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Integrated and Interpreted

The first essay in this series argued that intelligence is becoming

infrastructure. The second argued that the resistance to building that

infrastructure is human, not technical — about status, hierarchy, and

identity, not about software. Both essays presupposed something I never

quite defined: the destination. If intelligence is becoming infrastructure,

what does an organization that has actually integrated it look like? What is

the property we are building toward?

That is the essay I want to write now. Because "intelligent organization" gets

thrown around loosely. It can mean efficient, or data-driven, or good at

decisions, or aggressive about adopting AI tools. None of those are quite the

same thing. And without a clear definition of what we are aiming at, the

architectural work in front of us has no shape.

So. What makes an organization intelligent?

If I had to do it in one word, the word is integrated. But I have to say what I

mean by that, because integrated is a loaded term — and most of what

passes for organizational integration is just databases connected together.

Pipes. APIs. Dashboards. That is not intelligence. That is plumbing.

What makes integration intelligent is interpretation. Integrated information

sitting in a substrate is just structured data. Interpretation is what turns it

into something the organization can act on — what notices the pattern,

draws the connection, makes the call. Without interpretation, you have a

very expensive filing cabinet.

So if I had a small equation:

Information + Interpretation = Intelligence.

It is a one-plus-one-equals-three situation, because interpretation acting on

integrated information produces something neither piece can produce alone.

The pieces compound. That nonlinearity is what we mean when we use the

word intelligence. This equation is the spine of the essay. Everything that

follows is an unpacking of one or both sides of it.
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What does interpretation actually consist of? The simplest answer is that it is

what humans and basic systems already do today. A salesperson hears the

same concern from three different customers in a single week and, drawing

on experience, interprets it as a market signal rather than three

coincidences. A finance lead reads a slowdown in receivables against

external context — a holiday, a regional shock, a customer's own quarter-end

behavior — and interprets it differently than the same numbers would

warrant in a normal week. That weighing of data against domain knowledge

and external context is interpretation. The substrate's job is not to replace

that capacity. It is to make it scalable — to apply it across more data, more

often, at more levels of the organization than any individual could on their

own.

—

A Note on the Human Comparison

Before going further, I want to set aside one distraction. People hear

"intelligent organization" and assume we are chasing organizational AGI —

some artificial general intelligence with a corporate name on it.

That is a distraction in the business sense. You do not need AGI for

organizational intelligence to do enormous work. What you need is

intelligence specific to your organization, your industry, and a few

macroscopic inputs that the substrate uses to anchor the rest. That is plenty.

You can go a very long way without anything resembling human intelligence

in the substrate. The intelligence that matters is the intelligence already

embedded in the people doing the work, made visible and compounded

across the institution.

So when I say intelligent organization, I am not making a science-fiction

claim. I am describing a property — information plus interpretation — that is

available right now, with technology that already works.

—
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The Framework: Five Dimensions

The simplest test I have for whether an organization is becoming intelligent

is to look at five dimensions. Four of them are domains. The fifth is the

relationship among the first four.

The first four are straightforward. The customer experience: how does

intelligence shape what customers actually feel from the organization? The

operational experience: how does intelligence shape how the work actually

gets done? The administrative experience: how does intelligence shape how

the organization is run from the back office — finance, planning, allocation,

people? The outward-facing appearance: how does intelligence shape how

the organization presents itself to the world?

Most organizations adopting AI try to improve one or two of these in

isolation. A chatbot for customer service. A copilot for engineers. A demand-

forecasting tool for ops. These are useful. They are also incomplete.

Improving one dimension while the others sit static does not make the

organization intelligent. It makes one corner of it more efficient.

What makes the organization intelligent is the fifth dimension — the

integration of those four into something nonlinear.

What does that look like in practice? Customer service notices a pattern in

requests about a particular product feature. The substrate routes that

pattern into the marketing function, which adjusts how the product is

positioned in outward communications. It also routes it into operations,

which surfaces a process change worth piloting. And it lets the

administrative side know that the volume change in returns is going to affect

working capital in the next quarter.

None of that requires meetings. None of it requires someone in a corner

office to draw the lines. The substrate connects the dimensions, the

interpretation layer notices the relevant signals, and the organization moves

as one system rather than four loosely-coupled silos. That is the qualifying

property. Not the tools. The integration of the dimensions.

—
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Where Intelligence Actually Lives

If intelligence is information plus interpretation, then where does it live?

Where do you point at it?

Four places, plus the substrate that holds them.

People carry domain knowledge and institutional memory. They know things

that are not written down anywhere — why a customer matters more than

the revenue suggests, why a process step exists even though it looks

redundant, what almost went wrong last year that nobody wrote up. The

intelligence in people is real and irreplaceable.

Processes are the structured way the organization gets things done. You

cannot improve a process you cannot define. Most organizations have far

less codified about their actual processes than they assume — much of the

real process lives only in heads.

Documents are best at defining concrete things — contracts, specifications,

policies, plans. They are less good at capturing process or judgment, but

they are the part of organizational memory that survives turnover most

reliably.

Interactions are the source most people miss. The conversations between

people, the back-and-forth that produces decisions, the exchanges with

customers and vendors — all of that is operational intelligence in motion.

Capturing it is harder than capturing a document, but it is where a lot of the

real signal lives.

The substrate is what holds all four of these and makes them addressable.

People keep being people. Processes keep being processes. Documents stay

documents. The substrate does not replace any of them — it threads through

them, makes their content visible across the organization, and provides the

layer where interpretation can do its work.

A real shift coming, though, is that the substrate will increasingly take in

information directly from the environment, from customers, from vendors,

from sensors and external systems — without it having to go through a

person first. That changes things. Today, almost all the information in an
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organization passes through human eyes before it is recorded. Tomorrow,

much of it will not. That is not bad — it is one of the conditions that lets the

substrate notice patterns no individual could catch — but it is a shift with

implications for accountability and oversight, which I will come back to.

What about pathological distribution — what does it look like when

intelligence is in the wrong places? The pattern, in my assessment, is

gatekeeping in two directions. The first version is intelligence held at the

top: senior leaders use the substrate to inform their decisions, but the people

below them never see what the substrate is showing or why decisions are

being made the way they are. That is almost always the residue of executives

who want to keep control, and it is a serious failure mode because it strips

out the compounding effect that makes intelligence intelligent in the first

place. The second version is the inverse: lower-level people or specific

groups have intelligence that the rest of the organization could use, but they

hold it back to make themselves or their unit look better. That is gatekeeping

for status reasons rather than control reasons, but it produces the same

result. In both cases, the substrate technically exists. The integration does

not. Intelligence sitting in pockets is not organizational intelligence — it is

organizational politics with better dashboards.

—

The Compounding Flywheel

What makes intelligence intelligent is that it compounds. That is the

property the dimensions and the substrate combine to produce.

What does compounding look like in practice? Information and ideas from

one part of the organization become immediately available to, and

immediately usable by, every other part. The customer-service-to-marketing-

to-operations-to-administration loop I described earlier is not unusual — it is

what compounding looks like at small scale. The organizations where it is

working well do not notice it as a special event. It is just how things work.

The pilots get suggested faster, the pivots get made earlier, the patterns get

caught before they become problems.
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Maybe the way to think about it is rate. In a non-intelligent organization,

ideas surface in meetings, get debated, get written up, get circulated,

eventually get acted on or shelved. The cycle is monthly at best. In an

intelligent organization, the cycle is daily. Maybe ten ideas a month instead

of one. Maybe ten a week instead of one a month. The volume of small, well-

grounded experiments goes up by an order of magnitude. Most of them fail.

That is fine — they were small. The ones that work compound the

organization's advantage.

The leap that most organizations have not yet made is trusting the

substrate's interpretation enough to act on it. There is a comfortable middle

ground where the substrate makes suggestions and humans evaluate them.

That is worth a lot. But the bigger leap is letting the substrate take action on

its own. Writing the purchase order. Adjusting the budget within authorized

bounds. Sending the customer email. Making the inventory call.

The capability to do most of this is probably already here, or very close. The

substrate can determine what raw materials are needed, what capital is

required, what positions need to be filled. It can draft the purchase orders,

generate the bank documentation, post the job listings, send the requests.

The hard part is not capability. It is legal, personal, and organizational — the

willingness to hand over that kind of control. That comfort takes time and

bounded experience to build.

My intuition on where the threshold moves first: at the personnel level, with

the mundane work of spinning up new functions or filling roles. The

substrate handles the early stages of recruiting — sourcing, screening, even

first-round screens — but the human interview stays human. People want to

work with people they have met and feel they can rely on. That part will not

be automated away soon, and probably should not be. Manufacturing actions

come next. The substrate gets a bounded budget — for this new line, you

have X to spend, you can order what you need within that, and if you need

more you tell me right away. That kind of bounded autonomy can run quietly

for months and years until the organization is comfortable widening the

bounds. Each successful cycle earns the next degree of trust.

What I do not see being autonomous, anytime soon, is the fiduciary layer.

The substrate should not be deciding to take a company private, issue new
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stock, or initiate a buyback. Those decisions sit at the intersection of

strategy, governance, and legal responsibility, and the people accountable for

them need to be the ones making them. The substrate's job at that level is to

make the leader who is making the call meaningfully smarter — to bring

more information, more market context, more comparison data, more

scenario analysis into the room than any individual could otherwise hold.

That is a real expansion of leadership capability. It is not the same as letting

the substrate make the call.

Whatever the threshold, trust is built one successful decision at a time. The

substrate earns the right to act on bigger things by acting well on smaller

ones. But there is a more important component, and it is the one most

discussions of AI trust skip: the substrate has to be able to admit when it is

wrong. It needs to be able to say, in plain terms, "I gave you this

recommendation last week. I did not have full context. Here is what I would

recommend differently now, and here is how to remediate." That kind of

reconciliation — visible, specific, blame-free — is how the substrate moves

from suggestive to operational. Without it, the first significant error becomes

the reason to never trust the substrate again. With it, errors become the

input that makes the next call better. Trust in an intelligent organization is

not built by being right. It is built by being right often, being honest when

wrong, and having the loop that turns wrong into better.

—

Decisions, Memory, and What Walks Out the Door

If information plus interpretation produces intelligence, two things follow

that change how the organization operates.

The first is where decisions get made. In a traditional hierarchy, the center of

gravity sits at the top, because that is where the most experienced people

are and where the strategic information accumulates. In an intelligent

organization, that center of gravity shifts — though probably not as fast as

people predict.
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Initially, the gravity should stay where it is. Whoever makes the decisions

today should keep making them, because the organization needs continuity

and the substrate needs to earn trust. As the substrate matures and people

become accustomed to working with it, decisions naturally flow downward —

not because authority gets formally redistributed, but because the friction

that justified senior-level decision-making in the first place gets removed.

When everyone has access to the same integrated picture, when the relevant

context for any given call is available at every level, the rationale for routing

every decision through the top of the org disappears.

The organization flattens. There is still hierarchy — humans want hierarchy,

and it serves real coordination functions — but the layers thin out. Decisions

get faster because the substrate strips out the friction in the middle. Fewer

escalations. Fewer meetings whose only purpose was to assemble

information that everyone already had access to.

The second consequence is what stays when people leave. In a traditional

organization, when a senior person walks out the door, a substantial amount

of judgment, voice, and institutional memory walks out with them. You can

hire someone competent to replace them, but the substrate of their decisions

— the things they noticed, the calls they made, the patterns they recognized

— is largely gone.

In an intelligent organization, much of that persists. Every email they sent,

every document they wrote, every recorded conversation, every decision

they made — all of it is in the substrate. Their tone, their voice, their

characteristic ways of framing problems are reconstructable. With consent

and the appropriate legal scaffolding, you could record board meetings and

conversations and tease out their reasoning over time. You could compare

how the organization performed with them in the room versus without,

normalize for external events, and develop something close to a working

model of their judgment. You could build, in effect, an agent — not to replace

them, but to preserve what they contributed and to keep what worked while

letting what did not fade out.

I want to be careful here, because the legal and ethical questions are real.

Recording board meetings raises consent questions. Modeling someone's

judgment after they leave raises questions about what is appropriate to
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preserve and what is not. None of that is a reason not to do it — it is a reason

to do it deliberately and with the right governance in place.

There is also a real limit to how much of a senior leader the substrate can

carry forward, and I want to name it. The substrate can model someone's

behavior, their attitude, how they speak and write. That is not the hard part.

The hard part is the kind of leadership that is genuinely difficult to even

describe — knowing when to step in, when to walk into someone's office and

ask how they are doing, when to read the room and shift the agenda.

Someone once called this management by walking around. I do not yet see

how the substrate replicates it. It is not looking at people's faces. It is not

registering hesitation in voice or the dozens of small signals a person picks

up face to face. That capability is not in the next two, three, four, five years,

in my judgment. Maybe eventually. Not soon.

I want to be specific about why this matters, because I have lived it. In one of

the startups I built, I was the charismatic anchor of the organization. I pulled

people forward — inside the company and outside it. When my role ended,

people left. Within a year or two, the organization was effectively gone. A

peer company that exited around the same time had a similar arc, with a

similar outcome. And I have watched companies in the same space, with

founders who stayed engaged, succeed where ours did not. The difference

was not the substrate of the decisions. It was the presence of the person.

The same dynamic is what I learned from my high school basketball coach.

We overachieved because we believed what he told us. He believed in us,

and what he told us mattered, and our performance reflected that. I have

seen something like that fewer than five times in my life. It is rare. And it is

exactly the thing I do not yet see the substrate doing.

So when a senior leader of that kind walks out the door, the organization

loses something the substrate cannot give back. The substrate solves much

of the institutional-memory problem. It does not solve the charisma problem.

You cannot plan for the Steve Jobs or the Elon Musk or the high school coach

or the founder who pulls everyone forward. They are outliers. But they are

real, and intelligent organizations should be honest with themselves about

which of their leaders carry that kind of weight, and what the substrate can

and cannot do when those leaders eventually leave.
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—

The Scale Question

The shape of an intelligent organization changes meaningfully with size.

There are roughly three regimes, and each has its own challenges. The

breakpoints are softer than they look — we are early enough in this

transition that clean numbers have not really emerged — but the patterns

are real.

The small regime — let us say up to thirty or forty people — is the easiest

place to build an intelligent organization from scratch. This is also where AI-

native organizations have the strongest advantage. The processes are

simple. The information flow is short. One or two people can put context into

the substrate and have everyone else benefit from it. There is no legacy

stack to migrate, no political middle layer to navigate, no committees to

convince. A ten-person organization built around an intelligence substrate

from day one can do the work of a fifty- or hundred-person organization built

the old way. There are limits — capital, human-interaction bandwidth, the

basic reality that some things require physical people in physical places —

but within those limits, the leverage is enormous. You can also fail faster,

which is its own kind of intelligence. The startup-to-going-concern transition

can compress significantly.

The large regime — somewhere above a thousand or two thousand people —

is the second-easiest place to do this. Not because it is simple, but because

the resources are available. There is capital. There are people who can be

dedicated to the work. There is executive bandwidth to think structurally

about it. The challenge at large scale is not implementation, it is

management trust. The substrate will surface things that look strange —

pivots, reallocations, cuts, expansions — and senior leaders are weighing

those against external pressures the substrate does not fully see. Public

markets. Quarterly expectations. Investor relations. Boards. The hard part is

not getting the substrate built. It is developing the institutional muscle to act

on what it surfaces.
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The middle regime is the hardest. Somewhere between thirty and five

hundred people, organizations enter what I would call a no-man's-land. They

are past the point where one or two people can hold the whole picture in

their heads. They are not yet at the scale where outside capital and

dedicated AI staff are easily available. The team is lean — there are no extra

cycles to dedicate to substrate work, and people are heads-down on their

actual jobs. The processes are starting to ossify but are not fully

documented. The institutional memory is real but distributed across people

in ways nobody has time to capture.

One place where this gap gets closed in practice is private equity. PE firms

can bring outside capital and outside expertise to a midsize portfolio

company that could not fund the work on its own. The result, when it works,

is multiplicative: the same headcount produces meaningfully more output,

the same operating budget produces meaningfully more leverage. The

midsize organization that successfully implements an intelligence substrate

can grow at rates the large organization cannot because of inertia, and at

rates the small organization cannot because it lacks critical mass. Going

from one million to ten million is a fundamentally different exercise than

going from a hundred million to a billion. The midsize, well-equipped

intelligent organization is positioned to do something close to both.

—

The Stakeholder Question

Different structural forms — family businesses, partnerships, public

companies, nonprofits, cooperatives — get treated as if they each pose

distinct intelligence problems. I do not actually think they do. What matters

is not the form. What matters is whether external stakeholders who are not

part of the substrate can influence the organization for reasons the substrate

cannot model.

If a family business or a partnership or a nonprofit is making its decisions

based on internal knowledge — its own people, its own context, its own

signals — the form does not really matter. The substrate works the same way.
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Information plus interpretation produces the same compounding regardless

of who legally owns the equity.

The complication shows up when there are external stakeholders whose

interests are independent of, and perhaps non-aligned with, what the

substrate can see and has been trained to accomplish. Public markets are

the clearest example. They want predictable quarterly returns. They punish

organizations that prioritize longer-term strategic bets, even when the

substrate is showing those bets are right. An intelligent public company has

to develop a way of communicating substrate-surfaced opportunities that

does not ask the market to absorb a thesis it cannot yet measure. I do not

think this is solved. It is one of the more interesting tensions to work

through, and I suspect the firms that figure it out will have a meaningful

advantage.

The same dynamic shows up in venture and private equity contexts, where

the firm holding the position is targeting a specific exit on a specific timeline.

The substrate may surface what looks like the optimal path. The investor

may prefer a good-enough path that fits the fund's exit math. Those tensions

are not pathological — they are real considerations that have to be balanced.

But they are a function of the stakeholder structure, not the legal structure

of the company itself.

Smaller and privately-held companies face the opposite tension. They have

the freedom to act on what the substrate surfaces, but they often do not have

the people. Many businesses, especially those with significant outward-

facing arms — sales, customer success, field service — fundamentally need

humans to grow. The substrate can make those humans more effective, can

train new ones faster, can extend the reach of the ones already there. But

adding people is always hard, and it is harder at low scale because every

hire changes the culture meaningfully. The intelligent small company uses

the substrate to delay the point at which adding people becomes the only

growth lever — and then, when it does add them, integrates them faster than

a non-intelligent organization could.

The pattern across all of this: it is not the form that creates the friction. It is

the people outside the substrate who can affect what happens inside it.
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—

The Human Texture

What does it actually feel like to work in an intelligent organization?

The people working in a mature intelligent organization should be

comfortable. They should see the substrate as a tool — daily, useful,

dependable. Not novel. Not threatening. Not a thing they are being

measured on. Just the thing they use to do their work, the way they currently

use email or a spreadsheet.

But the texture goes further than comfort. Walk into a mature intelligent

organization and you should see employees who are visibly happier — less

stressed, more competent, more confident in their work because the

substrate is actually helping them serve customers and hit goals. You should

see people sharing across levels rather than hoarding for advantage. You

should see employees willing to report problems with the substrate when

they find them, and equally willing to surface great solutions the substrate

produced and pass them up and down the chain. The orientation toward the

substrate is collaborative rather than defensive.

A pattern I would expect to hear, almost as a refrain: "At first I was scared

what this would do to my job. But I found that it makes me more productive.

It helps me serve my customers better. It helps me reach my year-end goals

more easily." Some version of that conversion story is, I think, the strongest

single piece of evidence that the substrate is real and the integration is

working. It indicates that the human layer has crossed from fear to use —

which, as Essay 2 argued, is the harder of the two transitions.

Let me make this concrete. Imagine I am asked by a private equity firm to

walk into one of their portfolio companies and assess where it is in its

intelligence integration. I sit down with an employee a level or two below the

president. On their desk, they show me their to-do list for the day —

generated by the substrate, prioritized against what is happening in the

business, with the relevant context already attached. They have a working

window open with several active threads — one for a customer issue, one for

a supplier, one for a question their team raised that morning — each picking
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up where it left off, each connected to the rest of the substrate they are

using. None of this is theatrical. It is just how their day works.

But the stronger signal would be what comes next. I would ask them what

new emergent things have shown up in their work recently — patterns the

substrate noticed, opportunities surfaced, problems caught early. In a non-

intelligent organization, that question would land as strange. In an

intelligent one, it would be routine. Emergent behaviors are part of the

normal day. They are formalized — looked at, acted on, shared — rather than

treated as anomalies. That is exactly the goal. The substrate should be

surfacing things on its own, and the organization should have processes that

treat those surfacings as routine inputs that improve the work, the company,

and the products.

And this should be true at every level. The shop floor person should have a

version of this. The mid-level manager should have a more strategic version.

The executives should have a still broader version. The substrate scales with

the role, but its presence is consistent. That consistency — the substrate

showing up appropriately at every level, with everyone equipped to use it —

is the lived signature of an intelligent organization.

Curiosity matters in the early days. To get an intelligent organization built,

you need a meaningful percentage of the workforce to be curious enough

about the new tools to push through their own fear of them. Almost everyone

is going to be threatened by this at first — fear is a perfectly rational

response to something this new and this big. The role of leadership is to be

honest about what is happening, including about attrition where it is real,

and to make the tools good enough that curiosity beats fear for most people.

That is an early-stage condition. Once the substrate is mature and broadly

useful, curiosity stops being a prerequisite — the way curiosity is not a

prerequisite for using Excel today. It just becomes how the work gets done.

—
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The Physical Layer

For organizations whose work has a physical dimension — manufacturing,

logistics, field operations, anything where atoms move — the question of

physical integration matters.

There is a continuum. At the lightest end, the substrate communicates with

machines directly: scheduling, sequencing, programming for specific tasks.

This is closer to good software than to robotics. The substrate decides when

things run, in what order, against what demand signals. That is available

now and is the right entry point for most organizations.

A step further along, you start customizing the workplace itself for

intelligence. You change how parts are ordered, where things are placed,

how human-machine handoffs are structured — not because the machines

demand it, but because the substrate can use the redesigned environment

more efficiently. Amazon's warehouses are the most visible example. They

did not deploy humanoid robots. They redesigned the picking and grabbing

problem so that robots and humans could each do what they were best at.

The intelligence was not in the robot. It was in the rethinking of the physical

workflow.

Further still, you add simple robotic capabilities for specific tasks — usually

repetitive, dangerous, or precision-critical work. And eventually, in some

settings, you get fuller automation of physical labor.

The path is not "deploy humanoid robots." For most organizations, for a long

time, it is not going to be. The path is: integrate the substrate with what is

already there, redesign the physical environment to use the substrate well,

then add physical automation where it pays. That sequence builds

intelligence into the physical layer without bolting it on. The bolt-on version

— buying robots and dropping them into existing workflows — almost always

disappoints, because the workflow was not built for them. The integrated

version takes longer and pays compounding returns.

None of this is new, by the way. When the first robot arms and automation

hardware arrived on production lines decades ago, the lesson was the same:

dropping a machine into an existing workflow rarely worked. The processes

ai/r — Essay 3

ai/r | air atelier | airatelier.ai | 16



had to change around it — sometimes a little, sometimes a lot. Whole

industries learned the hard way that the robot was the easy part. The

redesign was the work. What is different now is that the substrate itself

guides that redesign. It tells the organization where the change should

happen, what the new workflow should look like, and how to sequence the

transition. The pattern is familiar. The intelligence guiding the redesign is

not.

—

Governance and the Failure Modes

Everything we have described so far assumes the organization can actually

hold the substrate accountable. Most organizations cannot, at least not yet.

They have governance frameworks for the accounting department, for the

board, for legal compliance, for executive decisions. They do not have a

framework for something that operates across all of those at once —

surfacing, suggesting, and increasingly acting on material questions. The

substrate does not fit into any existing governance box because it cuts across

all of them.

That gap is what governance has to close. Not because the substrate is

dangerous in itself — the failure modes are almost always human — but

because the organization cannot responsibly let the substrate influence real

decisions without a way to oversee what it is influencing. Governance is not

a constraint on the intelligent organization. It is the thing that lets it scale.

Mature governance of organizational intelligence has a few characteristics.

First, commitment. Leadership has to actually believe this is happening —

has to be willing to push through the hardships that come with any new

infrastructure. There will be things that do not work. There will be places

where the substrate gets it wrong. There will be employees who cannot or

will not adapt. None of that is a reason to stop. It is a reason to govern

carefully.

Second, open-mindedness about suggestions. The substrate will surface

things that do not fit existing assumptions. The default reaction in most
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organizations is to dismiss or override. Mature governance treats those

moments as the most valuable outputs the substrate produces — the place

where new information is most likely to be hiding.

Third, balance. The substrate does not see everything. Marketplace

pressures, investor relationships, regulatory dynamics, employee culture —

all of that lives partially or wholly outside what the substrate can model.

Mature governance integrates substrate output with the considerations the

substrate does not see, rather than treating either as authoritative on its

own.

The two failure modes are symmetric. The first is ignoring the substrate

completely — going through the motions of "AI adoption" while continuing to

make decisions exactly as before. The second is over-trusting it — firing

people, executing on suggestions blindly, treating the substrate as oracular.

Both fail. The healthy posture is critical engagement: take the suggestions

seriously, evaluate them rigorously, act on the ones that survive scrutiny.

I find it hard to argue, in good faith, that these tools — even at their current

level — cannot improve an organization. The bolt-on use cases alone have

demonstrated that. The substrate use cases will demonstrate it more. An

organization that, three or four years into a serious intelligence integration,

has nothing to show for it on standard business metrics has done something

wrong. The technology is real. The leverage is real. If it is not materializing,

the failure is in implementation, governance, or human adaptation — not in

the substrate itself.

—

Pseudo-Intelligence and How to Spot It

There is going to be a lot of pseudo-intelligence. Organizations that have

adopted the language without doing the work. The tells are not subtle if you

know what to look for.

The simplest tell is what I would call false praise. The leadership talks about

AI, points to deployments, runs the press releases — and operates exactly as

it always has. The dashboards exist. The decisions still get made the old way.
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A subtler tell is the absence of a eureka moment. In any organization that

has genuinely integrated intelligence, there should be at least one moment

where the substrate produced something that would not have happened

otherwise. A pattern caught early. A market opportunity surfaced. A pivot

that paid. A capital reallocation that worked. Something concrete and

external — visible in the numbers — that is unambiguously attributable to

the substrate.

What does a eureka moment actually look like? In a mid-size manufacturer, it

might be the substrate identifying steps in an assembly or build process that

can be eliminated entirely — not optimized, eliminated. In a chemical

operation, it could be the substrate finding a path from raw inputs to finished

outputs that removes a catalyst from the process, or compresses the number

of steps. Those are scientific-grade discoveries, surfaced by intelligence. In a

customer-facing business, it might be more relational: the ability to commit

to a customer order that the organization could not have committed to

before, because the substrate found a workaround in production timing or

inventory routing that the human team would not have caught on their own.

"I could make this sale because we could get them the product in time, and

that was only enabled because the substrate found a workaround." That

sentence, said about a real deal, is a eureka moment. The form varies by

industry. The signature is the same: something concrete and external

happened that would not have happened without the substrate. If three or

four years have passed and nothing like that has happened, the substrate is

not real. Whatever exists is light bulbs, not a grid.

The third tell is what employees say when you ask them. This is the cleanest

single test I have. Ask people at every level of the organization a simple

question: is the substrate helping you do your job, or is it getting in the way?

Then ask the same question at the organizational level: is intelligence

making us a better organization, more efficient, more responsive, more

profitable than we used to be? You do not need to be sophisticated about it.

You just need to listen to the answers.

If the answer at the individual level is mostly positive and the answer at the

organizational level is mostly positive, the organization is intelligent. If both

answers are negative, it is not. If they diverge — individual positive but
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organizational negative, or the reverse — you have found the layer where the

substrate is failing to compound, and that is exactly where the architectural

work needs to focus.

—

Thirty Minutes With a CEO

If I had thirty minutes with a CEO, this is roughly what I would want to know.

How do you feel about intelligence integration? Not the formal answer — the

actual answer. Defensive, curious, threatened, excited, uncertain? The

emotional posture at the top tells you a lot about whether the organization

can do this work.

How do your key root employees feel about it? Not the senior team — the

people deeper in the org who actually do the work. If the CEO can answer

this with specifics, the substrate has at least started to be built. If they

cannot, it has not.

What problems do you want to solve that you cannot solve today? Every CEO

has these. The question is whether they have thought about intelligence as a

route to them. If they have specific problems and have started thinking

architecturally about how the substrate would address them, the work is

underway. If they just have generic AI ambitions, it is not.

Then I would walk down the organization and look at whether the answers

track. Are the things the CEO says they want being acted on? Are the wishes

being carried through into the substrate? Is the integration showing up in

actual workflows and decisions? When the answers down the org line up

with the answers at the top, the organization is intelligent. When they

diverge, you have found exactly where the architecture is missing.

—
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The Property, Not the Destination

Intelligent organization is a property, not a destination. It is the property of

having integrated information across the dimensions that matter —

customer, operational, administrative, outward-facing — and of having the

interpretation layer that makes those dimensions act on each other rather

than in parallel. It is the equation we started with — Information plus

Interpretation equals Intelligence — operating across an entire institution,

every day, on the scale of the whole.

Some organizations are starting to have this property. Most are not. The

ones that get there will look meaningfully different from the ones that do not

— flatter, faster, harder to disrupt, more able to act on what they see. The

ones that do not get there will continue to function for a while, the way pre-

electrification factories continued to function for a while. And then they will

not.

If the first essay was about the infrastructure and the second was about the

human resistance to it, this essay is about what we are aiming at. The

intelligent organization is the destination — not because it is a finished

thing, but because it is the property the architecture is built to produce.

The light bulbs are on. The grid is being laid. What we are building is a place

where the light, the grid, the appliances, and the people who use them are

all part of the same connected system.

That is what intelligent means.

Todd Jochem is the founder and Principal Architect of ai/r (air atelier), a boutique

AI-native intelligence architecture studio. He brings early autonomy-era experience,

real-world robotics deployment, and decades of organizational leadership to the

question of how intelligence becomes infrastructure inside real organizations. 
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