
 
Shana Nussbaum | © 2026 Lean Edge Consulting, LLC 

 

Making Invisible Systems Legible: Application 
Inventory as a Product for AI Readiness 
Product thinking · Data truth · Adoption · AI readiness · System 
integrity 

The Problem 
Organizations routinely underestimate how little they actually know about their own 
systems. 

Application inventories are often: 

• Incomplete or outdated 
• Spread across disconnected tools 
• Owned by no one and trusted by few 
• Maintained only when forced 

As a result: 

• Leaders make decisions with false confidence 
• Rationalization efforts stall or fail 
• AI initiatives struggle to ground outputs in reality 
• Trust in system-level insights erodes 

Before AI can reason, recommend, or optimize, the organization must first answer a 
simpler question: 

“Do we trust our understanding of what exists?” 

 

Why This Is a Product Problem (Not a Data Problem) 
Application inventory work is often framed as: 

• A documentation exercise 
• A CMDB cleanup 
• A governance mandate 

These efforts fail because they ignore user motivation and behavior. 

People don’t contribute accurate data when: 

• They don’t trust how it will be used 
• They fear negative consequences 
• The effort outweighs perceived value 
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• The system feels disconnected from real decisions 

 

This creates a self-perpetuating data quality issue: 

The inventory isn’t trusted because it’s inaccurate — and it stays inaccurate because it isn’t 
trusted. 

This is the same adoption failure mode seen in AI products. 

 

Core Insight 
Application inventory is not about completeness. 

It is about shared, usable truth. 

The goal is not to know everything immediately…it’s to design a system people believe in 
enough to keep current. 

This reframing turns inventory into a living product, not a static artifact. 

 

Product Design Approach 
I approached application inventory discovery as a sense-making product, not a control 
mechanism. 

The design priorities were: 

• Psychological safety 
• Progressive accuracy 
• Immediate value for contributors 
• Continuous stewardship rather than one-time compliance 
• Democratization of data maintenance and use  

 

Product Design Decisions 

Progressive Disclosure Over Exhaustive Forms 
Instead of asking for everything up front: 

• Start with high-value, decision-relevant fields 
• Allow “unknown” as a valid state 
• Make confidence visible 

This reduced friction and improved honesty. 
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Ownership Without Punishment 
Ownership was: 

• Explicit but non-punitive 
• Decoupled from budget or blame 
• Framed as stewardship, not accountability theater 

People contributed more accurately when it felt safe to do so. 

Feedback Loops That Proved Value 
Contributors could see: 

• How their data informed decisions 
• Where insights came from 
• What improved as accuracy increased 

This created a virtuous cycle of trust and maintenance. 

Inventory as a Decision Surface 
The inventory was designed to answer real questions: 

• What can we rationalize? 
• What is redundant? 
• What is high risk or business-critical? 

When people saw decisions flow from the data, adoption followed. 

 

Outcomes 
The redesigned approach resulted in: 

• Faster population of a usable inventory 
• Increased voluntary updates 
• Improved accuracy over time 
• Greater leadership confidence in system-level decisions 
• A foundation suitable for analytics, automation, and AI assistance 

Most importantly, the inventory became alive. 

 

Why This Matters for AI Products 
AI systems depend on: 

• Reliable source data 
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• Clear ownership 
• Shared definitions 
• Trust in outputs 

When foundational data is brittle: 

• AI amplifies errors 
• Confidence outpaces correctness 
• Recommendations lose credibility 

This case highlights a critical product truth: 

AI cannot create trust where the underlying system lacks it. 

 

Designing AI-Assisted Inventory Responsibly 
If layering AI onto this system, the product must: 

• Suggest updates, not overwrite human input 
• Flag anomalies with confidence indicators 
• Surface uncertainty explicitly 
• Learn from human correction 

AI becomes a partner in sense-making and the path to quick discovery, not an authority. 

 

Key Takeaway 
Foundational systems determine whether AI products succeed or fail. 

Application inventory, when treated as a product: 

• Builds shared truth 
• Enables better decisions 
• Creates AI readiness 
• Sustains adoption 

When treated as documentation, it does none of these. 

 


