connect it to the organisation that has to
deliver it.

The pattern is reliable enough to be diagnostic. When a pilot works and then quietly stops,
ask what happened to the person who was making it work. Usually they moved on, and
nothing structural was ever put in place to survive their leaving. That is a level-one
organisation wearing level-three clothes, and the scoring framework had no column for it.

Don't add Al to your roadmap. Rebuild the roadmap around it.

We have said this consistently since before it was comfortable to say. Al is not another line
item in a technology plan. It is a blueberry, not a topping: it goes into the batter or it does
not go in at all, and pressing it into a baked muffin fools nobody, least of all the muffin.
Bolting Al onto the existing operating model produces exactly the outcome above:
enthusiasm, pilots, and a slow return to how things were done before.

The real questions are organisational. Who owns the outcome. Which functions have to work
differently. What structure has to exist for the thing to keep running on a Tuesday in
eighteen months' time. Answer those and the technology follows straightforwardly. Skip
them and no amount of platform investment rescues the programme.

This was a contrarian position when we started saying it. It is now the mainstream one: the
major platform vendors now instruct their own field organisations to lead with a business
transformation conversation rather than a product pitch, and frame Al adoption as a change
to how work is done rather than a set of tools to deploy. The agreement is genuinely useful,
because a customer now hears the same thing from every direction.

It also exposes the gap this paper is about. Everyone now agrees that Al is an operating-
model question. Almost nobody can tell you, for a specific portfolio in a specific organisation,
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how much operating model each case actually requires. Agreement about the category is not
the same as a measure.

One model, three axes, four reads

The method places every case in a three-dimensional space, and the geometry is the
argument.

Figure 1. The portfolio in three dimensions
Ten cases placed by horizon, customer experience and organisational load. The plane is the evidenced line.
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Figure 1. The worked portfolio in three dimensions: horizon across, customer experience deep, organisational load up. The plane is the
evidenced line.

Horizon is the familiar axis, and on its own it is where most methods stop. The Experience
axis carries the customer read, and the people read shadows it. The vertical axis, the Line™,
is the missing measure: what the organisation must become.

The figures that follow in this paper are drawn as projections of this one model, each 2D
chart a face of the same object with the third axis ghosted behind it. That is deliberate, and
it is the paper's visual argument in miniature: a method that reads only Horizon is looking at
one shadow of a three-dimensional object and mistaking the shadow for the thing. The
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portfolio decisions that matter, which cases to deliver, which to bring down, which to refuse,
live in the dimensions the shadow cannot show.

Each axis rests on consulting theory with decades of replication behind it, fused with twenty
years of Cloud Direct delivery practice. The models are defined properly, with their lineage,
toward the end of this paper; the method's originality is not any single model but the fusion:
each model does exactly one job, on evidence the method actually gathers, and none of them
is permitted to touch the measurement another produces.

The Line™ is not a maturity score. It is where cross-functional work reliably
lands.
The measure is a six-level ladder, drawn from Conway's law read backwards: if systems

mirror the communication structures that build them, then the structures you have
determine what you can build and run.

* Level 1. People from different functions met and agreed the work matters. Nothing
else has to be true.

e Level 2. One named individual is accountable for the outcome across functions, with
the time and standing to chase it.

* Level 3. A cross-functional team exists with protected time, without any change to the
organisation chart.

* Level 4. That team has its own governance and shared measures, a dotted line the
chart acknowledges.

* Level 5. Budget and decision rights have moved to a value stream. A structural
change, not a working practice. \1
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The six-level ladder: where cross-functional work reliably lands

6 Chartered unit
the value stream is how the business runs

5 Value-stream budget
budget and decision rights moved: structural

4 Dotted-line pod

its own governance and shared measures

3 Virtual pod

a cross-functional team with protected time

_— e e e e e m e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e the line

2 Named outcome owner
one accountable individual across functions

1 Workshop alignment
people met and agreed the work njatters

The line is evidenced from what happened to the last cross-functional work here, never asserted from the organisation chart.

The six-level ladder. The line is evidenced from what happened to the last cross-functional work, never asserted from the organisation chart.

Two questions come back from every reader, and both deserve exact answers.

Which organisation? Not the whole company. The line is placed on the functions this
portfolio actually crosses: the teams whose data, workflows and sign-offs these cases would
touch. An embedded engineering function may genuinely run higher. If none of these cases
run through it, that is not where the work will live, so it is not where the line sits. A different
portfolio in the same company can carry a different line, because it crosses different parts of
the business. That is a feature, not an inconsistency.

Runs in terms of what? One specific thing: when a piece of work needs data, workflow and
accountability to cross functions and then keep running, day after day, what structure does it
reliably get here? The evidence is not the organisation chart. It is what actually happened to
the last few pieces of work shaped like these ones. That is why the assessment asks about
pilots that worked and then stopped, about who chased the last cross-functional delivery,
about what happened when the sponsor changed job. The line is evidenced from that, not
asserted, and it is the single most contested number in the engagement, which is exactly as
it should be.

The blindness Conway predicts

Conway's law has a second consequence that almost nobody prices in: communication
structures do not just constrain what an organisation can deliver, they constrain what it can
imagine. A portfolio assembled function by function, which is how nearly every portfolio is
assembled, will be systematically blind to the cases that live across boundaries, because no
single function can see them from where it sits. The most valuable Al cases are frequently
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exactly these: work that joins what two functions know into something neither could do
alone.

The method treats this as a measurable failure with an engineered countermeasure. After
the room's own cases are captured, the analysis proposes cases the room did not bring: gap
cases, surfaced from what the evidence implies but nobody claimed, and conflation cases,
deliberate provocations that borrow a capability from one side of a boundary and apply it to
the other. Each is labelled as proposed, never smuggled in as if the room had thought of it,
and each is weighed and given a stated decision like everything else. In practice these
proposed cases are among the most valuable outputs of the two days, \1

Conway (1968), read in reverse: structures decide what you can build, and what you can see

Function A Function B

agent flows crogs the boundary

its own cases,
visible from inside

O

its own cases,
visible from inside

data and workflow flow back

The most valuable cases straddle the boundary, joining what the two functions know. Assembled function by function,
a portfolio is blind to them: the method proposes them as gap and conflation cases, labelled as proposed, weighed like the rest.

Cross-boundary blindness, and the countermeasure. The most valuable cases straddle the boundary; the method proposes them when the
room cannot see them.

Ambition and organisational load are different axes, and conflating them is
why portfolios stall

The temptation, and the structural mistake of every horizon-only method, is to collapse the
dimensions. If a case is transformational it must be hard, so H3 becomes shorthand for

difficult and H1 becomes shorthand for easy. It is a natural assumption and it is wrong often
enough to be dangerous.
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Figure 2. Horizon against the line (Experience ghosted)
The projection an H-only method cannot draw. Ghosts show each case’s depth on the third axis.
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Figure 2. Horizon against the line, Experience ghosted in parallax. This chart draws both axes precisely because its argument is their
independence. Dashed circles mark where the room’s gut placed a case.

In the worked portfolio below, one case is stated as transformational by the room and turns
out to demand very little organisational change at all, because it is analytics in an area that
already has a clear owner. Another is stated as near-term, obviously deliverable, and
demands a level the organisation does not have, because it quietly needs data belonging to a
different function.

Both of those are decisions, and both are invisible if ambition and load are the same number.
When they disagree, that disagreement is the most useful thing on the page: either the case
is bigger than its label, or the label is bigger than the case, and the leadership team should
say which.

This is the precise weakness of the horizon-only method class. A three-horizons portfolio
review can tell you when you intend value to land. It cannot tell you whether the
organisation you have can deliver any of it, because it carries no measure of the organisation
at all. The failure is not that such methods are wrong; it is that they are one-dimensional
readings of a three-dimensional problem, and the missing dimensions are where delivery
lives or dies.
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Experience is two reads, not one: E-customer and E-employee

E-customer: what the case does for the customer

Every case gets a customer-experience category: foundational (the market expects it, its
absence hurts, its presence wins nothing), performance-lifting (value in proportion to how
well it is done), proposition-changing (creates genuine preference), or reverse (a meaningful
part of the market actively does not want it).

Figure 3. Customer experience against the line (Horizon ghosted)
What each case gives the customer, against what it demands. Reverse sits below foundational.
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Dashed ring: anti-motivator flag, the case removes work through which judgement is learned.
Case 10’s gut read decayed from proposition-changer to reverse under analysis.

Figure 3. Customer experience against the line, Horizon ghosted. The reverse position sits below foundational; dashed rings carry the anti-
motivator flag.

Two properties of this read do the most work in the room. The first is drift: the method
captures the room's gut category and the analysed category separately, and where they
disagree, that disagreement is surfaced as a decision rather than silently resolved. The
second is the reverse category, which is the check that a proposition the firm loves is actually
wanted, and it fires more often than any leadership team expects.

One boundary should be stated plainly. These reads are structured expert elicitation,
challengeable inference from the evidence in the room, not a substitute for customer
research. A reverse or proposition-changing label is the finding that licenses the research
spend: it tells a leadership team precisely where a segment study or behavioural evidence
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would pay for itself before a build is committed. The method raises the question sharply; a
research budget answers it.

The read also carries a clock. Delight decays into expectation: the category a case earns
today is not the category it will hold, and a proposition-changer, once the market has seen it
twice, reads as table stakes. In our experience the decay cycle in most sectors is now
measured in months, not years. The strategic consequence is developed at the end of this
paper, and it is the single most expensive thing to get wrong in an Al portfolio.

E-employee: what the case does to the people who do the work

Almost every Al portfolio contains cases that take away work people will be glad to lose, and
a smaller number that take away the work people valued most. The distinction matters and it
is rarely drawn. The method reads every case for it: does this absorb toil, or does it displace
the judgement and craft that made a role worth doing? Cases that hollow a role are flagged,
not to stop them, but so that what a case quietly removes is replaced on purpose rather than
discovered in four years.

The sharpest form of the problem is generational, and it deserves its own treatment.

The junior problem: Al amplifies seniors and hollows the pipeline

Generative and agentic Al change the economics of skilled work asymmetrically. For
experienced practitioners the tools are a force multiplier: a senior can set intent, steer the
machine, judge trade-offs and verify what comes back, because the judgement being
amplified already exists. For early-career people the same tools create drag: without the
experience to verify, steer and integrate what the machine produces, juniors ship shallow
fixes and fragile work, and everyone can see it.

This creates a new incentive structure that almost no leadership team has confronted
directly: hire seniors and automate the junior work. It is locally rational and collectively
ruinous, because the work being automated is precisely the work through which juniors have
always built judgement. Drafting the first-pass memo, writing the discharge summary,
producing the initial analysis: these were never just outputs, they were the apprenticeship.
Automate them without redesigning how people learn, and in four years the organisation has
a cohort that never developed the judgement its senior roles require, and the profession has
a narrowing pyramid. The short-term productivity gain is real, which is what makes the trap
effective.

This is not a training-course problem, and treating it as one is how organisations get it
wrong. The learning that creates capable professionals happens inside real teams, on real
work, under guided supervision, and the supervision time is exactly what the productivity
case just optimised away.

The method makes the problem visible per case: the employee read distinguishes toil from
judgement displacement, and the flag lands on the specific cases that remove learning-by-
doing, with the question stated: what replaces the apprenticeship this case removes? The
answer, in the professions that have solved this before, is preceptorship: structured, planned
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supervision inside real work, with senior practitioners given protected time to build juniors'
judgement deliberately rather than incidentally. \1

The junior problem: Al amplifies seniors and erodes the base of the pyramid

Before Hire seniors, automate the junior work
senjors seniors x Al: seniors amplified
mid mid
______________ ] —— e === ===y
1 1
junfors junlors :
1
______________________________ |
learning by doing flows upward: the work juniors learned by is automated:
first drafts, first analyses, supervised work the pipeline narrows, judgement stops being built

Locally rational, collectively ruinous. Not a training-course problem: the learning lives inside real teams, on real work, under supervision.

The junior problem. Automate the work juniors learn by, and the pyramid narrows: locally rational, collectively ruinous.

One further question the people optic surfaces, and we raise it as a question because nobody
yet has the answer: as agents take on work at scale, who manages agents as a workforce?
Not the technology, the workforce: capacity, performance, escalation, the boundary between
what a person owns and what an agent does. No organisation chart we have seen yet
answers it, and the organisations that answer it first will have built a capability the others
are still naming. ' [Placeholder quote 1: to be sourced; must be true]

Two ways to close a gap: move the line, or bring a case down

Once cases are placed against an evidenced line, the gaps are visible. Every gap closes from
one of two sides, and they are genuinely different decisions with different owners, timescales
and costs.

Moving the line up changes how the organisation runs, and lifts every case at once.
Standing a cross-functional team with protected time takes the organisation from level two
to level three, and every case demanding level three becomes deliverable in the same
moment. One decision, many cases. It is slow, it is leadership's to make, and it is the
expensive option.

Bringing a case down changes what that case asks of you, and the line stays where
it is. There are three ways to do it. Scope the case more tightly. Keep a person in the loop,
so the work asks less autonomy of the organisation. Or put an asset in place that answers the
demand, so the case no longer has to invent it.

That third route is the one leadership teams underestimate, and it is where most of the
practical value sits. If half a portfolio carries a regulatory gate, those cases do not each need
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their own compliance arrangement. One standing clearance route turns every one of those
gates into a step the case walks through, and each of those cases drops a level while nothing
else in the organisation changes.

Here is the point most organisations get wrong. A Centre of Excellence does not move
your line. The line measures how the whole organisation works together, not which teams
exist. What a CoE does is answer the same demand on every case that was asking the
organisation to invent model ownership and lifecycle from scratch. Those cases drop. The
line has not moved. The gap closed anyway, and from the other side. \1

Two ways to close a gap

Move the line up Bring the case down
one structural decision lifts every case at once scope it, keep a person in the loop, or build one asset

one asset

Slow, leadership’s to make, lifts everything: every level-3 case becomes deliverable intres|serstaysimeetstanding capability answers the same demand on every case that

Two ways to close a gap. Moving the line lifts every case at once; one standing asset brings a whole set of cases down while the line stays put.

A worked portfolio

A note on why one composite generalises. Organisational load follows the ontology of an
industry, its shared language of cases, gates, roles and regulators, far more than it follows
any individual firm. Two wealth managers differ in culture and estate; their portfolios carry
the same regulatory gates, the same data-ownership seams, the same judgement-bearing
roles, because the ontology is shared. That is why the patterns below repeat across firms in a
sector, why the method captures each industry's register of language once and reuses it, and
why a composite is representative rather than convenient.

The composite firm is a mid-sized UK wealth manager. Its line is evidenced at level two: work
gets a named owner, but no standing cross-functional structure exists, and the last two data
projects were delivered by one determined person each.

Ten cases came out of the discovery. Placed against the line, they fall like this.
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Figure 4. The line view: what the portfolio demands of the organisation
Every case on the six-level ladder against the evidenced line. Gaps close by moving the line up or bringing a case down.
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Figure 4. The line view: every case on the ladder against the evidenced line. Horizontal position carries no meaning on this view; the ladder
asks one question only.

At or below the line, deliverable as they are. A client portal support agent. A research
and memo drafting assistant for the investment team. Both have clear owners, no new
arrangements, and can start now.

One level above, at level three. KYC and AML onboarding automation. A suitability and
consumer duty file check. Next best action and client segmentation. Each needs something
the firm does not have today: a compliance clearance route for AlI-produced output, or
somebody accountable for a model once it is live.

Two levels above. Conduct and surveillance monitoring, at level four, because it combines a
regulatory gate with a model that must be owned and retrained.

Well above, and deferred. An autonomous portfolio rebalancing and execution capability,
at level six. Agents monitoring mandates and executing trades within tolerance, without a
person approving each action. It needs FCA clearance to operate under discretionary
permissions in a new mode, and it needs data that sits separately with the front office,
custody and risk, none of whom have a standing arrangement to share it.

That last case is instructive, and we will come back to it.

The immediate finding is that five of the ten cases carry a regulatory gate, and it is the same
gate every time. That is not five problems. It is one question, asked once: does a standing
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clearance route for Al-produced output exist? It does not. Build one, and the method
recomputes the portfolio: KYC drops from three to two. The suitability file check drops from
three to two. Conduct and surveillance drops from four to three. Two more drop a level each.

One asset, five cases, and four of them now sit at or below the line the firm already runs at.
That is a board-legible sentence: not "improve our governance", but "stand up one clearance
route and five of your ten cases become deliverable without changing anything else about
how the firm works".

The alternative move is the structural one. Standing one cross-functional pod with protected
time takes the line from two to three, and every level-three case becomes deliverable at
once, without touching any of the cases. Slower, dearer, and it lifts everything rather than a
set.

Both are on the table. They cost different things and they close different gaps. The point of
the method is that the leadership team is choosing between two clearly specified options
rather than agreeing in principle that Al is important. : [Placeholder quote 2: to be sourced; must be true]

The method measures its own certainty, and here is a run where it failed

This is the section that most frameworks would leave out, and it is the reason to trust the
rest.

A placement is only useful if it is stable. If the same portfolio, assessed twice, produces
different levels, then the number is noise dressed as insight. So we test it: the classifier runs
ten times over the same cases, and we report how often each case lands on the same level.

The first run on the composite portfolio failed. Six of nine cases were stable. Three were not.

* The adviser meeting notes and suitability capture case landed on level two five times
and level three five times. A straight coin toss.

* The emerging wealth digital advice case landed on level four seven times out of ten.

* The adviser coaching case was worst: level two five times, level three twice, level five
three times. A three-level spread on the same case.

A framework that reports a single confident number would have printed one of those levels
and moved on. Roughly half the time it would have printed the wrong one.

What made the failure useful is that the instability pointed at something specific each time.
The cases were not badly assessed; they were under-specified, and the method could say
precisely which fact was missing. The meeting notes case flipped on whether suitability
capture sits inside compliance's clearance scope, which is genuinely arguable from the case
as written. The digital advice case flipped on whether the proposition runs on models the
firm would own and retrain, or on vendor models it would merely consume. The coaching
case, the worst of the three, flipped on whether it uses data the advice function already owns
or data belonging to compliance, and that single ambiguity is worth two levels on the ladder.

Each was resolved with one sentence added to the case description. Not analysis, not a
workshop: a fact, supplied by the people who knew it.



The rerun returned nine of nine stable. The meeting notes case: level three, ten times out of
ten. Digital advice: level four, ten times out of ten. Coaching: level two, nine times out of ten.

We publish the failed run deliberately, and the full reliability figures are in the appendix. A
method that always sounds certain is not measuring anything, it is asserting. The useful
property is not that the number is always right first time. It is that when the number is
unreliable, the method says so, names the fact it is missing, and becomes reliable when that
fact arrives.

Some cases should be refused, and the method should say which
Return to the autonomous rebalancing case, the one at level six.

Three independent reads land on it, and none of them share inputs.

The Line™ read says it demands level six: an organisational form the firm has no intention of

adopting. Build the clearance route and it drops to five, which is still far beyond reach. Some
cases stay deferred whatever you build, and that is a finding, not a failure.

The E-customer read says something the room did not expect. The firm's instinct was that
autonomous execution is a differentiator. The analysis reads it as reverse: a meaningful
proportion of clients will actively not want it. People who have chosen a wealth manager
have often chosen a human relationship with their money, and "an algorithm traded your
portfolio and nobody looked at it" is not a benefit to them. That is not a technology objection
and no amount of good engineering answers it.

The E-employee read says the case removes the portfolio manager's core judgement, the
part of the role that made it worth doing, and the part through which the next generation of
portfolio managers learns the craft.

Three optics, no shared inputs, one conclusion: pilot it in a sandbox for the learning, and do
not build it. None of this shows up on a value and effort score. All of it shows up when the
portfolio is read in three dimensions.

What a case is worth: the strict-ROl demand is a category error

There is a reflex in every investment committee that deserves direct challenge: the demand
that every Al case arrive with a strict financial ROI before it can proceed. It sounds like
discipline. Applied uniformly, it is a category error, and it systematically distorts portfolios
toward the trivial.

It is worth saying why the demand has grown so loud. Two years of stalled pilots have
produced a generation of investment committees that were burned by enthusiasm, and the
buyers now arriving are the late majority, whose finance functions apply the same rigour to
Al that they apply to a fleet renewal. The instinct is understandable and the response is
usually wrong: confronted with the demand, teams produce an NPV with three decimal
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places built on inputs nobody can know, and the committee funds the fiction or kills the case,
both for bad reasons.

Watch the demand collapse on contact with a real case. Take the one every organisation has
considered: a conversational assistant to absorb work human agents do today. Build the NPV
honestly and count what you actually know. Revenue effects: the uplift from faster answers is
a guess, and the loss of customers who wanted a person, the reverse-read risk, has no
measure at all and arrives over years, after the business case has been marked as delivered.
Adoption: the single biggest driver of every benefit line, and it is a guess. Cost: token
consumption shifts with model pricing and usage patterns nobody has observed yet; the cost
to tune, retrain, evaluate and support the model over its life is unpriced; the human-in-the-
loop capacity the case quietly assumes is rarely in the model at all. Almost every material
input is guessed or unknowable, and the committee is demanding IRR-grade precision on top
of them. The spreadsheet is not analysis; it is confidence, formatted.

The error underneath is treating three different kinds of value as if they were one, and the
discipline is to name the kind and demand the answer that kind can actually give:

1. Hard value is countable, and should be counted: hours removed, cost per transaction,
rework rate. The answer to expect: a baseline measured before the build, the number,
and the route by which it will be measured after. If a case claims hard value and
cannot produce the baseline, it is not claiming hard value; it is hoping.

2. Soft value is real but arrives through a proxy: decision quality, speed to answer,
experience scores. The answer to expect: the named proxy, the expected direction and
rough magnitude, who owns the metric, and the date it will be reviewed. A cash
conversion of a soft benefit is fiction, confidently formatted, and a committee that
demands one is asking to be lied to fluently.

3. Risk value is an insurance premium, and should be priced like one. The conduct-
monitoring case earns nothing; it makes a seven-figure regulatory event less likely. The
answer to expect: the event being insured against, its rough cost and likelihood
movement, and the premium the board would rationally pay, informed by what near-
misses have already cost and what the regulator has fined elsewhere. Every board
already knows how to buy insurance; it is only in Al portfolios that they forget they
know.

The route through, for the cases that matter and cannot be counted honestly, is the
falsifiable proof of value: a bounded build with the success and kill criteria stated before it
starts. Not a pilot, which is a build with the hope left in; a proof, which states in advance
which proxy must move, by roughly how much, by when, and what result would kill the case.
A business case you could be wrong about is worth more than a confident number nobody
can test, because only the first kind produces learning when reality answers back. The
method does not tell you what a case is worth; it makes you say what kind of worth you are
claiming, what answer that kind can honestly give, and what evidence would change your
mind.
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Own the difference, buy the parity: where the method lands in business
strategy

The diagnosis ends, deliberately, in the language of business strategy rather than technology,
because the last decisions a portfolio poses are not technical at all.

The organising question, and it is a fifty-year-old one asked freshly: for each capability the
portfolio implies, does it differentiate you, and does failure hurt badly? Considering Moore's
well-proven core and context distinction, capability that is critical but not core belongs with
someone whose whole job is running it to a standard; capability that carries your
differentiation is yours to own, with the organisational structure to match. Most of an Al
portfolio, read carefully, is context: valuable, necessary, and available to every competitor. A
small number of cases are core, and they are recognisable because they change what the
customer thinks you are.

The razor that follows is the one we ask every leadership team to hold: you cannot buy
wow. A capability every competitor can also buy cannot be your differentiator, by definition.
Buying parity is sensible, and most of the portfolio should be bought, consumed as product,
run as a service. Buying your proposition-changer is a contradiction in terms. And the clock
runs either way: as Kano observed, delight decays into expectation, so today's proposition-
changer reads as table stakes within a market cycle or two. The strategic window on a core
case is not open indefinitely; build the difference before the difference fades.

This is also where the method escapes the gravity of being an IT conversation. Every serious
Al use case, examined properly, asks what kind of company you are becoming: which
capabilities you will own, which you will consume, which structures you are prepared to
build, and which ambitions you are prepared to refuse. Those are board questions in board
language, and the method's final output is a portfolio sorted by exactly those questions, with
the evidence for each answer attached.

Where the method sits: a front door, not a house

A diagnostic should know its place in the management stack, and this one does. The Frontier
Line™ is the front-end lens: it makes organisational load visible, separates ambition from
delivery burden, and turns a use-case list into a sequence of decisions. Once a case
proceeds, three established disciplines take over, and the method is built to feed them rather
than imitate them.
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Where the method sits: the diagnostic front door to three established disciplines

THE FRONTIER LINE™

portfolio diagnostic: load made visible, sequence decided,
do now / bring down / move the line / refuse

l the decided portfolio,

Y Y with evidence per case
GOVERNANCE & CONTROL DELIVERY & SUSTAINMENT VALUE ACCOUNTABILITY
NIST Al RMF - ISO/IEC 42001 product operating model - value streams benefits realisation
inventory, risk tier, oversight, enduring teams, decision rights, baseline, target, owner, indicators:
monitoring, incident, lifecycle funding, cadence: the line moved up the value contract per case

The method feeds these disciplines; it does not replace them. Each of its limits is the next layer’s job:
governance controls the risk, the operating model carries the climb, benefits realisation proves the value.

Figure 5. Where the method sits: the diagnostic front door, feeding governance, delivery and value disciplines. Each of its limits is the next
layer’s job.

Governance and control. Frameworks such as NIST's AI Risk Management Framework
and ISO/IEC 42001 govern how Al is inventoried, risk-tiered, overseen, monitored and
retired. The method does not replace them; it arrives at their door with the paperwork
started. Every placed case already carries an owner, a human-oversight posture, its
regulatory and data gates, and its dependency map, and the standing assets the method
recommends, the clearance route, agent assurance, accountable model ownership, are the
operational interface those frameworks require. A diagnosis that swallowed the control
system would stop being a diagnosis.

Delivery and sustainment. The product-operating-model movement, from projects to
enduring value-stream teams, is not adjacent to this method: it is the upper half of the
ladder. Levels five and six are what "from project to product" looks like when it has actually
happened, which means "move the line up" is precisely the decision that discipline exists to
execute. The method tells leadership where the line binds and whether moving it is worth
what it costs; the operating-model work then builds the teams, decision rights, funding and
cadence that constitute the move.

Value accountability. Benefits-realisation practice supplies what this paper's value section
deliberately stops short of: baselines, targets, owners, indicators and post-delivery tracking.
The method's contribution is the front of that contract, the value type per case and the
falsifiability standard, which is exactly the input a benefits register needs to avoid confident
fiction.
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The Frontier Line™

What load does each case
impose, and what do we do
about it?

Primary
question

Best output = The decided, sequenced

portfolio with evidence

Takes over at the front, before commitment
Alone, it control depth, delivery capacity,
misses value tracking

Governance-first

What controls and owners
apply before and after
deployment?

Inventory, risk tiers, control
gates

when a case proceeds

portfolio strategy and
sequencing

Product operating
model

What enduring structure
delivers continuously?

Value streams, teams,
cadence

when the line must move

which cases deserve the
structure

Benefits realisation

What value will be

realised, and who owns
it?

Benefits register,
baselines, KPIs

when delivery starts
earning

whether the organisation
can carry the case

The division of labour also settles a commercial question cleanly: the diagnostic is vendor-

neutral by construction, and implementation routing, which platform, which service, which

partner, is a separate artefact produced after the diagnosis, never blended into it. The

method's credibility in every direction rests on the same discipline: it produces a defensible

no as readily as a yes.

The models behind the method

Each model in the method does one job, on evidence the method gathers, and none of them

touches the measurement another produces. Charts referenced are monochrome figures in

the printed edition.

Conway's law, read in reverse (Conway, 1968). Systems mirror the communication
structures that build them; therefore the structures you have determine what you can build
and run. The reverse reading underpins the six-level ladder and the Line™ itself, and its
second consequence, that structures constrain imagination as well as delivery, \1 The ladder

and boundary figures above carry this model.

Kano's model of customer experience (Kano, 1984), on Herzberg's foundation

(1959). Features sort by how customers experience them, foundational, performance,

delighter, reverse, and satisfiers are not the opposites of dissatisfiers. \1
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Kano (1984): customer experience is a category, not a score

satisfaction T

proposition-changing (delighter)

~ ~

delivered
well -

foundational (must-be)

reverse: some customers do not want it

Kano: experience categories, the reverse curve, and the decay of delight into expectation.

Herzberg's two-factor theory (1959), applied to the workforce. Hygiene factors and
motivators are different axes; automating toil is relief, automating judgement hollows the
role. \1

Herzberg (1959): satisfiers and dissatisfiers are different axes

hygiene: toil, friction, admin

automating this is relief

motivators: judgement, craft, mastery

automating this hollows the role

raised per case by the method

dissatisfies « — satisfies

Herzberg: satisfiers and dissatisfiers are different axes; the anti-motivator flag is raised per case.

Three Horizons (Baghai, Coley and White, 1999). When value lands is a statement of
ambition. Used as exactly that and nothing more: horizon never enters the load measure,
and \1
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Three Horizons (1999): when value lands is ambition, never load

H3 changes what the business is

H1 improves what runs today -
H2 redesigns how work is done

time —

Used as a prior in conversation only: an H3 label does not make a case heavy, an H1 label does not make it light.

Three Horizons: when value lands is ambition, and never enters the load measure.

Core and context (Moore, 2000), with the resource-based view (Barney, 1991). What
to own and what to buy, decided from what differentiates and what is critical, with the razor
that a purchasable capability cannot differentiate. \1

Moore (2000): own what differentiates, standardise what is critical

« context core —

context, critical core, critical
1 run to a standard: own and build,
E managed service or bought product with the structure to match
:‘g
<
S
7
S
I
o
5 context, not critical core, emerging
°©
i buy as commodity, experiment fast
keep the build light and cheap

The razor (Barney, 1991): a capability every competitor can also buy cannot be the differentiator. You cannot buy wow.

Core and context: the four postures, and the razor that a purchasable capability cannot differentiate.

Evolution and build-versus-consume (Wardley, 2005 onward). Components evolve from

genesis to commodity; consume what has become product, build only where differentiation
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can still live. Resolves the technology forks, and agrees with core-and-context from
independent premises, \1

Wardley (2005): consume the product, build only where difference can live

build here: differentiation lives here

consume here: it is a product

T T T T
genesis custom-built product commodity

Agrees with core-and-context from independent premises: the cross-check either model alone cannot provide.

Wardley: consume the product, build only where difference can still live.

The discipline across all six is the same rule stated once: the moment a framework starts
adjusting the measurement it was meant to interpret, it stops being a lens and becomes a
thumb on the scale.

What this method does not do

1. It does not tell you what a case is worth. It classifies the kind of worth and
demands falsifiability, as set out above. Your business case is still your business case.

2. It cannot survive a room that will not be honest. The line is evidenced from what
really happened to previous cross-functional work. A leadership team that describes
the organisation it wishes it had will get a line that flatters them and a portfolio that
stalls exactly as before.

3. It measures a portfolio's organisation, not the whole company. A different
portfolio, crossing different functions, may sit at a different line in the same business.
Anyone wanting a single enterprise-wide maturity score should use a different
instrument, and should probably question why they want one.

4. It does not replace delivery. A two-day studio produces a decision and a sequence.
Building the cases, standing the assets and running them afterwards is a programme
of work, and no diagnostic shortens it. What the diagnosis does is stop that programme
starting in the wrong place.
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Where the argument lands

Diagnosed in three dimensions, an Al portfolio stops being a ranked list and becomes a set of
decisions with owners: which cases to deliver now, which need one move first, which to defer
deliberately, and the sequence that funds the climb. The argument stops being about
whether Al matters and becomes a decision about what the organisation is prepared to
become. Which is where it always should have been. | [Placeholder quote 3: to be sourced; must be true]

About Cloud Direct

The body of this paper is deliberately method, not marketing. This section carries what a
reader deciding whether to trust the authors is entitled to know.

The Frontier Impact Studio. The method runs as a two-day engagement with the
leadership team and the people who would own the work, and two days is credible only
because the inputs are mandatory, not optional. Before anyone enters the room, the pre-call
and document review must establish: the current use-case list, evidence of what happened to
prior cross-functional work, data-ownership facts, compliance constraints, the technology
estate as it stands, and the decision-makers who will be present. During the two days, cases
are surfaced, scored, placed and challenged, and cases the room did not bring are proposed
and weighed. The output is a Dream Book: the decided portfolio, the evidence behind every
placement, and the sequence. Its findings are labelled with the evidence standard they met:
where an input was thin, the tooling marks the affected conclusions as contingent on the
missing fact rather than presenting them at full confidence, and a placement that would
change if a stated assumption fails says so. Two days produces a rigorous diagnostic
hypothesis and a sequence to act on; it does not pretend to be the transformation it
sequences.

The tooling. The reads in this paper are computed live in the room by purpose-built tooling,
not scored on flipcharts and typed up later. The same tooling runs the reliability protocol in
Appendix A: every classifier that places a case is stability-tested, and the placements carry
their evidence on screen, because an inference a room cannot challenge is an assertion.

Customer zero. We run the method's conclusions on ourselves before recommending them
to anyone. Cloud Direct operates its own Al centre of excellence, runs agent workflows in
production inside its own delivery and service operations, and has stood up a standing team
that deliberately pairs HR with Engineering, in the same spirit as Moderna's much-discussed
pairing of people and technology leadership, on the view that managing a workforce of
humans and agents together needs both disciplines in one room rather than two functions
exchanging memos. Where this paper says a capability is buildable, we have usually built it
first.

The preceptorship. We act on the junior-pipeline finding rather than only publishing it.
Cloud Direct runs a funded Al preceptorship programme, placing early-career engineers into
live delivery teams for six months under senior preceptors at a fixed ratio, with independent
evaluation by the University of Bristol. It exists because the market incentive genuinely
points the other way, and the pipeline does not repair itself.
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Capabilities and experience. Cloud Direct has spent twenty years moving UK mid-market
organisations through platform shifts, from data centre to cloud to the current one, as a
managed services provider as well as a consultancy. That matters to the method: the delivery
routes it recommends are ones we run to an SLA ourselves, and where we have no offering,
the tooling says so on screen rather than hiding the gap.

Where Microsoft itself is heading. Readers outside the partner ecosystem often have not
seen how directly Microsoft's own stated approach now matches the argument of this paper.
Microsoft instructs its field and partners to lead with business transformation rather than
product, frames the Al-era organisation as one that redesigns work around human-agent
teams, and organises its go-to-market as a set of named business conversations rather than a
product catalogue: assistants in the flow of work, agents applied to redesigned business
processes, a trusted and secure platform for Al, a unified and governed data estate,
modernisation undertaken with confidence, and an Al-ready productive and secure
workplace. Each case the method places lands naturally in one of those conversations, which
is why a diagnosis produced by the Frontier Line™ is immediately actionable inside a
Microsoft account team's own language. ' [Production check: confirm the public form of the conversation names

against Microsoft's published materials before circulation.]

The Microsoft partnership. The method is platform-neutral by construction: every read is
expressed in capability language, and a portfolio on any estate can be diagnosed with it.
Cloud Direct is a Microsoft partner of long standing, and for the majority of UK mid-market
organisations, whose estates are Microsoft-centred, the translation is native: each case the
Line™ places maps onto a specific Microsoft conversation and workload set, and the routing
falls out of the diagnosis rather than being applied to it. We publish that mapping separately
for partner audiences. It deliberately does not structure this paper, because a diagnosis that
arranged itself around any vendor's catalogue would stop being a diagnosis, and the
method's credibility in both directions rests on one discipline: it produces a defensible no as
readily as a yes.

Appendix A: reliability, and the road to outcome validity

The method's placements are tested for reliability, and the figures below are from real runs
on the composite portfolio. We report test-retest reliability: whether the method, given the
same inputs, produces the same answer. We do not yet report outcome validity, whether the
placements predict delivery success over time, because that requires longitudinal client data
the method is now beginning to accumulate; it is stated here as future work, not claimed.

» Stability protocol: each case classified N=10 times at fixed configuration; a case is
stable when at least 9 of 10 runs agree on the demanded level.

e First run (under-specified portfolio): 6 of 9 cases stable. Unstable spreads: level
2/3 at 5/5; level 4 at 7/10; one three-level spread (2 at 5, 3 at 2, 5 at 3).

* After one clarifying sentence per unstable case: 9 of 9 stable; agreement 10/10,
10/10, 9/10.

* Adversarial testing: the current engine baseline passed a structured challenger suite
of 135 runs across scored fixtures with zero flags raised by an independent judge tier.
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* Calibration baseline: the level engine is calibrated against an 80-case gold set
spanning eight industries, re-run on every engine change.

The outcome-validation protocol. Test-retest reliability is necessary and insufficient: the
claim that placements predict delivery outcomes must be earned longitudinally, and the
protocol is now stated so it can be held to. For client portfolios diagnosed from 2026 onward,
with consent, the method tracks at six, twelve and eighteen months: whether at-or-below-line
cases shipped and stayed in production; whether above-line cases attempted without the
prescribed move stalled, as the method predicts they will; whether recommended assets
were built and produced the recomputed drops; adoption and ownership state per shipped
case; and governance incidents against cases that carried gates. The falsifiable core is
simple: if above-line cases succeed as often as at-line cases without any organisational move,
the Line™ is measuring nothing, and we will say so in a future edition of this paper.

Appendix B: the Line™ rubric, in brief

The full assessor rubric runs longer than this paper; its shape is published here so
placements can be challenged on the evidence standard they claim. For each level, the
rubric states three things: what must be observably true, the evidence that counts, and the
anti-example that does not.

* Level 2, for instance. Observably true: one named individual is accountable for the
cross-functional outcome, with time allocated and the standing to chase other
functions. Evidence that counts: a name the room agrees on, and a prior piece of work
that person actually carried across a boundary. Anti-example: a steering group, a
"sponsor" who attends monthly, or an owner named in the meeting that placed the
case.

* Level 3, for instance. Observably true: a cross-functional team with protected time
exists or has existed and survived a sponsor change. Evidence that counts: named
members, a calendar that shows the protection, and a delivery that outlived its
champion. Anti-example: a project team that dissolved at go-live, or a pilot that worked
while one determined person made it work.

* Level 5, for instance. Observably true: budget and decision rights sit with a value
stream, visible in the funding model, not the aspiration deck. Anti-example: a
transformation programme with a value-stream slide and functional budgets.

Placements are produced by the classification engine against this rubric and carry
confidence bands from the stability protocol above; every placement's driving evidence is
shown in the tooling and is challengeable in the room, and a successful challenge
recomputes the placement rather than annotating it.

Appendix C: the case evidence pack

Every case in a Dream Book carries a standard evidence record, and one is shown here in
compact form so the audit trail is visible rather than asserted.
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Case: KYC / AML onboarding automation. Value type: hard (hours per file, rework rate) with a
risk component (regulatory exposure priced as premium). Horizon: stated H1. E-customer:
foundational; drift: none; challenge state: unchallenged. E-employee: mixed, toil-dominant; no
anti-motivator flag. Line™ drivers: regulatory gate (clearance route absent), model ownership
demand (no standing function), both shown with the sentence in the case description that fired
them. Demanded level 3 against a line of 2; with the clearance route in place, recomputes to 2.
Stability: 10/10. Missing facts: none after clarification round. Owner: named in session.
Governance profile: risk-tiered, human-in-the-loop at decision point, monitoring via agent
assurance once live. Recommended decision: deliver after the clearance route stands; sequence
position 2.

The record above is generated, not transcribed: it is the tooling's own output for the
composite case, and every field in it is either evidence captured in the room or an inference
the room could challenge.

[Production note: figure kit v0.2 exists as matching monochrome SVGs, including the pure-
model explainers, the consulting-model charts, the Conway boundary figure and the junior-
pyramid figure; figures 1 to 4 to be produced as matching monochrome SVGs from the same
3D model geometry, per the specifications in the body. Placeholder quotes 1 to 3 to be
replaced with sourced, attributed client statements; each must be true and approved.]

The Frontier Line™ and the Line™ are trademarks of Cloud Direct. © Cloud Direct 2026.
The Frontier Line and the Frontier Impact Studio are practices of Cloud Direct Studios. To
discuss a portfolio, or to see the method run against a composite in your sector, contact us.
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